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  “Our Stormy-Browed Sister”




  The Palmetto Republic




  On November 5, 1860, South Carolina governor William Gist predicted that the next day’s presidential election would be won by Abraham Lincoln, a candidate with no support in the Cotton South, leading a Republican Party that was “fatally bent upon our ruin.”1 Despite this and similarly dire warnings by other state leaders, many Charlestonians were observed to be “jubilant” upon news of Lincoln’s victory, since now the only way to avoid the Republicans’ predicted onslaught was to proceed with an initiative that the radical “fire-eaters” had been urging for a decade: secession from the United States. “The streets bloomed with palmetto flags,” it was said, and the air was “charged with electrical feeling,” as speakers happily addressed a crowd as “Citizens of the Southern Republic.”2




  Gist called for a special convention to prepare for the state’s formal withdrawal, predicting that other slave states would soon follow. On November 17, an estimated twenty thousand people attended a gala featuring the “Miserere” from Il Trovatore, played as a requiem for the Union. Prominent citizens resigned their federal positions: Andrew Gordon Magrath as district judge, William Colcock as customs collector, James Conner as district attorney, and Robert Gourdin as head of the grand jury. In Washington too, South Carolinians began to vacate their congressional and administrative posts, and officers in the army and navy resigned their presidential commissions.3 British envoy Lord Lyons informed the Foreign Office that while “the bulk of the southern people desire to cling to the Union so long . . . as their influence in Congress is sufficient to protect them” from the new regime, the resignations of South Carolina’s congressional delegation would immediately diminish that influence. The en masse departures from Washington and Charleston’s ironic pleasure at Lincoln’s election were therefore of a piece: the more Carolinians stripped themselves of power in the federal government, the more they could allege what Governor Gist had called a “consolidated despotism” of free states arrayed against them, so that eventually (as Lyons noted) not just South Carolina and “three or four more of the violent little States” that had threatened withdrawal for a decade but also the entire South would “consider it necessary, in self-defence, to secede.”4 Senator James Henry Hammond (D/SC), a statesman of superior talent, joined the exodus from Washington but did so not with joy but with foreboding, having in mind the Japanese, “who when insulted rip open their own bowels.”5




  Seventy-three years earlier, shortly after the Constitutional Convention adjourned, James Madison informed Thomas Jefferson that South Carolina would be likely to adopt the new Constitution because the four delegates it had sent to Philadelphia, among that state’s “weightiest characters,” were returning home “unanimously zealous” in its favor.6 This proved correct. In May 1788, a state ratification convention met in Charleston at the Exchange on East Bay Street and voted approval by a convincing margin of 149–73. The Constitution included several provisions to protect wealth generally and slaveholding particularly, and thus the ratification effort was led by “planters,” those owning twenty or more slaves.7 While Article VII of the Constitution specified that state conventions like the one held at the Exchange were the appropriate means for ratifying, the document did not provide a mechanism by which a state might unilaterally rescind its ratification or otherwise withdraw from the Union. Nevertheless, Governor Gist and secessionists in South Carolina’s legislature believed they could avoid being characterized as mere “rebels”—a term they disliked because it suggested lawbreaking and violence—by invoking a similar convention to rescind the commitment their grandfathers’ generation had made. If, as Carolinians had said for decades, the Constitution was a confederation of sovereign states, then any state could exit the Union if it employed the same mechanism provided in Article VII for entrance.8




  By December 6, 1860, the date set for choosing delegates to the state’s secession convention, the momentum for withdrawal was so great that Unionists, already marginalized and dispirited, took themselves out of consideration.9 Alfred Huger, for instance, a wealthy slaveholder, a Princeton graduate, and a reputable official long involved in public service, had been approached to participate but declined. Thirty years earlier, Huger had been elected to a similarly “official” convention tasked with determining whether the state should “nullify” the federal tariff statute within its borders, a procedure that—like secession—was not provided for in the Constitution. Upon arrival, Huger had found that he and others who opposed nullification were mere window dressing, the agenda having been controlled from the start by those committed to violating this federal law in the name of state rights.10 Huger sensed that in the secession convention, too, there would be no substantive debate, the outcome never in doubt.11




  As the state secession convention drew near, most South Carolina Unionists fell silent. Henry William Ravenel, a botanist accustomed to close observation, noted in his journal that he could find no one who opposed withdrawal.12 Benjamin Franklin Perry, coeditor of the Greenville Southern Patriot and Mountaineer, was one, however, as were the wealthy planter Wade Hampton, the aging attorney James Louis Petigru, and his friend Alfred Huger. “Would old Mr. Alfred Huger, who had been postmaster, it seemed, forever, resign” his federal appointment—the Reverend A. Toomer Porter asked—as so many others had done? “No, he would not lose his head as the rest of us had, he would wait and see” how Lincoln conducted himself in office.13 Mary Boykin Chesnut, wife of resigning U.S. senator James Chesnut Jr., from her bedroom in Charleston could hear in the dining room below the after-dinner speeches of her husband and his friends, a gathering from which she, as a woman, was excluded. One speech she liked so much in “voice, tone, temper, sentiments & all” that she asked a relation who the speaker was, to be told that it was Alfred Huger.14 His speech had unquestionably been a poignant one, since he had been born in the 1780s, had known people involved in fighting the Revolution and forming the Union, and would still openly admit his admiration for the United States.15 When in 1850/1851 secession was urged as the appropriate reaction to Northern initiatives to deny slaveholders the right to settle in the federal territories of the West, Huger warned against it. And when in the late 1850s many Carolinians called for withdrawal rather than participation in an 1860 election that the Republicans might well win, he repeated that warning.16




  While South Carolina had been since nullification times the spearhead of secessionism, no one knew or seemed to care what its slaveless yeomanry knew about the possible consequences of withdrawal, even though they would be called upon as foot soldiers in any armed conflict.17 “Whoever waited for the common people,” state legislator A. P. Aldrich told Senator Hammond, “when a great move was to be made. We must make the move & force them to follow.”18 For nearly a generation, the political elite had recited four themes: (1) the Constitution is a compact created by sovereign states; (2) the slave states have always abided by it while (3) the free states have repeatedly violated it; and (4) in response to such violations, any state is privileged to withdraw. These propositions had been repeated so often that no one questioned their accuracy, nor did families without slaves publicly question why they should send their sons into harm’s way to preserve a system from which they derived only minimal benefits: the knowledge that unskilled manual labor was “below” them because it was reserved for blacks, a sort of “equality” with slaveholders by virtue of white skin and a universal voting franchise among white males, and the hope of becoming slaveholders if only slave importations from Africa could be reinstituted to bring prices down.19
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  On December 20, as word spread across Charleston that the Ordinance of Secession had been signed, “men hugged each other in the streets” and “ran hither and thither to hear what next.”20 At the corner of Meeting and Broad Streets, “the chimes of old St. Michael’s rang merrily at intervals all the afternoon. Fire companies . . . paraded the streets, noisily jingling their bells, and one continually met members of the Vigilant Rifles, the Zouaves, the Washington Light-Infantry . . . hurrying in a state of great excitement to their headquarters.” Understatement would not do. Laurence Keitt, having resigned from Congress to serve in the secession convention, proclaimed, “We have carried the body of this Union to its last resting place, and now we will drop the flag over its grave.”21 “Palmetto branches were borne in triumph along the streets” and “bales of cotton were suspended on ropes stretched from house to house.” One was inscribed “THE WORLD WANTS IT,” a verity proven by the succession of profitable years that had made slaves so expensive, even if South Carolina had long since lost its place as the center of American cotton production, and Charleston as cotton’s preferred port of exit to the factories of New England and Europe.22




  Huger and his good friend Petigru were both born just prior to the Constitution’s adoption. Hearing the bells as he walked on Broad Street, the aging Petigru asked a friend, “Where’s the fire?” to be told, “There is no fire; those are the joy bells ringing in honor of the passage of the Ordinance of Secession.” Petigru replied, “I tell you there is a fire; they have this day set a blazing torch to the temple of constitutional liberty and . . . we shall have no more peace forever.” To another he commented, “I have seen the last happy day of my life.”23 According to family lore, Petigru called South Carolina “too small for a republic, too large for an asylum.”24 Another friend, Perry, told a delegate that he had been trying to prevent the state’s withdrawal for thirty years but would now join everyone in “going to the devil.”25




  In 1850, Robert Barnwell Rhett had been appointed to fill the Senate seat left vacant by the death of John C. Calhoun but quit in 1852 after no one would join him in his demand for the state’s unilateral withdrawal. Since then, he had continued preaching secession in the pages of his family’s Charleston Mercury. Now denying the common claim that the state’s decision to withdraw had been caused by Lincoln’s election, Rhett asserted that it had been roiling since nullification times—a phenomenon his intemperate rhetoric had done much to bring to this point.26 An observer noted that after nightfall on December 20, “an illumination of the principal business streets by means of blazing tar-barrels produced a strong and bodeful light.”27




  
“In Our Blindness”




  Francis Pickens had arisen to national notice by being John C. Calhoun’s kinsman, although they had their differences and a time came in the 1840s when Pickens came to think his own political skills superior to those of Calhoun, who had repeatedly tried and failed to be president.28 A veteran of five terms in Congress, Pickens had just served as President James Buchanan’s minister to Russia.29 Passing through Washington in mid-November 1860 on his return to South Carolina (where he would soon succeed Gist as governor), Pickens met privately with another Carolinian, William Henry Trescot, then serving as assistant secretary of state, a position Buchanan allowed Trescot to retain even after he publicly declared himself a secessionist. Also present was another disloyal federal official, Secretary of War John B. Floyd of Virginia.30 Although Pickens had been five thousand miles away, he had formed an opinion (Floyd noted in his diary) that “disunion was inevitable” and that “the time had come for decisive measures” because the Republicans’ “malignant hostility” would result in an invasion of the South.31




  While Unionism was seemingly moribund in South Carolina, reliance upon the protections afforded slavery in the Constitution had been sufficiently widespread that in 1859, Tennessee, Kentucky, North Carolina, and Georgia sent to Congress nineteen members of the so-called Opposition Party, its platform being to save the Union by preserving slavery in the slave states without demanding its western expansion.32 In the 1860 presidential election, John Bell of Tennessee, heading the successor Constitutional Union Party, garnered 591,000 votes, less than the 848,000 obtained by the rump (Southern) Democratic candidate John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky but sufficient to show appreciable Southern support for the Union.33 And while South Carolina prophesized Republican aggression, the Republicans’ 1860 platform promised to protect “the right of each State to order and control its own domestic institutions according to its own judgment exclusively.”34 If the party’s radical, abolitionist wing nevertheless proposed a bill in Congress to emancipate Southern slaves, they did not have the numbers to pass it. Nor would Lincoln, upon assuming the presidency, ever sign it, having repeatedly said that the Constitution did not empower him or Congress to end slavery in any state.35




  In the unlikely event that Lincoln, upon taking office, chose to repudiate his prior pledges and bowed to the ultras in his party, the South could ignore any new antislavery statute because the Republicans would have no immediate means of enforcing it. Southerners could then seek from Chief Justice Roger Taney’s Supreme Court—and would assuredly obtain—a suitably proslavery ruling. While the Weekly Mississippian asserted that the justices of the Supreme Court were old and that Lincoln would replace them with abolitionists, Lincoln had never voiced such an intention, and in any event the slave states could block any such effort by remaining in the Union.36 Ultimately, then, the only available means to end Southern slavery was by an emancipation amendment to the Constitution. Although in the late 1840s Calhoun and Rhett had warned that this, too, would come, it was not reasonably in prospect.37 Under Article V of the Constitution, such an amendment would require ratification by three-fourths (i.e., twenty-five) of the states, so that the fifteen slave states—merely by remaining in the Union—constituted an absolute and perpetual barrier. Nor would free states, if they ever achieved the three-fourths threshold (and that would require a Union totaling sixty states), proceed to ratify such an amendment, since the vast majority of Northern whites would not abide a massive influx of ex-slaves who, as “citizens,” would be able to move about and seek employment as they liked.38




  The Constitution not only insulated slaveholders from the disaster they predicted but also provided a clear path to ending the North/South crisis. Just prior to Lincoln’s inauguration, two-thirds of both houses of Congress, pursuant to Article V, proposed a last-ditch affirmation of intersectional goodwill: a constitutional amendment guaranteeing slavery—permanently and irrevocably—in the slave states. Lincoln in his inaugural declared that he had no objection and forwarded the amendment to the governors, thus eliminating this crucial rationale for secession and in effect inviting the seven slave states that had already seceded to reconsider.39 Prospects for passage were excellent; if the 1860 election had included a referendum on whether the federal government could end slavery in the South, the “ayes” would have amounted to not more than 5 percent of the Northern population, perhaps less than half that. An objective Southern press would have headlined the proposed amendment, as well as the high likelihood that it would be ratified, resolving the crisis. Instead, this extra guarantee of slavery’s perpetuity was ignored, and Lincoln’s inaugural speech, the embodiment of forbearance and Unionism, was characterized across the South as a cynical declaration of war.




  Pickens, owner of eighty-two slaves, did not grasp that by withdrawing upon Lincoln’s election without waiting to monitor his conduct in office, South Carolina was relinquishing in advance the privileges and benefits afforded slaveholders in the Constitution, the document that slaveholders had referred to for decades as the foundational source of their protection. When in 1850/1851 Rhett urged secession as an appropriate response to the free-soil movement in the West, Perry thought withdrawal “the most fatal blow which slavery could receive,” since “nothing could . . . tend more” to the accomplishment of the abolitionists’ “wicked purposes.”40 Representative William W. Boyce (D/SC) had agreed that secession would doom slavery, adding that “in our blindness,” God would have “made us the instruments of its destruction,” a prophetic comment with which the most famous of the abolitionists, William Lloyd Garrison, would surely have agreed.41 While Garrison fervently desired dissolution so that Northerners would no longer be implicated in the Southern sin, he would observe in 1857 that no clear-eyed slaveholder could favor it.42 And future Confederate vice president Alexander Stephens of Georgia, echoing Perry, wrote that slavery was “much more secure in the Union than out of it,” adding that Lincoln—Stephens’s friend since they both served as Whigs in the Thirtieth Congress—would “administer the Government . . . safely” for the slave states.43 But the issue of whether slavery was better protected within or outside the Union—the crucial question facing every South Carolinian (whether a slaveowner or not)—was never subjected to rigorous, objective examination, either in the legislature or in the press.44 Such a discussion would have revealed and exacerbated the fault lines between the planters and the “common people” and—since the planters had always been in control—they inculcated the sense that support for withdrawal was overwhelming.




  Bellona, the Goddess of War




  On the day South Carolina seceded, James Buchanan was in Washington attending a wedding. Sara Pryor, wife of Representative Roger Pryor (D/VA), noticed how much the president had aged in a few months, having provoked the enmity of both North and South in his mishandling of the territorial dispute between pro- and antislavery elements in Kansas. When word wafted in from the entry hall that South Carolina had just withdrawn, Mrs. Pryor leaned down and whispered the news to the seated Buchanan, who fell back in his chair, grasped its arms, asked for his carriage, and left.45




  The nullification crisis had begun in 1829, when South Carolina informed Congress that it considered the promanufacturing tariff passed in 1828 not just oppressive but also unconstitutional, and it would thus not permit the collection of federal tariffs in the state’s ports.46 Violence seemed likely against customs collector James R. Pringle and his clerks at the Exchange.47 Before state militiamen could act, however, Pringle, a committed Unionist from a distinguished local family, directed a Revenue cutter to overtake and board a vessel that was attempting to evade payment, thus maintaining federal authority offshore. President Andrew Jackson, meanwhile, threatened an invasion and the summary hanging of the state’s leaders for violating a federal law. The crisis was then resolved in Congress by a negotiated tariff reduction.48




  Lewis Cass of Michigan, Jackson’s secretary of war in the 1830s, witnessed his aggressive reaction to the nullifiers’ threats, including his ordering Major General Winfield Scott to send reinforcements to the small Union garrison there, along with an instruction to prepare ordnance for an expedition to Charleston on short notice.49 Jackson’s aggressive strategy worked brilliantly, causing Calhoun and the others to back down, even while claiming that they had won because some tariff rates were reduced. Cass would move on to a distinguished career in the Senate, becoming in 1857 Buchanan’s secretary of state. In light of his experience under Jackson, Cass recommended that Buchanan react to South Carolina’s new threats by again reinforcing the understaffed Union facilities in Charleston. When Buchanan in December 1860 rejected that advice, Cass resigned.50 When on December 20 news of “sesech” (as it was popularly called) reached Cass, tears rolled down his cheeks. “It is all over!” he said. “The people in the South are mad; the people in the North are asleep. The president is pale with fear.”51




  The Pryors departed the wedding for the Washington home of a prominent Southern couple. In her 1904 memoir, Mrs. Pryor chose not to provide the relevant name so that she might quote—without breaching decorum—the extraordinary comments made that evening by her unidentified hostess. David Dixon Porter, a lieutenant in the U.S. Navy, had come to the same home to get a sense of Southern reactions to the momentous news. The hostess told him, “South Carolina has seceded, and . . . we will have a glorious monarchy, and you must join us.” “And be made Duke of Benedict Arnold?” Lieutenant Porter quipped. “Nonsense!” she replied, “we will make you an admiral. . . . Would you have us tamely submit to all the indignities the North puts upon us, and place our necks under their feet?”52 In his own reminiscence of that night, published in 1885, Porter would refer to his host as “a distinguished Southern gentleman” and his hostess as “a magnificent woman, greatly esteemed in Washington society for her genial manner, and admired for her wit and intellect.” Privately, he noted that his host and hostess had been Senator Jefferson Davis and Varina Howell Davis of Mississippi.53 Louisa Rodgers Meigs, wife of Porter’s friend Montgomery Meigs, described Mrs. Davis as Bellona, the goddess of war, “her face and eyes . . . pregnant with storm and cloud.”54 Up in Boston, the physician-poet Oliver Wendell Holmes wrote of South Carolina, “She has gone,—she has left us in passion and pride,—/ Our stormy-browed sister, so long at our side!” Herman Melville, pro-Union and antislavery, wrote ominously of a “tempest bursting from the waste of Time / On the world’s fairest hope linked with man’s foulest crime.”55




  “And the Peacemaker Be Forever Blest”




  William Henry Seward of New York, elected to the Senate in 1849, established himself as the most adroit and articulate of the few abolitionists in the federal government. A powerful force in the Whig Party, in 1852 he advised (some said puppeteered) General Winfield Scott in the revered soldier’s run for the presidency that year. But when Scott suffered an electoral loss of 254–52, proving so inept as a candidate as to speed the Whig Party toward its eventual demise, Seward helped found from its fragments the new Republican Party. When he declined being its presidential candidate in 1856, on advice that Republican moderates would reject his abolitionist record, the nomination went to John Frémont, a former military officer and explorer unburdened by recorded political views.56




  While Frémont cut a broad swath across New England and the North, the Democracy’s candidate, James Buchanan of Pennsylvania, unequivocally proslavery, swept the South. In 1858, Seward, on the floor of the Senate, accused Buchanan of conspiring with Chief Justice Roger Taney’s Supreme Court in the Dred Scott decision, construing the Constitution as mandating the right of slaveholders to settle in the federal territories of the West.57 In October of that year, as the Republicans’ likely presidential nominee for 1860, Seward proclaimed in Rochester an “irrepressible conflict” between slavery and freedom.58 Receiving wider coverage than the “House Divided” address given by the lesser-known Abraham Lincoln some months before, Seward’s speech was construed in the South as bellicose, the Memphis Daily Appeal deeming it “incendiary and traitorous.”59 The New Orleans–based De Bow’s Review called Seward “by far the ablest” but also “one of the most dangerous” leaders of a political party commonly equated by Southerners with the abolitionists. Mary Todd Lincoln, from a Kentucky slaveholding family, reportedly called him “that Abolitionist sneak.”60




  Rhett and other fire-eaters who for years had been soliciting support for secession were delighted to see Seward’s harsh antislavery rhetoric make their task easier.61 In October 1859, the abolitionist John Brown’s raid on the federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, a failed attempt to trigger a widespread slave insurrection, proved to be a windfall for secessionists.62 Southern statesmen and journalists had so demonized the abolitionists for three decades that it came as no surprise that Brown had been funded by three of the movement’s leaders: Gerrit Smith, Theodore Parker, and Thomas Wentworth Higginson. Following Brown’s trial and execution in Virginia, Abraham Lincoln, considering a run for the presidency, told an audience in Kansas that although he agreed with Brown that slavery was wrong, “that cannot excuse violence, bloodshed, and treason.”63 But Thoreau, Emerson, and other esteemed Northern intellectuals treated Brown not as a messianic butcher but as a martyred saint, thereby pushing untold numbers of erstwhile Unionist Southerners into the secessionist camp.64 William Lloyd Garrison was also blamed for Brown’s raid, despite Garrison’s long-standing and clearly articulated doctrine of nonviolence. A young Virginia girl thought the raid God’s vengeance for the treatment of Harriet Beecher Stowe’s character Uncle Tom.65 And while no one could prove any involvement by Senator Seward, fire-eaters could now reasonably claim that the Republicans’ antislavery rhetoric had legitimated Brown’s action and perhaps even incited it. Among those reportedly present at Brown’s execution was John Wilkes Booth, who was in Virginia rehearsing a play. A Republican credibly noted that Harpers Ferry would make it impossible to forge alliances with anyone in the South.66




  Years before, Garrison had come close to being lynched by a Boston mob, and when in 1837 journalist Elijah Lovejoy was shot in Alton, Illinois, many Northerners believed it was “just” to kill someone holding abolitionist views, particularly after he was warned not to publicize them.67 Thousands of abolitionists, including Seward’s wife Frances, saw their issue as Brown had seen it: as a moral absolute, and because Seward was in fact not a moral crusader but a “consummate tactician”—as William Henry Brisbane told fellow abolitionist Carl Schurz—he should not get the nomination because “we cannot always know where we shall find him on all points.”68 As Brisbane predicted, once the Republican Convention was in prospect, Seward abandoned his firebrand rhetoric and spoke in the Senate of conciliation with the South and then distributed tens of thousands of copies of the speech to show delegates and their constituents that he would be a sound and evenhanded president with no impulse either to interfere with slavery in the South or to advocate equality of the races in the North.69 Seward’s idea for solving the sectional crisis was to allow South Carolina and—if they wished—other cotton states, to “go in peace,” since this would mollify the border states (Missouri, Kentucky, Maryland, northern Virginia, and Delaware) and the Middle South (Arkansas, Tennessee, southern Virginia, northern Louisiana, and North Carolina), thus ensuring their loyalty to the Union. Another thought was that the irascible leadership of some cotton states would treat a flat denial of the right to secede as a provocation, while simply admitting that right could prompt them, or their constituents, to weigh the decision on the merits—and stay.70




  Seward had toured Europe and the Holy Land in the summer of 1859, meeting major statesmen and crowned heads, and then arrived home as the odds-on favorite for the Executive Mansion.71 Virginia fire-eater Edmund Ruffin wrote that while he did not know whether the “wily” Seward or the “obscure and coarse” Abraham Lincoln would emerge as the Republican nominee, in either case the party intended to impose “complete subjection . . . and ruin” on the South.72 Representative Schuyler Colfax (R/IN) was among those believing that the threat of withdrawal was and had always been posturing to extract concessions, stating months before the Republican Convention that nothing had happened in the Thirty-Sixth Congress except that “our Southern friends have dissolved the Union forty or fifty times.”73 Lincoln called secessionism a “game of bluff,” predicting that the crisis would subside once its perpetrators saw that the North would not be intimidated and that thousands of federal appointments (as postmasters, customs collectors, lighthouse keepers, and so on, not to mention judges and prosecutors) would be awarded to those who remained loyal.74 When someone like Senator Louis Trezevant Wigfall (D/TX) declared that the South was not just posturing, his views might be discounted because he often spoke recklessly and was reputed to have transformed disagreements into duels.75 But Wigfall had grown up in South Carolina, and Lincoln knew nothing about the state.




  Although Southerners viewed the Republicans as monolithically abolitionist, in fact they included a spectrum of beliefs, including radicals who desired “a violent destruction of the slave power; perhaps by war, perhaps by a slave insurrection,” and conservatives who hoped “to keep the slave power more effectually under control, until its power for harm should be gradually exhausted, and its whole fabric gently and peacefully sapped away.”76 Henry Adams, who wrote this description, did not believe that Seward in the Senate, or his own father Charles Francis Adams in the House, was betraying fundamental Republican values by proposing a conciliation whose purpose was to keep the Upper South in the Union. If Virginia and other slave states remained loyal, eventually the people of the cotton states—so the theory went—would lose confidence in the secessionists and seek reinstatement.77




  Seward’s campaign managers arrived at the Chicago convention with a trainload of two thousand supporters called “irrepressibles,” a term the newly conciliatory Seward would rather have forgotten, even as some abolitionists (such as James S. Pike of Horace Greeley’s New-York Tribune) continued to back Seward because of the antislavery record he had now discarded as inconvenient.78 Representative James G. Blaine (R/ME) sensed among Seward’s acolytes an “air of dictation” likely to offend undecided delegates.79 Greeley told Connecticut newspaperman Gideon Welles that Seward would win because he had “debauched” the convention, a harsh term that lacked moral force when uttered by Greeley, an erstwhile Seward stalwart embittered because he had received no share of the political spoils controlled by Seward’s political advisor, Thurlow Weed.80 The managing editor of Greeley’s Tribune, Charles A. Dana, wrote that he and others went to Chicago not to nominate anyone in particular but only to defeat Seward.81




  Abraham Lincoln, his one term as a Whig congressman long forgotten and his reputation outside Illinois due primarily to his published debates in a losing effort to unseat Democratic senator Stephen Douglas, had spoken brilliantly at New York’s Cooper Union just two days prior to Seward’s conciliatory Senate speech, thereby suddenly becoming a viable competitor on Seward’s home turf.82 In a list of presidential aspirants including Representative Edward Bates of Missouri and Senators Salmon P. Chase of Ohio and Simon Cameron of Pennsylvania, Lincoln was emerging in an enviable position: as a common second choice.83 As the convention opened, skilled Cincinnati journalist Murat Halstead, with access to sources beyond those relied upon by New York newsmen, reported a growing belief that Lincoln would prevail.84




  Although Virginia was a slave state, the yeomanry of its western counties supported a Republican newspaper and even sent Republican delegates to Chicago. Thought earlier to be solidly pro-Seward, the delegates instead split on the first ballot, with Lincoln garnering fourteen against a mere eight for Seward. This result was a harbinger. Lincoln took the nomination, his victory ascribed to: (1) a negative perception of the New York political machine controlled by Seward and Weed; (2) brilliant floor management and crowd manipulation by Lincoln’s campaign strategists; and (3) the realization that to win in November the Republicans would need in Indiana, Pennsylvania, and Illinois one whose antislavery credentials were either less well known or perceived to be less radical than Seward’s.85 “Success rather than Seward” had been a blistering slogan.86 Years later, Charles Francis Adams Sr., Seward’s close friend, wrote that this “veteran champion” of reform “was set aside in favor of a gentleman . . . little known by any thing he had ever done”—the same phenomenon by which the mediocre James K. Polk obtained the presidency while it was denied to the brilliant Henry Clay simply because Clay’s positions were familiar to all and thus disapproved by some.87




  Southern politicians, newspaper editors, and citizens largely ignored the centrist views Lincoln had voiced at Cooper Union and in the published collection of his earlier debates with Douglas, choosing instead to paint him as an abolitionist ideologue indistinguishable from Seward at his most extreme.88 Seward made matters worse when, campaigning on Lincoln’s behalf, he assured antislavery audiences in the North that candidate Lincoln “confesses the obligation” of Seward’s “higher law” and “avows himself . . . a soldier on the side of freedom in the irrepressible conflict,” in essence suggesting that Lincoln would be a doctrinaire follower of positions Seward had once asserted but now ignored.89 Seward’s descriptions, carried in Northern newspapers, were then (not surprisingly) widely reprinted in the South.90 As the presidential election approached, a Southern congressman wrote to Assistant Postmaster General Horatio King, “Men like myself, who for a lifetime have fought the extreme ultraisms of the South and the mad fanaticism of the North, will not permit Abe Lincoln’s banner, inscribed with ‘higher law,’ ‘negro equality,’ ‘irrepressible conflict’ and ‘final emancipation,’ to wave over us.”91 After the November 1860 election, one way for Southerners to demonize Lincoln was to predict that he would be the mere rail-splitting figurehead in an abolitionist administration controlled by Seward.92 Charleston postmaster Alfred Huger, in a letter to Kentucky-born postmaster general Joseph Holt, wrote as if Seward—not Lincoln—were the president-elect.93 Howell Cobb, owner of one thousand slaves, told fellow Georgians that because the so-called Black Republicans had declared an “irrepressible conflict,” war could not be avoided unless Seward and company softened their rhetoric. Come Inauguration Day—Cobb added—the South would be in the abolitionists’ clutches.94 Southerners who suggested waiting to see what Lincoln did in office were increasingly dismissed as fools, cowards, or traitors.




  Representative John A. Gilmer (Opposition/NC), a Southern Unionist, implored Lincoln to express his views on slavery so as to “quiet, if not satisfy,” all “reasonable minds.” So, reportedly, did Supreme Court Justice John A. Campbell of Alabama, on advice from Montgomery Blair, who had argued Dred Scott’s case. Alexander Stephens gave similar advice, as did Representative Thomas Corwin (R/OH), who noted an “excitement” in the South bordering on “madness.”95 But Lincoln instead chose guidance from two experienced journalists, Gideon Welles and William Cullen Bryant, who advised that because Southern newspapers had no tradition of pluralism or evenhandedness regarding slavery, anything Lincoln said would be willfully misconstrued in order to generate more rancor against him, even as ultra Republicans would see any attempt by Lincoln to placate the South as betraying their support.96 While Lincoln indicated having neither the constitutional authority nor the personal desire to disturb slavery in the Southern states, he communicated these sentiments confidentially via letters to persons he felt he could trust.97 As he told the editor of the Louisville Journal, “I have bad men . . . to deal with, both North and South,” men eager to “seize upon” any statement as a basis for “new misrepresentations—men who would like to frighten me, or, at least, to fix upon me the character of timidity and cowardice.”98




  Seward, meanwhile, ignoring his own fiery speeches on Lincoln’s behalf before the election, now urged the president-elect to mitigate the glaring sectionalism of his mandate (he had won all eighteen of the free states but only two of 996 Southern counties) by seeking out Southern Unionists as cabinet officers. Lincoln tried, but none would accept. Although Thurlow Weed had undoubtedly consulted Seward before launching in his Albany Evening Journal a trial balloon in favor of the conciliation policy Seward had espoused prior to the Republican Convention, so tart was the reaction of radical Republicans that Seward chose to disavow it.99 On December 3, 1860, however, as other leading members of Congress joined Seward in discussing whether they could prevent a North/South collision, he complained privately to Weed that some ultra Republicans were as intractable as South Carolina’s fire-eaters.100




  Lincoln had confidentially offered Seward the position of secretary of state, informing another contender for the post that this was necessary to keep the Republican Party intact (i.e., to make Seward an ally rather than an adversary), even if Seward’s abolitionist past would make resolution of the North/South issues more difficult.101 Weed traveled to Illinois to meet with Lincoln on December 20, intending to foist on this provincial a cabinet of pro-Seward men, only to find that Lincoln would have none of it. After Lincoln stressed to Weed that he would be flexible on issues other than that of free soil in the West, Seward became Lincoln’s agent in the Senate’s “Committee of Thirteen,” one of several groups formed to resolve the North/South crisis. In this he was apparently ineffective, Georgia senator Robert Toombs later recalling that Seward “refused every overture,” exhibiting a “sullen” and “persistent obstinacy that I have never yet seen surpassed.” Toombs telegraphed to Atlanta, “All is at an end. North determined. Seward will not budge an inch. Am in favor of secession.”102 On the night of December 13, half the congressional caucus of the cotton states declared that “all hope of relief in the Union” was “extinguished” and that “the honor, safety, and independence of the Southern people” required a Southern Confederacy.103
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  On December 22, Seward was pulled into a large gathering at New York’s Astor House and invited to speak extemporaneously. The audience was well oiled, perhaps also the speaker, who characterized the momentous step South Carolina had just taken as “humbug.”104 Seward advised Lincoln that in his view the border states would remain in the Union if the Republicans abandoned their rhetoric about a free-soil West and instead acquiesced in the proposal of Senator John J. Crittenden (Am./KY) to override Dred Scott by constitutional amendment, dividing the territorial West into free and slave regions by reinstituting and extending the Missouri Compromise of 1820, the congressional statute that the Kansas-Nebraska Act had repealed and Dred Scott had struck down as having been void ab initio.105 Seward added, however, that even this major concession would not stop Georgia, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana from following South Carolina’s lead.106




  The Constitution, unlike the earlier Articles of Confederation, was ordained not by the states but by “the People,” providing them with rights and obligations paramount to their state rights and obligations. On January 12, in a two-hour speech to Senate colleagues and a crowded gallery, Seward urged that no state could absolve its people from their allegiance to the Union, nor could a state’s secession dissolve the Union, absent “the voluntary consent of the people of the United States, collected in the manner prescribed by the Constitution,” presumably meaning the amendment process set forth in Article V, requiring the consent of three-fourths of the states.107 But the tough abolitionist rhetoric of a decade before was gone. As in the weeks prior to the Republican Convention a year earlier, Seward mimicked Lincoln by saying that slavery in the Southern states was protected by the Constitution. “I have thought it my duty,” he subsequently told Senate colleagues, “to hold myself open and ready for the best adjustment which could be practically made,” believing that the various points of conflict would eventually “subside and pass away” if the crisis could be appropriately managed in the near term, a task he found himself uniquely capable of accomplishing even if he started with the handicap of being distrusted both by Southerners who doubted his conversion from abolition to conciliation and by abolitionists who were convinced of the change and thus now felt betrayed.108




  Although Seward had confidentially accepted Lincoln’s cabinet offer, he had failed to ask the president-elect to comment upon the text of his Senate speech beforehand, apparently concluding that while Lincoln remained intransigent regarding a free-soil West, he would not reasonably object to a public pledge of conciliation by the man still widely perceived as the head of the Republican Party—a pledge that accorded with Lincoln’s stated views.109 Radical Republicans were displeased with Seward’s speech, Carl Schurz noting that whatever Seward might think privately, he had “no right on his own responsibility to compromise the president’s future policies.”110 When Seward’s wife, still a committed abolitionist, privately criticized her husband’s conciliatory tone, he responded that he had to counter Senate Republicans who never uttered one word “to disarm prejudice and passion” or “encourage loyalty” (an accusation appropriately aimed at many of Seward’s own earlier speeches).111 Representative Corwin, writing to Lincoln of the utter failure of the House committee he had chaired to resolve the growing crisis, echoed what Seward had said about the Senate equivalent, calling the extreme Republicans “practical fools . . . quite as mad” as the fire-eaters.112




  While Seward had sworn in his January 12 speech that no concession would surrender Republican principles, he promised to enforce the Fugitive Slave Act of 1850, a statute that made federal officials the enforcement agents of slaveholders seeking presumed runaways.113 This declaration utterly repudiated Seward’s earlier recommendation that right-thinking citizens should violate the statute (and thus the Constitution’s enabling provision: Art. IV § 2 cl. 3) in service of a “higher law.”114 Now—theoretically—Seward would stand by and watch if his own wife (whose basement kitchen in Auburn, New York, was a stop on the Underground Railroad) were apprehended and prosecuted under the act. Salmon Chase, an unreformed antislavery radical who (much to Seward’s chagrin) would soon be joining Lincoln’s cabinet, considered Seward’s Senate speech a fraud, as did the leading Massachusetts radical, Senator Charles Sumner.115 Senator Ben Wade (R/OH) commented, “If we follow such leadership” as Seward’s, “we will be in the wilderness longer than the children of Israel under Moses.” While Garrison agreed with Schurz and Wade that Seward had sold out his antislavery principles, some stalwart abolitionists, among them James Russell Lowell, founder of the Atlantic Monthly, chose to remember Seward as he had once been.116 The abolitionist poet John Greenleaf Whittier, similarly, confessed himself unable to censure in Seward’s new policy “what was nobly meant,” adding that if Seward could save the Union from “a baptism of blood, upon thy brow / A wreath . . . / Woven of the beatitudes, shall rest, / And the peacemaker be forever blest.”117
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  “A Standing Menace”




  IN 1853, IN AN INITIATIVE INTERPRETED BY SOME AS THE FEDERAL GOVERNment’s display of its imperial grandeur, by others as an emblem of its sincere recognition of Charleston’s importance as a source of tariff revenue, a huge new customhouse was begun several blocks north of the Exchange. Because Charleston was an alluvial city situated between two rivers, the building’s massive weight required a fortune in supportive work to prevent its sinking into the sediment. Work halted because of the state’s secession, leaving “immense blocks of the glistening stone” scattered on the ground. “Will you complete it?” Times of London correspondent William Howard Russell asked. “I should think not,” a secessionist replied, since, as a new republic, South Carolina will “lay on few duties . . . what we want is free-trade. . . . The Yankees have plundered us with their custom-houses and duties long enough.”1




  While tariff rates were in fact low by historical standards and had been approved by Southern congressmen, secessionists commonly sought to bolster their cause by reciting old sources of resentment as if they were still current. Thus, thirty years after Pringle’s bold fulfillment of the Constitution he had sworn to uphold against the nullifiers, his successor, W. F. Colcock (who, like Pringle, was the product of a distinguished local lineage), would resign his federal appointment in order to start collecting duties (at lower rates) for the state. Andrew Magrath, who similarly ignored his federal oath and resigned as Charleston’s federal judge in order to become South Carolina’s secretary of state, told Colcock that if any incoming ship questioned his authority, he should cite as legal precedent a formal opinion of the Buchanan administration to the effect that American ships entering any Peruvian port controlled by rebels should obey whatever laws they imposed locally, and not those issued by the national government in Lima.2 Either Magrath believed the Peru policy to be persuasive precedent or he could find nothing better.3




  Even before South Carolina formally seceded, Buchanan’s attorney general, Jeremiah Black, asserted that the federal government does not engage in unconstitutional conduct against a state by merely enforcing authority assigned to it by the Constitution, even if special legislation would be required to collect duties outside Charleston Harbor. Senator Andrew Johnson (D/TN) agreed.4 Some noted that while collections could be made offshore by the Revenue cutter Harriet Lane, it could not function there for long because it would burn half of its ten-day coal supply in traveling from the North and obviously would be refused replenishment locally.5 However, the legal and logistical issues were unimportant in comparison with the federal policy to be vindicated. While a president could claim for a time that a local disturbance made tariff collections impossible, if he simply stopped trying to collect duties in a particular port, he would violate his sworn constitutional obligation to see that the tariff laws were uniformly obeyed. At that point, some foreign merchants would divert dutiable goods to what had become a low-duty port, thus triggering a drop in federal revenue. This, plus creditors’ concerns about a national tariff system no longer under control, would drive up interest rates on federal borrowings at a moment when the Union might need substantial funds to finance a civil war against those in the state impeding tariff collection.6 The North-to-South shift in foreign tonnage would also result in South-to-North smuggling of foreign goods on which no U.S. duty had been paid, along an extensive and porous border. This would turn thousands of merchants, traders, draymen, and factors into opportunistic violators of the tariff laws, stimulating a disrespect for federal law and necessitating a massive increase in federal law enforcement.7 To complete the circle of problems, in the weeks after South Carolina’s secession, dozens of New York importers asserted that if President Buchanan failed to collect tariff duties in the state because it had purported to secede, they would retaliate by evading duties in New York and other Northern ports.8 As James Madison had warned during the nullification crisis, life without the Constitution would be like life before it, with commercial “rivalships, collisions, and animosities” kindling “the passions which are the forerunners of war.”9




  If South Carolina were to sustain its independence, it would be obliged to interfere with the collection process by a forced boarding of Harriet Lane, the drawing and possible firing of an officer’s pistol, and maybe even a naval engagement in which the cutter and/or its assailant would be sunk, leaving the state to explain to the world that its conduct had been justified by U.S. policy vis-à-vis Peruvian rebels. But this time the dispute over tariffs did not ripen into a crisis, as both sides focused upon another indicium of federal authority in Charleston.




  The Third System




  In addition to customhouses, post offices, and courts, federal facilities within states had always included forts, navy yards, arsenals, lighthouses, and mints. The burning of Washington in 1814 brought home to President Madison the inadequacy of the nation’s coastal defenses, and he proceeded to ask Congress for “the immediate extension and gradual completion of . . . works of defense, both fixed, and floating, on our maritime frontier.”10 In 1816 the War Department instituted a Board of Engineers for Fortifications, headed by Simon Bernard, formerly a senior engineer under Napoleon, tasked with devising a near-term plan for coastal defense while also becoming a permanent body of expertise for purposes of long-term strategic planning. Working with the army’s chief engineer, Colonel Joseph G. Totten, and with Navy Captain J. D. Elliott (after two other senior engineers refused to work under the command of a foreigner), Bernard devised a master plan for stepped construction over several decades at a projected cost of $18 million.11 The three would visit dozens of potential sites along the Atlantic and Gulf Coasts. Over the following decades, Congress, on the board’s recommendation, would fund the construction or renovation of forty-two forts, integral components of what would be called the “Third System,” with substantially more spent in the South than the North. The Corps of Engineers, meanwhile, would control the new military academy at West Point and secure many of its top students.12




  A fundamental premise was that harbored cities were best defended by forts sufficiently armed and garrisoned to teach potential belligerents that any attempt to destroy the city and/or its commerce would be at a prohibitive cost to the invading fleet. However, neither the framers of the Constitution nor succeeding generations of citizens wanted the large military establishment that would be necessary to garrison these forts permanently (an estimated sixty thousand men in the early 1850s), even if, as the board asserted, a much larger force would be necessary to defend harbored cities that lacked these edifices.13 In addition, the emergence of steamships, ironclads, rifled ordnance, and other technological advances, coupled with published studies of what actually succeeded and what failed in seacoast battles in Europe and elsewhere, caused some forward-thinking strategists to declare fortification theory—and the forts themselves—obsolete.14 Periodic debates between the army (led by Totten) and the navy regarding whether U.S. coasts were best defended by fortifications or ships did nothing to advance congressional funding for either.15 Thus, with the huge capital costs already spent and the forts at or near completion, additional congressional funding for the necessary completions, garrisons, and armaments became fitful.16 Some forts would lie vacant, others staffed by a single caretaker.
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  In Charleston, the federal government owned five military properties. Near the western end of Sullivan’s Island stood Fort Moultrie. Completed in 1809 as part of the so-called Second System of coastal defense, then occasionally renovated to accommodate a war garrison of three hundred, it had in place in the weeks before Lincoln’s election a few dozen men from the First Artillery Regiment, led by eight officers.17 Castle Pinckney, constructed in 1808–1811 on a marshy island nearby called Shute’s Folly, presented a low-slung, semicircular bastion. Designed for a war complement of one hundred firing from one tier, it was sometimes inhabited by one widower sergeant and his daughter, his task being to keep the navigation beacon burning. Fort Sumter, on an artificial island in the mouth of Charleston Harbor, was almost equidistant from Fort Moultrie on Sullivan Island to its northeast, Fort Johnson on James Island to its southwest, and Morris Island to its south. Designed for 650 men and 135 guns, it had as yet no artillerymen but 150 construction workers under one officer.18 The buildings composing Fort Johnson were uninhabited and not maintained. And in the city itself was the Charleston Arsenal.
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  Fort Moultrie was positioned to fire upon enemy vessels as they crossed the 2,700 yards of water between it and Sumter. An example of time-honored fortification theory, its low profile presented a minimal target profile. Its fifty-six guns, positioned on barbette platforms to be fired over parapets from an open tier atop the fort, included cast-iron “columbiads” of eight-inch bore, capable of firing fifty-pound shells (a.k.a. bombs, as in Francis Scott Key’s “the bombs bursting in air”) as far as 3,900 yards, far enough to reach not only incoming warships but also Fort Sumter, in an intended partnership of overlapping coverage. Moultrie’s armament also included cannons firing thirty-two-pound solid iron balls from a bore of 6.41 inches, and others with a bore of 5.82 inches firing twenty-four-pound balls.19 Because the fort’s walls were only fifteen feet high and blowing sand had accumulated around the edifice to form a natural glacis, it was vulnerable to an escalade assault by foot soldiers, whether from the water or town.20 In addition, any sharpshooter or artillerist could position himself in or behind one of the houses or on one of the high sand dunes nearby and direct unobstructed volleys into the fort, thus impeding operation of the ocean-facing cannons on the exposed tier.21




  Back in November 1832, before President Jackson sent warships with orders to defend Fort Moultrie and Castle Pinckney against the nullifiers, he had assigned Major General Winfield Scott the delicate task of preparing for armed conflict without provoking it.22 The choice of Scott was apt. A Southerner (from Virginia), he knew the people of South Carolina, having practiced law in Charleston before joining the army. Facing the difficult task of protecting U.S. interests without inflaming locals, Scott wrote to a nullifier in the state legislature, William C. Preston:






   You have probably heard of the arrival of two or three companies at Charleston, in the last six weeks. . . . The intention simply is, that the forts in the harbor shall not be wrested from the United States. . . . [President Jackson], I presume, will stand on the defensive—thinking it better to discourage than to invite an attack . . . in order to gain time for wisdom and moderation to exert themselves in . . . Washington, and in the state house in Columbia. From humane considerations like these, the posts in question have been, and probably will be, slightly reënforced.23







  So deftly did Scott control the situation (naval historian Alfred Thayer Mahan later wrote) that “a stay which began with taking precautions against possible fire-ships from the city, ended in a series of balls and general exchanges of courtesy between officers and citizens.”24




  In subsequent decades, Scott would rise to the rank of brevet lieutenant general and general in chief of the U.S. Army, the nation’s most senior warrior. As the possibility of a civil war grew, Alfred Huger, who with Petigru, Joel Roberts Poinsett, and B. F. Perry had observed firsthand Scott’s handling of the nullifiers in 1832 and knew of his role in a border dispute with Canada in 1839, asked Petigru to prevail upon Scott to intervene.25 Scott reportedly advised that “South Carolina should be treated like an ‘erring sister,’” meaning that it should be allowed to withdraw from the Union peacefully, with the hope that with respectful treatment it could eventually be persuaded to return.26 Later, with the Civil War’s ravages amply demonstrated, Petigru asserted that if Scott’s “erring sister” idea had been instituted, secession “would have died a natural death.”27




  On September 29, 1860, Ulysses Doubleday wrote to Abraham Lincoln, enclosing several letters from his brother, Captain Abner Doubleday (West Point ’42) of Auburn, New York, then stationed at Fort Moultrie. The cover letter recited that because Abner was a Republican, Charlestonians viewed him with suspicion and may have been opening his outgoing mail. Ulysses further observed that “the desire to secede . . . has always been rampant in Charleston,” but “if the forts were properly manned,” secession would fail.28 On October 29, with no knowledge of Doubleday’s letter, General Scott wrote to President Buchanan and to Secretary of War John B. Floyd. “From a knowledge of our Southern population,” Scott wrote, “it is my solemn conviction” that Forts Moultrie and Sumter in Charleston, Forts Pickens and McCree in Pensacola, and several other facilities should be garrisoned immediately lest they be seized by locals.29 Scott asked Floyd—a fellow Virginian—to have the commanders in Charleston, Pensacola, and Fort Monroe in Virginia prepare defenses, adding that reinforcement by regulars was impossible because only five companies (485 men and fifteen officers) were within reach of these outposts.30 Attorney General Black reportedly urged the immediate dispatch of a force strong enough to deter “any attempt at disunion.” As indicated above, Lewis Cass concurred.31




  By mid-November, however, it was apparent that neither Buchanan nor Floyd would even acknowledge receiving Scott’s memorandum.32 On November 24, with South Carolina’s secession convention still a month off, Robert Barnwell Rhett warned President Buchanan that if he sent more troops, South Carolina’s withdrawal from the Union would be a “bloody” affair.33 President Jackson (and Rhett had been among the nullifiers Jackson had stared down) would have answered that attempts at intimidation would be unavailing. But Buchanan, with no similar impulse, reportedly told Floyd that if Charleston’s several forts were overrun “in consequence of our neglect to put them in defensible condition it were better for you and me both to be thrown into the Potomac with mill stones tied about our necks.” Here was a classically Buchanan-esque perspective, describing what must be done not with a view of doing it, but rather of predicting the dire consequences to himself upon failing to do so.34




  Major Robert Anderson




  A prudent military officer assigned to a state threatening to declare its independence, commanding a fort utterly unsuited to repel a land assault, and observing men in the streets outside apparently preparing such an attack, would have ample reason for concern. That officer, Major Robert Anderson, having arrived in mid-November 1860 to command the artillerymen in Charleston, desired not only to secure a defensible position but also to avoid provocative incidents between his men and locals. Secretary Floyd had removed the prior commander because he had ordered the transfer of muskets and ammunition to Fort Moultrie from the Charleston Arsenal.35 South Carolina now placed state militiamen outside that building, falsely stating that this arrangement was to protect against a slave insurrection.36




  In removing Anderson’s predecessor, Floyd had favored local feeling over the defense needs of soldiers under his command. Formerly Virginia’s governor, Floyd apparently hoped that Charleston would construe his appointment of Anderson as a friendly gesture, in that Anderson was from Kentucky, had married a Georgian, had owned slaves, and had served in Charleston before.37 His father was a colonel in the Revolutionary War, his mother a cousin of Chief Justice John Marshall of Virginia. As a West Point graduate (class of ’25), Anderson was a comrade and friend of many Southerners, including the Kentucky-born Jefferson Davis (class of ’28). Another officer noted that if qualifications for commanding Charleston’s forts included “a boundless partiality for the South” and “hatred and contempt” for Northerners, then “few better than Major Anderson can be found.”38 Union officers at Fort Moultrie would receive so many invitations to mingle in local society that acceptances had to be limited to maintain readiness. Anderson’s hosts at such gatherings assumed that if either Kentucky or Anderson’s adopted state of Georgia seceded, he would forthwith resign his U.S. commission and join some Southern militia.39 Among those who became Anderson’s close friends—perhaps introduced by Alfred Huger—was Robert Newman Gourdin, a lawyer, merchant, and member of the Charleston City Council who had resigned as head of the federal grand jury upon Lincoln’s election and would become a delegate to the state’s secession convention. Anderson, although commanding a Union garrison in a state about to secede, assured Gourdin that he was committed to keeping the South from initiating hostilities.40




  Despite Anderson’s declared Southern affinities, as a war-vetted officer he had no interest in a friendly capitulation—on his own authority—of the indefensible Fort Moultrie. On November 23, he asked his superiors in Washington to dispatch reinforcements forthwith, since an attempt to overrun his garrison was “apparent to all” and “nothing . . . will be better calculated to prevent bloodshed” than a Union presence substantial enough to make it “madness and folly to attack us”—essentially the position Winfield Scott had taken.41 On November 28 and again on December 1, Anderson pressed his request. “The question for the Government to decide,” he wrote, is “whether when South Carolina secedes, these forts are to be surrendered.” If so, “I must be informed of it, and instructed what course I am to pursue.” But if instead they were to be defended, either reinforcements or warships were required without delay.42




  Lewis Cass and Jeremiah Black urged reinforcement, while Scott explained to Buchanan that he and President Jackson had convinced Charlestonians that this was not synonymous with aggression.43 Floyd, however, reportedly declared that “he would cut off his right hand before he would sign an order to send re-enforcements,” while also telling Assistant Secretary of State W. H. Trescot to spread the word among Trescot’s Charleston friends that Floyd would not let the forts capitulate.44 Buchanan chose Floyd’s advice, and on November 29 Trescot (with how much direct involvement from Buchanan is unclear) arranged with South Carolina governor William Gist that if Buchanan sent no reinforcements, local forces would not attack.45




  In his initial letter requesting more troops, Anderson asked his superior, Colonel Samuel Cooper, adjutant general of the U.S. Army, to keep the request utterly secret, since if word got out and reached Charleston, locals would immediately attack. Anderson’s letters of November 28 and December 1 crossed with two by Cooper, who advised Anderson that henceforth he should communicate only with Cooper or Floyd, not with anyone else in the War Department. While in subsequent weeks other high officials in the army and navy would similarly instruct subordinate officers in the field to limit their contacts because of suspected disloyalty among clerks, here the instruction was perfidious, in that both Floyd and Cooper would themselves prove to be disloyal, their apparent purpose being to limit what loyal personnel knew of Anderson’s plight and his requests for help.46 Cooper, denying Anderson’s request for troops, did not mention the Trescot/Gist agreement, instead stating, “It is believed, from information thought to be reliable, that an attack will not be made on your command,” adding that if that proved incorrect, “your actions must be such as to be free from the charge of initiating a collision.”47 Thus, while Anderson had made clear that his command was in an indefensible position, all Cooper would say was that if an attack came, Anderson’s primary duty was to prove that he had not provoked it.




  One of Anderson’s officers, Assistant Surgeon Samuel Wylie Crawford, M.D., of Pennsylvania, heard from a Charleston friend that within fifteen days South Carolinians would take over the unfinished Fort Sumter, from which they could then fire upon Fort Moultrie, a decidedly inferior installation. Anderson so informed Colonel Cooper.48 On December 6, Anderson told Floyd that Charleston’s mayor and several prominent citizens had asserted that “the forts must be theirs after secession,” then two weeks off.49 The aging James Louis Petigru, having been informed that an attack was imminent, came to Fort Moultrie for a “final visit.” Anderson’s second-in-command, Captain Doubleday, observed tears rolling down Petigru’s cheeks as he expressed “the deep sorrow and sympathy he felt for us in our trying position,” while deploring “the folly and the madness of the times.”50




  Unionists hoped to hear something constructive or encouraging from the lame-duck Buchanan in his yearly message to Congress, to be issued December 3. Buchanan, knowing that one or more slave states would secede in response to Lincoln’s election, summoned his friend Edwin M. Stanton to the White House for advice. Years later, Stanton recalled telling the president that this was a great opportunity for him to “show the Country a grand example of the teachings of the Jackson School in which we were educated.” President Jackson, who while in office was commonly addressed with the honorific “General Jackson,” had spoken credibly of the coercive violence he was pleased to invoke to quell unconstitutional conduct, reportedly putting the nullifiers on notice that “if a single drop of blood shall be shed” in South Carolina “in opposition to the laws of the United States, I will hang the first man I can lay my hand on engaged in such treasonable conduct, upon the first tree I can reach.” It was a threat that would not have been considered hyper-bole by Calhoun and others familiar with Jackson’s meting out of summary justice in the Seminole Wars.51 Buchanan (in Stanton’s recollection) answered that because in the early 1830s he had been minister to Russia and therefore did not know the issues in the nullification crisis, Stanton should draft for him “the arguments against the rights of Secession and Nullification.” Buchanan also found it “very hard” that he was not being allowed to “finish my term of office in peace, at my time of life.”52 Stanton, after submitting his memorandum on secession and nullification, assured friends that Buchanan’s message would be a strong one.




  On December 1, a New York periodical, perhaps to give Buchanan backbone, reprinted Jackson’s Proclamation against the nullifiers and one of Daniel Webster’s anti-nullification speeches.53 These had no effect, however, several journalists later writing that no state paper had been “more eagerly looked for” than Buchanan’s December 3 message, nor did any “more entirely disappoint.”54 Buchanan adopted part of Stanton’s memo, and thus his recitation of why secession is unconstitutional was articulate and confident. But Buchanan had also asked for advice from his attorney general, Jeremiah Black, and embraced Black’s view that while the federal government might invoke force to protect one of its forts within a state’s borders, nothing could be done to coerce a state that had chosen to withdraw, since “the power to make war against a state” was “at variance” with the Constitution’s “whole spirit and intent.”55 That thought had been voiced by Madison, Hamilton, Tocqueville, and even Jackson himself in his farewell address—despite the palpable threat he had made against the nullifiers several years before.56 Abraham Lincoln would give the idea deference in his first inaugural.57 From Buchanan, however, a refusal to stand up to South Carolina seemed an irresponsible and fearful “après nous le déluge.” Seward facetiously summarized Buchanan’s position to be as follows: “it is the duty of the president to execute the laws—unless somebody opposes him—and . . . no State has a right to go out of the Union—unless it wants to.” Seward’s friend and fellow Republican Charles Francis Adams, descendant of two presidents, trained in the law office of Daniel Webster, and now representing Massachusetts in the House, thought Buchanan’s position “timid and vascillating,” while Petigru privately called it “shuffling, insincere and shabby.”58 Buchanan had always misjudged the fire-eaters, believing that they would respond collegially to his repeated efforts at appeasement, when in fact they saw these as weakness, whetting their appetite for further insults to federal authority.59




  “Tangible Evidence of . . . a Hostile Act”




  Fort Moultrie was generally considered an attractive posting, not just because of its proximity to Charleston but also because perhaps a hundred fashionable families maintained verandaed summer houses near the fort or rented accommodations at the Moultrie House hotel, leading William Tecumseh Sherman, a lieutenant there in 1842, to comment that army officers “were sought after, and hospitably entertained.”60 Anderson’s predecessor commonly opened the fort and its surroundings to locals, going so far as to bring an eight-man regimental band. An officer noted that “the principal and only general amusement among the people is to come into the garrison and listen to the Band . . . each evening.”61




  In this pleasant atmosphere, the garrison had included a number of wives and children. But now, one officer’s wife wrote to her sister, “the Charlestonians are erecting two batteries, one just opposite us, at a little village—Mount Pleasant—and another on this end of the island. . . . In this weak little fort, I suppose President Buchanan and Secretary Floyd intend the Southern Confederation to be cemented with the blood of this brave little garrison. Their names shall be handed down to the end of time.” The New York Times published her letter, to great effect among Northern readers whose collective sympathy and patriotism were being gradually awakened by the isolated garrison’s plight.62 Anderson wrote to his wife that she and their young child should not come, since locals were showing a “romantic attachment” to Fort Moultrie, talking of Colonel William Moultrie’s “gallant defense” of the predecessor, palmetto-log fort on the site in 1776, when he matched its thirty guns against two British frigates and six sloops of war mounting—collectively—nine times that number.63




  On December 8, apparently pursuant to the standstill agreement Trescot had reached with Gist, five South Carolina congressmen, all of them about to resign and depart, met with Buchanan, voicing their “strong convictions that neither the constituted authorities, nor any body of the people of the State of South Carolina, will either attack or molest” the federal forts pending secession and the arrival in Washington of representatives commissioned by the state to negotiate the terms of its separation. This promise had, however, two conditions: (1) that Buchanan send no reinforcements and (2) that the several facilities’ “relative military status” would “remain as at present,” meaning that Anderson would not transfer any men from Moultrie to Sumter.64 Buchanan later recalled responding that because their “strong convictions” did not constitute a guarantee, he could not be absolutely bound by the two conditions but must be left free to exercise his discretion, adding that any negotiation with state commissioners would be Congress’s responsibility, not his. In Buchanan’s recollection, they agreed. In their own later recall of the meeting, William Porcher Miles and Laurence Keitt admitted that Buchanan did make that objection but also recalled that as they were leaving the meeting, Buchanan promised not to act without notifying them.65 On December 17, Horace Greeley’s Tribune published a facetious editorial, widely reprinted, noting “a rumor . . . derived from responsible sources at Washington, to the effect that President Buchanan is insane!”66 General Scott advised Buchanan and Floyd that Moultrie should be immediately reinforced and Sumter garrisoned. When Buchanan replied that this would be premature because South Carolina had not yet held its secession convention, Scott replied that once the state seceded, its agents would cut the telegraph wires from Washington so that Buchanan could no longer order Anderson to transfer his troops across Charleston Harbor.67




  Floyd and Cooper, having rejected Anderson’s repeated pleas, decided not to issue him written orders, instead dispatching Brevet Captain Don Carlos Buell (West Point ’41), assistant adjutant general to Colonel Cooper, to convey oral instructions to Anderson.68 Buell—perhaps doubting the fidelity of Cooper and/or Floyd, or perhaps wishing merely to protect himself and/or Anderson from false charges of disobeying oral orders whose content might later be disputed—decided to commit the instructions to writing after all:




 

    You are carefully to avoid every act which would needlessly tend to provoke aggression; and for that reason you are not, without evident and imminent necessity, to take up any position which could be construed into the assumption of a hostile attitude. But you are to hold possession of the forts in this harbor, and if attacked you are to defend yourself to the last extremity. The smallness of your force will not permit you, perhaps, to occupy more than one of the three forts, but an attack on or an attempt to take possession of any one of them will be regarded as an act of hostility, and you may then put your command into either of them which you may deem most proper, to increase its power of resistance. You are also authorized to take similar steps whenever you have tangible evidence of a design to proceed to a hostile act.







  Buell also told Anderson that while he did not himself have authority to order him to transfer his men to Fort Sumter, he personally considered doing so a military necessity, in that evidence of local activity left no doubt that if Anderson did not seize the fort, others would.69




  Anderson and Scott were close friends. Anderson’s older brother had been Scott’s classmate at the College of William & Mary, and Anderson’s wife Eliza was the daughter of Scott’s friend.70 Anderson had been Scott’s aide-de-camp during the forced migration of the Cherokees across the Mississippi and then served under Scott in New York as assistant adjutant general. In the war with Mexico, Scott had paid Anderson the highest military compliment, saying (as Anderson happily confided to his wife) that “he wanted me in the trenches with him.”71 Prior to arriving at Charleston in November, Anderson had consulted with Scott, who advised that while Floyd had frozen him out of the decision-making process, his own view was that Anderson might need to transfer his garrison to Fort Sumter.72




  On December 19, Anderson wrote to his former pastor, Richard B. Duane, that Moultrie could not be defended. “In a position, so full of responsibility and apparently so entirely cut off from all prospect of human relief,” he noted that “were it not for my firm reliance upon and trust in our heavenly Father, I could not but be disheartened; but I feel that I am here in the performance of a solemn duty, and am assured that He who has shielded me when death claimed his victims all around me will not desert me now. . . . Pray for me and my little band.”73 Two days later, Anderson noted in his diary that the Carolinians would seize Fort Sumter and from there prevail against him, that in vain had he asked the War Department either to garrison Sumter or to destroy the armament and powder already in place there, and that he could not fathom the administration’s inaction.74 When an intrepid militiaman from Massachusetts, having followed the crisis in the newspapers, wrote Anderson a letter volunteering to come and help, Anderson repeated what he had said to Duane: that Fort Moultrie was indefensible.75




  Upon returning to Washington, Buell handed Floyd a copy of what he had written out. Although Floyd’s sole concern had been that Anderson do nothing provocative, the order gave Anderson permission to move his men whenever he saw “tangible evidence of a design” by the Carolinians to “proceed to a hostile act.” Since such evidence had been blatant and ubiquitous for some time, the order essentially gave Anderson permission to move immediately—directly contrary to what Floyd actually wanted. Many years later, Buell dared tell a historian that the operative language was entirely his own, and not, strictly speaking, authorized by Floyd at all, written “to protect Major Anderson and the authority of the Government against injury and ridicule” because “the people of Charleston, and even the State authorities themselves,” had in Buell’s opinion already determined “to seize Fort Sumter at an opportune moment.” Thus, the “plain effect” of Buell’s wording “was to make Major Anderson the judge of the evidence of such a design, and throw upon him the responsibility of a failure to anticipate the execution of it.”76 Buell, apparently aware that Floyd was a negligent administrator, also told the historian that Floyd probably did not bother to read it, “even when the copy was laid before him by his chief-clerk.”77 Buchanan either missed or had no objection to the passage giving Anderson discretion to move (his account of an earlier conversation was that he insisted upon maintaining options), but he noticed that the order also required Anderson, if attacked, to fight to “the last extremity,” a death sentence that would stimulate Northern wrath against both the South and the administration. Buchanan thus instructed Floyd to forward immediately to Anderson an amendment striking “last extremity” and in its place giving Anderson discretion to surrender to a superior force. Floyd made the change but still failed to notice that his order gave Anderson discretion to transfer his garrison to Fort Sumter at any time.78




  Governor Francis W. Pickens, elected just prior to South Carolina’s secession after two years as President Buchanan’s minister to Russia, by letter expressed to Buchanan a desire to garrison a small contingent of local militiamen in Fort Sumter, on the stated rationale that its mere possession by
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  local forces would (like the posting of a local guard at the arsenal) quiet the public mind. By this time, although Buchanan had substantially burnished Pickens’s political standing by a prestigious posting to the court of the tsar of Russia—a post Buchanan himself had once held—Pickens’s official letters to Buchanan lacked the respect due to any president, much less one who had accorded the writer such patronage. Pickens went so far as to tell Buchanan that if he refused this request to garrison a federal fort with state soldiers who had been involved in planning an attack on another federal fort (Moultrie), “I cannot answer for the consequences.”79 From Pickens, recently swept into office by the power of the fire-eating Rhett family and their Charleston Mercury, his letter plainly meant “I will not answer for the consequences.”80 This threat merited an immediate and tart response. Alternatively, if Buchanan believed that he and South Carolina’s congressmen had come to a binding agreement, he could have responded that Pickens’s letter plainly violated that agreement and that he would (in a Jacksonian way) hang the first Carolinian who entered Fort Sumter. Instead, on December 20, the day South Carolina seceded, Buchanan drafted a response indicating that as president he lacked the authority to hand over a federal fort to local militias—as if to say that if he had the authority, he would hand it over.81




  Before Buchanan could sign and send this feeble response, Assistant Secretary of State Trescot arranged to have Pickens formally withdraw his letter.82 First, it violated the standstill agreement, and therefore, if Buchanan were the kind of statesman to exploit an adversary’s mistake, Pickens’s letter released Buchanan from his undertaking not to transfer men from Moultrie to Sumter. Second, once Buchanan communicated to Pickens that he had no authority to give up the federal forts in Charleston, it would be fruitless to negotiate with Buchanan further for the turnover of the forts. Since Buchanan had repeatedly shown palpable weakness as a negotiator, Trescot undoubtedly wanted him to continue in that role. With Pickens’s letter withdrawn, things remained as they had been.83




  Earlier, before Anderson had arrived in Charleston, he had consulted in New York with Captain George W. Cullum (West Point ’33). Thoroughly familiar with Charleston, Cullum had told him to request four companies of men for Sumter, another company for Castle Pinckney, and recruits to make up two full companies at Moultrie.84 A reported majority of enlistees were immigrants, many of them Irish, Germans, and Poles.85 Captain Edward O. C. Ord (West Point ’39) of the Third Artillery at Fort Monroe, Virginia, sent Anderson a note indicating that foreign-born enlisted men at Fort Monroe were being offered $50 to $55 a month to desert the Union army and join Southern militia. Since Anderson’s garrison included a number of foreign-born men, Ord wished to warn him, adding that he personally would be “much gratified” if Anderson abandoned the outdated Fort Moultrie, indefensible against shells timed to explode above the fort, in favor of the essentially impregnable Fort Sumter.86




  John G. Foster (West Point ’46), brevet captain of the U.S. Army’s elite Corps of Engineers, was responsible for the construction work of 150 carpenters and masons at Sumter and a smaller crew at Moultrie. Some were local, while others were brought from Baltimore, among them dozens of foreign-born. A South Carolina militiaman demanded that Anderson produce a list of these laborers, asserting that among them were men to be conscripted for military duty in South Carolina’s new army. As Floyd and Cooper well knew, at any moment locals might seize Sumter and “overawe and control” a workforce whose collective loyalty to the Union was problematic.87 But when Anderson asked Cooper for instructions, he was told that if in fact these workmen were subject to being drafted by South Carolina, he should “cause them to be delivered up.” Cooper was thus ordering Anderson to disrupt the construction of defenses necessary to repel an attack at the hands of local forces by allowing these workers to quit and join those forces in the attack. Anderson, undoubtedly appalled, did the only thing within his authority: make a clear record, by letter, of what he had just been ordered to do. In sane times, under competent and loyal leadership, that record would have subjected Cooper to charges—at a minimum—of gross dereliction of duty, or worse.88 Foster, meanwhile, not under Anderson’s command, urged him to transfer his men to Sumter before locals seized it.89 Thus, five career officers—Buell, Scott, Cullum, Ord, and Foster—had each voiced to Anderson the necessity of this move.




  Foster, seeing that if Sumter was attacked, those construction workers who were loyal would need weapons to fend off locals, managed to obtain from the arsenal forty muskets. Floyd, hearing of this, summarily ordered their return.90 In a bow to local feeling similar to his appointment of Anderson, Floyd gave command of the Charleston Arsenal to Colonel Benjamin Huger (West Point ’25), a kinsman of Alfred Huger and of the Pinckney family, whose ancestors included heroes of the Revolution.91 When Anderson himself approached the arsenal to obtain arms and ammunition, Colonel Huger declined, explaining to his friend and West Point classmate that South Carolina volunteers stationed nearby had forbidden such transfers.92 At the secession convention, a resolution was offered that the garrisoning of or mounting of guns at Fort Sumter or Castle Pinckney “must be regarded . . . as an overt act of hostility.”93 Anderson told Colonel Cooper that locals would seize Fort Sumter the moment they began to doubt that President Buchanan would relinquish it voluntarily, adding that locals had stationed a steamer between Moultrie and Sumter to block any move across the harbor. Anderson then added that he could—if so instructed—evade that steamer, transfer his garrison, and from Sumter provide cover for any Union effort to bring in supplies or reinforcements.94 This was on Anderson’s part a desperate and ill-considered request. Because Buell’s written order had already afforded him discretion to make the move, to request permission was to undermine authority he already had.
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  “An Act of Gross Breach of Faith”




  AT THE SECESSION CONVENTION, STATE ATTORNEY GENERAL ISAAC W. Hayne proposed that three commissioners be appointed to negotiate with President Buchanan “for the delivery of the Forts, Magazines, Light Houses, and other real estate, and all appurtenances thereto, within . . . South Carolina.” Rather than compile a combined dollar value to be paid to the United States for its real and personal property within South Carolina’s borders, delegate Andrew Magrath, who had resigned his position as federal judge, proposed that a study establish the value of not only all federal property within the state but all federal property everywhere and—consistent with the secessionist position that the Union was a confederation of sovereign states—from that computation establish the proportionate share to which South Carolina would be equitably entitled, much as when a corporation is dissolved and each shareholder receives his portion of the entire corpus of equity assets, once all debts are paid.1 By proposing that valuation method, Magrath may have had in mind that since South Carolina, unlike many other states, had never lobbied Congress for federally financed “internal improvement” projects such as the Cumberland Road, a comparison of federal expenditures within South Carolina with those in states that had sought and obtained major infusions of federal largesse might now support an argument that South Carolina had somehow been chronically shortchanged.2 If, then, the state’s presumed “share” of the national infrastructure were proposed as an offset to what it should pay the federal government for the purchase of the few federal facilities constructed within the state, Magrath could have had no doubt that South Carolina would be not a debtor but a substantial creditor of the United States, thus enhancing its bargaining position on all issues.




  On the day South Carolina seceded, Jefferson Davis hinted to fellow senators that the president could not reinforce any federal fort because the Constitution envisioned them only to defend against foreign threats from the sea, not to engage in hostilities against their host state.3 Two days later, the secession convention appointed the three commissioners—Robert W. Barnwell, James L. Orr, and James H. Adams—to negotiate with President Buchanan the turnover of the federal assets.4 With the secession convention meeting in closed session, Magrath, having been asked to report on whether the federal government’s continued possession of Forts Sumter and Moultrie, Castle Pinckney, and the arsenal was consistent “either with the honor or safety” of South Carolina once secession occurred, concluded that because the defense of the United States no longer applied as a reason for such possession, the federal government no longer had a right to these assets.5




  Although W. H. Trescot was an undisguised secessionist, Buchanan apparently had not seen this as an intrinsic conflict of interest in a senior federal diplomat. This left Trescot free to resign whenever he wished, and he chose this moment. “Oh for an hour of Jackson,” the Springfield Republican observed.6 Now a sort of de facto minister for his native South Carolina in its dealings with Washington, Trescot received from Governor Pickens a telegram asking whether he thought Anderson might attempt to occupy Fort Sumter.7 Trescot asked Floyd, who saw so little likelihood of such a move that he saw no need to issue Anderson a special order to stay where he was, adding that Buell’s memorandum forbade any such transfer. Floyd’s reading of that document was plainly mistaken. Trescot, who had accompanied Buell on his visit to Anderson and therefore must have read Buell’s memorandum, either similarly failed to understand that it gave Anderson discretion to act or was promised by friends that the pro-Southern Anderson would never attempt such a thing.8 Trescot therefore saw “no rational ground for anticipating premature difficulty” concerning the commissioners’ negotiations to purchase Union assets.9




  “To Prevent the Effusion of Blood”




  Anderson wrote to his wife on December 24, “Would that I could be with you [on] Christmas, but I shall be very busy attending to my duty on that day.” Assuming that Anderson inserted the underlining in his original letter (we have only a transcription), he was hinting something significant while avoiding any explicit statement, following rumors that although Alfred Huger’s federal post office was still functioning, the Carolinians were steaming open the garrison’s letters. Further:






   I trust that something may soon recur by the Divine assistance which will show you His power and relieve your anxiety. I earnestly pray that I may by His blessing be the humble instrument of doing something that may benefit our beloved country. . . . The general opinion now is that they will take Ft. Sumter and then they can soon drive me from [Fort Moultrie]. . . . I would have to make the best terms I could for my little band—a humiliating position indeed for me to be placed in! I will strive to find out what is my duty, and with God’s help will act fully up to it.10







  This, too, was brimming with suggestion.




  In order to avert suspicion among locals that he might attempt a covert move to Fort Sumter, Anderson accepted Captain Foster’s invitation to dine in Moultrieville on Christmas Day.11 A private under Anderson’s command wrote to his father in Ireland that the major had prepared the fortifications in Moultrie “with such unparalleled vigor that our opponents soon became thoroughly convinced that he intended to make a desperate stand in the position he then held, and the duty of watching us was performed with a laxity corresponding to the strength of their conviction. So completely did our Commander keep his own counsel, that none in the garrison officer or soldier ever dreamed that he contemplated a move.”12 Further to hide his intentions, Anderson had equipment needed for Sumter’s guns transferred to Fort Moultrie, presumably suggesting that any Carolinian force taking Fort Sumter would be deprived of needed equipment. He then planned to have the garrison’s forty-five wives and children deposited in three boats and sent across the harbor to Fort Johnson, as if to put them out of harm’s way in expectation of an attack on Moultrie, when in fact this would place them only 2,425 yards west of Fort Sumter. The man in charge was instructed that he should spend time appearing to look around for suitable quarters among Fort Johnson’s dilapidated buildings but should not actually unload anyone or anything from the boats. If he heard two guns fired from Fort Moultrie, he was to take his passengers and cargo to Fort Sumter. Because of rain, the operation was postponed from Christmas Day to December 26.




  On that day, it was resolved in the secession convention that Governor Pickens inform delegates of the condition of Forts Moultrie and Sumter and Castle Pinckney, “the number of guns mounted and ready for service in each,” what changes had been made since the day of secession, and “whether he has any assurance that said Forts and Castle shall not be reinforced.”13 Pickens had posted armed steamers near Sumter and instituted land-based surveillance of Moultrie commencing at 9:00 each night.14 Monitoring this protocol, Anderson chose to commence the transfer just after nightfall on December 26, when his men, with their uniform coats off so they might appear as workers, rowed the mile from Moultrie to Sumter, thus establishing a garrison of about seventy enlisted men, nine officers, and—that attribute of earlier times—the regimental band. Moultrie then fired the two guns to summon the women and children.15 The transfer was audacious, no less so for being militarily necessary, since it was undertaken contrary to the known wishes of Anderson’s military superiors. At 8:00 p.m., Anderson wrote to Colonel Cooper, “I have the honor to report that I have just completed, by the blessing of God, the removal to this fort of all of my garrison,” a move he declared necessary “to prevent the effusion of blood.” He also wrote to his wife, assuring her that now “the whole force of S. Carolina would not venture to attack us,” a conclusion supported by the theory that a large fortress, even if understaffed and undersupplied, is nevertheless impregnable against a larger, better-equipped land force.16




  The situs of Fort Sumter was nationally historic. It was upon this shoal, varying in depth with the ebbs and flows but occasionally appearing above the surface at slack low water, that the twenty-eight-gun frigate HMS Actæon had run aground in June 1776 during the attack on William Moultrie’s fort across the harbor. The British burned the ship to avoid its capture, and while three of its guns would be found and recovered in 1867, twenty-five guns and other artifacts remain beneath Fort Sumter or the ever-shifting sands.17 Since the shoal was perfectly placed to defend the harbor, in 1770, six years prior to Actæon’s loss, the British royal governor had suggested building a fort by “laying stone ballast for two or three years.”18 In 1826, with Bernard and Totten’s “Third System” of coastal defense under way, the Army Corps of Engineers picked this shoal as the situs of a fort.19 In 1828, Congress finally passed an initial appropriation of $25,000, and work began.20 Totten shipped from New York and New England over a number of years some 109,000 tons of granite quarry scrap as well as rough-cut and cut stone. Workers, including twenty-one slaves, progressed slowly, primarily because of the subsistence to be expected when constructing a heavy edifice on sand in a harbor with powerful and sometimes fierce tidal currents through the harbor mouth, subject also to hurricanes and nor’easters. By December 1834, however, the perimeter foundational granite emerged as an atoll two feet above low water. Walls were then set down on the atoll, followed by an artificial island of about 2.5 acres, including an esplanade and wharf.21




  In 1837, Charleston members of South Carolina’s house of representatives complained to the federal government that “the constant inroads of the
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  sea, since the laying of the foundation of Fort Sumter, are rapidly wearing away the Western portion of Sullivan’s Island [although 2,700 yards away], causing alterations in the channels” and tending to impair the harbor’s safety.22 Although the long granite wharf had been built for fully loaded supply ships with deep drafts, Sumter’s artificial island and its wharf had so changed the harbor’s currents that the docking area was subjected to deposition and by the mid-1850s was too shallow to accommodate these vessels. After three decades of intermittent, ambivalent commitments by the federal government, the fort remained unfinished in the summer of 1858, when it became the unhappy holding pen for Africans extracted from a “slaver” intercepted for violating U.S. law. In a horrific statistic typical of the Middle Passage, one-third (160) had reportedly died on the way, and thirty-eight more passed while in federal custody there.23




  Sumter was a so-called truncated hexagon, with one salient facing northeast to oppose ships attempting to enter the harbor.24 Among the shortcomings of Moultrie and other low-slung forts from the older, “Second System” of American coastal defense was that they could not concentrate massive firepower for the few minutes that an enemy vessel was within close range.25 Accomplishing this task required multistory forts from which several tiers of guns could fire simultaneously.26 The walls built on Sumter’s foundation, rising forty-eight feet above low water, were made of various materials, primarily 7.5 million “Charleston greys,” clay bricks fired predominantly by slaves in local kilns. Totten tested materials to show their comparative ability to withstand attack by different ordnance and applied several different formulations of concrete, including “tabby,” a combination of sand and oyster shells from which the salt had been washed, combined with the lime extracted from the shells by burning, using a technique devised by Totten.27 Sumter’s great height accommodated three tiers of guns, the lower two in casemates. The fort’s thick walls, with iron-shuttered embrasures of Totten’s design, protected artillerists from solid shot hitting the exterior, and barrel vaulted arches kept them protected from the collapse of masonry at higher levels.28 On the top, terreplein level, however, were the guns of heaviest gauge, and their crews were unprotected. Although substantial construction work had been done, when Anderson, his men, and their families arrived on December 26, Foster’s workmen had mounted only fifteen of 135 guns.




  When Anderson departed Moultrie, he left Foster behind with instructions to disable or destroy its armaments, and as Charlestonians awoke on the morning of December 27, they saw smoke rising from burning gun carriages.29 Additional supplies were rowed over from Moultrie (without opposition, apparently), and at noon the Stars and Stripes went up Sumter’s flagpole. A young Charlestonian described Anderson’s conduct in her diary as “stealing away in the darkness like a thief.” Rumors spread that Anderson intended to counter such charges of cowardice by pledging to defend Sumter to the last man.30 Some said Anderson was aiming Sumter’s guns at the city and would open fire. The Charleston Courier declared that he “has achieved the unenviable distinction of opening civil war between American citizens, by an act of gross breach of faith,” as if locals had not themselves been readying an attack.31 At the secession convention, a resolution was submitted “to take immediate possession of Fort Moultrie and Castle Pinckney and to make the necessary preparations” for the “recapture” of Fort Sumter (although South Carolina had never owned or possessed it) or for its destruction.32 The National Republican, a Washington newspaper commenced following Lincoln’s election, fairly gloated, writing that “the Nullifiers” (a term of snide historical disapprobation) were in “an agony of rage” over Anderson’s “masterly movement,” while President Buchanan now found himself “foiled in his plan of leaving Major Anderson so weak as to be unable to resist attack.” Buchanan “divides his time between crying and praying,” wrote Henry Adams—a singularly unattractive portrait of a chief executive and commander in chief.33
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  In a major scandal apparently attributable to Floyd’s incompetence, he had become embroiled in the unlawful extraction of $870,000 from the Indian Trust Fund. On December 27, the scandal hit the front pages.34 While presidents of even middling backbone would at this point have had Floyd escorted out and perhaps held pending charges, Buchanan did nothing. Scrambling to salvage himself, Floyd suddenly became a man of principle, demanding of Anderson by telegram that he explain why he had transferred his garrison. Anderson replied, “I abandoned Fort Moultrie because I was certain that . . . if attacked, the garrison would never have surrendered without a fight.”35




  On December 28, Greeley’s Tribune announced that the Union was gradually reinforcing Fort Sumter.36 The story, although incorrect, may have derived from overheard rumors, for on that day, two months after Floyd first rejected General Scott’s proposal to reinforce the Southern forts, Scott asked Floyd to reinforce Sumter immediately with 150 recruits from New York, supported by one or two warships.37 Pickens, perhaps informed of the story, wrote to Anderson that any attempt at reinforcement or resupply would be opposed. Anderson immediately forwarded the letter to Colonel Cooper.38




  When Floyd (not surprisingly) ignored Scott’s request, rumors spread of Scott’s imminent resignation.39 Senator-Elect Salmon Chase (R/OH) begged him not to leave at a time when all the administration’s actions were marked by “imbecility, or treason, or both.”40 Senator Seward quipped that it might be a good thing if Buchanan forced Scott to resign and “disavowed and cashiered” Anderson, since these radical acts would be enough to wake the North from its lethargy. “Screw ’em up to the war pitch,” Seward said, “and the south will learn some manners.”41 For the legendary Winfield Scott to resign, either under demand from Buchanan or in protest of Buchanan’s policies, would be a catastrophic blow for an administration already crumbling. Scott, no stranger to politics, may have spread the resignation rumor himself in order to intimidate the president into finally accepting his advice. Although Scott undoubtedly despised both Buchanan and Floyd, duty and self-regard suggested that he stay, since Floyd had been disgraced and was within hours of departure, and soon Buchanan, too, would be gone, relinquishing command to a new president under a mandate for aggressive change.




  Floyd directed Anderson to return to Fort Moultrie because he had violated “the solemn pledges of the Government,” an apparent reference to Buchanan’s alleged promise to South Carolina congressmen in early December. When Governor Pickens informed Anderson that Buchanan had promised that no transfer would occur, Anderson responded that while his own sympathies lay entirely with the South, he had never been informed of any such promise.42 While there is no reason to doubt Anderson, and in any event the mixed reports of Buchanan’s conversation with the congressmen did not amount to “solemn pledges of the Government” as claimed by Floyd, here was a serviceable opportunity for Floyd to appear virtuous. “But one remedy is now left us,” Floyd declared to Buchanan, “by which to vindicate our honor” and which, “in my judgment, can alone prevent bloodshed and civil war,” and that was for Buchanan to permit Floyd to order Anderson to withdraw his garrison not just from Fort Sumter but from Charleston altogether.43 Having made this written request to Buchanan, Floyd could now conveniently point to the president’s refusal to let him order Anderson out of Charleston as his stated reason for resigning.44




  “One True Man”




  South Carolina’s three commissioners had arrived in Washington on December 26 and scheduled a meeting with Buchanan for 1:00 p.m. on December 27 to discuss the disposition of the forts and other federal assets. Upon being informed of Anderson’s move, however, they peremptorily canceled. Pickens had undoubtedly hoped to make all the necessary preparations for an attack upon Fort Moultrie so that when the commissioners sat down with Buchanan, they could extort from him a tacit recognition of South Carolina’s independent status. Anderson’s move foiled that plan. The commissioners now delivered to Buchanan a letter (reportedly drafted for them by Trescot) stating that while South Carolina could “have taken possession of the forts in Charleston harbor” at any time, it had not done so because of the “pledges” Buchanan had allegedly made to South Carolina’s congressmen. Repeating essentially what Floyd had said, the commissioners urged Buchanan to order the “immediate withdrawal” of Anderson’s men from South Carolina since, “under present circumstances, they are a standing menace which renders negotiation impossible.”45 The secession convention, in secret session, entertained a resolution by Magrath calling Anderson’s transfer from one federal fort to another “an act of hostility.” Pickens informed the convention that the move constituted “a direct violation of the distinct understanding” reached in Washington, “bringing on a state of war,” an ambiguous phrase meaning either that a state of war now existed or that war was now inevitable if no corrective action was taken.46 On December 30, the state seized the Charleston Arsenal, containing twenty-one thousand muskets, rifles, carbines, pistols, and field guns, valued collectively at $500,000.47 The Union had possessed four military facilities on December 26; it now possessed one, albeit the only one that could be defended.




  Edwin M. Stanton, just appointed attorney general, arrived late to his first cabinet meeting, where he and his allies—Jeremiah Black (who had become secretary of state following Cass’s resignation) and Postmaster General Joseph Holt—heard Floyd, backed by Navy Secretary Isaac Toucey of Connecticut, Interior Secretary Jacob Thompson of Mississippi, and Treasury Secretary Philip F. Thomas of Maryland, declaim against Anderson’s “Act of War.” With Buchanan “as pale as a sheet,” Stanton later recalled, “it was a fight over a corpse.”48 Stanton began forwarding inside information to Seward regarding cabinet deliberations, to prepare him and President-Elect Lincoln. Seward sent to Lincoln in Springfield a letter marked “private,” unsigned, and employing another senator’s franking privilege, knowing that Lincoln would recognize its authorship by Seward’s (execrable) handwriting. “It pains me to learn,” Seward observed, “that things . . . are even worse” within Buchanan’s cabinet than he had thought, with the president “debating day and night . . . whether he shall not recall Maj. Anderson & surrender Fort Sumter.”49 Horatio King, assistant postmaster general and staunchly Unionist, wrote to New York City postmaster John A. Dix, “Disunion men are raising heaven and earth to get the president to degrade Major Anderson.”50 “Never did a government stoop so low,” James Russell Lowell would write, “as ours has done, not only in consenting to receive these ambassadors from Nowhere [referring to the three commissioners], but in suggesting that a soldier deserves court-martial who has done all he could to maintain himself in a forelorn hope, with rebellion in his front and treason in his rear.”51 Anderson wrote to his wife, “You have seen that the president and Sec’y [Floyd] disclaim what I have done—be perfectly easy on that score. I never felt my confidence in God more perfect than it now is. He will guard me through the storm which now impends.” Further, “I can justify my course fully before any tribunal I may be brought before. . . . If the Government had reasons for my not taking the step, they should have communicated them to me. Even if the Gov’t does not endorse my action I am sure it was right.”52 Alfred Huger, meanwhile, would try to defuse North/South tensions by, among other things, maintaining contact with two Kentuckians in Washington: Postmaster General Holt and Robert Anderson’s brother Larz.53




  Floyd’s sudden resignation brought Scott out of his self-imposed reclusiveness, reportedly commenting that he hoped to “save the Country, if the Administration would let him.”54 On December 30, Scott asked Buchanan for a secret reinforcement of Fort Sumter, this time by 250 recruits, to be transported by a sloop of war and cutter.55 Orders were issued by the War and Navy Departments to transport reinforcements on the screw sloop Brooklyn, docked in Norfolk, but Buchanan on December 31 directed that these orders be held in abeyance.




  Buchanan met with Stanton, Holt, and Black—the nucleus of what would soon be his new, Unionist cabinet—and then drafted a response to the commissioners’ demand for Anderson’s withdrawal. Black thought it so weak that he reportedly threatened to resign if Buchanan sent it. “The forts in Charleston Harbor belong to this Government,” Black advised, “and can not be given up,” adding that while a fort “might be surrendered to a superior force,” that would not happen because Sumter was impregnable. Since, in Black’s view, the Union was constitutionally obliged to stay in Charleston, and Sumter afforded the protection by which it could stay, the administration must not utter “the remotest expression of a doubt” about the “perfect propriety” of what Anderson had done. By taking the strongest of the three forts in the harbor, Black wrote, Anderson had done “everything that mortal man could do to repair the fatal error” committed by the administration “in not sending down troops enough to hold all the forts” and thus “saved the country . . . when its day was darkest.”56 Black, like the departed Lewis Cass, recommended that Anderson be immediately reinforced. General Scott, of the same view and justifiably concerned that Buchanan still toyed with the idea of evacuation, requested a meeting, but he was told that the president would have no time to meet until he finished his response to the Southern commissioners.57




  While numerous secessionists were quitting their federal positions and departing Washington, Senator Wigfall saw fit to stay on, the better to insult the government at close quarters while also monitoring its secrets and passing them to friends in his native South Carolina.58 A stranger to restraint in words or action, the veteran of as many as eight duels, Wigfall put a British visitor in mind of “the eye of the Bengal tiger” in the Regent’s Park Zoo. He had tried to enlist Floyd in a plot to kidnap Buchanan, which presumably would make Vice President Breckinridge, a Kentuckian, the nation’s chief executive.59 (Floyd, under pressure from his personal scandal, had declined.) Soon word spread that Floyd’s replacement would be Postmaster General Holt, a Unionist Kentuckian described by Senator Toombs of Georgia as a “bitter foe” of Southern rights.60 Wigfall telegrammed to Charleston, “Holt succeeds Floyd. This means war. Cut off supplies from Anderson and take Sumter soon as possible.”61




  The draft letter Buchanan had shown Black must have been exceedingly feeble, since the substitute he did send to the commissioners was itself anemic. They had demanded proof that Buchanan had not himself ordered Anderson to move, and Buchanan, rather than simply say that his word as president was sufficient, instead sought to assure them that “Major Anderson acted upon his own responsibility, and without authority.” As proof, he gave them Buell’s memo, presumably because it contained no direct order to occupy Sumter.62 If Buchanan had reread it carefully, however, and apprised himself of what Anderson had written about the Carolinians’ preparations for battle, he would have seen that the memo—which became an order once it was approved by Buchanan’s secretary of war—in fact authorized Anderson to move if he saw evidence of hostile intent, and such evidence was copious.




  If Buchanan had released the Buell memo not just to the commissioners but also to the press, and then laid out what Anderson had previously reported to his superiors regarding the Carolinians’ preparations to attack him in an indefensible position, he could have placed the commissioners at a serious disadvantage in the eyes of the nation and the world. Despite ample experience in diplomacy, however, Buchanan now had no sense of how a situation could be exploited. He had shown some earlier signs of audacity—for instance, the recklessly bold suggestion in 1854 that the United States simply take Cuba from Spain. But now a U.S. president was handing a putative enemy an internal order so as to exculpate himself and place blame on a besieged army officer under his command. The commissioners, for their part, apparently read the order more carefully than Buchanan had, for they summarily dropped the issue of whether Anderson’s move was justified. Instead, on January 1, they delivered another highhanded letter, this one asserting that by refusing to order Anderson’s return to Moultrie, Buchanan had breached his alleged agreement with the congressmen and thus had made war inevitable, adding that Floyd, a Southerner, had the sense of honor to resign in protest.63




  In responding, Buchanan could have denied making any such promise to the congressmen, while deriding the commissioners for ascribing any sense of honor to Floyd. He could have exploited their sudden silence regarding whether Anderson’s move was militarily justified by characterizing it as their tacit admission that Anderson had only reacted appropriately to an imminent threat. He could then have claimed personal credit—retrospectively—for Anderson’s move by proclaiming that it was in response to the particular wording of an order that ultimately came from him. But he instead let this opportunity, too, slip away, making no response to the January 1 letter other than to return it with a curt statement that he declined to accept it.64 The progress of secessionism in other states was from this moment based upon the assumption, never proven by the congressmen who met with Buchanan, nor disproven by Buchanan, that Anderson’s move was “without authority” and in violation of an undertaking Buchanan had made.65




  With an impulse solely to distance himself from Anderson, Buchanan apparently had no sense that a chain of command requires responsibility and deference not just from subordinates but also to them, particularly a subordinate in a difficult and isolated situation. Nor was Anderson an unknown factor. As Scott would have been pleased to recount, he had shown extraordinary courage in Mexico, remaining at the head of a column in the bloody battle
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  of Molino del Rey, despite the bullet wound in his shoulder that gave him a noticeable and permanent stoop.66 Buchanan’s mediocrity had left the North without a hero, and Anderson, with a slave-state background, personified loyalty to the Union, courage, and finesse in the presence of a local hostile force, while staring down treachery, fear, and incompetence in his superiors. Even before he transferred to Sumter, Harper’s Weekly informed Anderson that its subscribers were requesting illustrations of him and his men.67 Now—writers for Harper’s would observe—praises for Anderson “were upon all lips which did not mutter treason.”68 Letters arrived at the fort from well-wishers and from those seeking his autograph or a lock of his hair.69 Wall Street stocks reportedly rose in contemplation of what seemed—at last—resolute action.70 Boston attorney Leverett Saltonstall wrote to inform Anderson that he had just been toasted at a dinner, it being “indeed refreshing, in these sad days of demagogues, traitors, fanatics, idiots, and rascals in high places, to see one true man.”71 A hack poet wrote, “In storm and tempest, dauntless still and calm; / Honored by men, by loyal women loved, / The pride and boast of all thy countrymen, / The Cynosure of all eyes, still unmoved.”72
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  Soon no article about Anderson and his men was publishable if it lacked the word “gallant.” The January 7 Hartford Courant noted that “salutes in honor of the gallant Major were fired on Boston Common, Saturday noon, and in Philadelphia, on Saturday evening, five thousand persons met and heartily approved Anderson’s course, and called on the president to sustain him, declaring all persons who wage war against the United States to be public enemies.”73 The House of Representatives, amid substantial acrimony from Southerners still present, resolved by 124–53 “that we fully approve of the bold and patriotic act of Major Anderson . . . and of the determination of the president to maintain that fearless officer in his present position.”74 “Anderson’s movement was masterly,” Elizabeth Blair wrote on January 9, “& has made him now the Hero of the day. . . . Yesterday there was nearly as many guns fired in his honor as that of Genl Jackson—whose spirit is now invoked daily for the protection of the Country.”75 The invocation of Jackson had special meaning to the Blair family, since Elizabeth’s father, Francis P. Blair Sr., had been Jackson’s trusted advisor, and her brother Montgomery, one of Dred Scott’s lawyers, was Jackson’s de facto godson.




  The primary issue in the growing crisis was that of attributing blame, with each side contemplating what might provoke the other to fire first. On January 19, the abolitionist Chicago Daily Tribune opined that the “hope for freedom in this crisis does not rest with the North. If the South Carolinians would only make a determined assault upon Fort Sumter, level its walls to the sea, and slaughter its gallant commander and all his men—then perhaps the North would arise in vindication of the Constitution and laws, and teach the South that this country and government were not made wholly for slaveholders.” Henry Adams, writing to his brother Charles, thought that what fellow Republicans needed was “a little bit of a fight” in which the Union got beaten, so as to “put the South in the wrong.” The grandson of John Quincy Adams and great-grandson of John Adams, Henry carried good political genes but was at this time limited in experience to Harvard College and the grand tour. Thus, in his view, if Anderson “and his whole command were all murdered in cold blood” (Adams’s puerile notion of “a little bit of a fight”), it would be “an excellent thing for the country, much as I should regret it on the part of those individuals.”76 Anderson’s highest calling—apparently—was as a martyr in the Union cause.




  Anderson’s wife met with Buchanan and demanded that he dispatch reinforcements, arguing with such vehemence that Buchanan—ever the self-declared victim—took offense at the wife of an army officer pleading with him to save her husband’s life. Eliza Bayard Clinch Anderson, a Georgian, was so distraught by the president’s refusal to help that she sought the advice of Major Anderson’s good friend, Jefferson Davis, only to find that Davis, about to resign his Senate seat and destined later to order the cannonade against her husband’s garrison, was in no position to assist her.77




  
Burning Effigies




  Like Wigfall, Trescot believed that Buchanan’s appointment of Holt indicated war. Sending a telegram to the fire-eating ex-congressman William Porcher Miles to that effect, Trescot added that reinforcements would be sent aboard Harriet Lane, a Revenue cutter with a draft Trescot thought shallow enough to cross the sandbar outside Charleston Harbor. Southern newspapers published a rumor that Harriet Lane had already departed its slip in Jersey City, though its orders were not (according to the rumor) to aid Fort Sumter, but rather to collect customs duties outside Charleston Harbor.78




  As Trescot prepared to leave Washington, Jeremiah Black reportedly said to him, “You beat us all the way through, and came very near carrying your last point; but fortunately our last card was a trump,” a metaphor Trescot took to mean that in the end the Unionists in Buchanan’s cabinet collectively convinced the president that he had more to fear from their threatened resignations and Northern backlash than he did from the Southerners he had repeatedly tried—and failed—to placate. Buchanan looked at the decision before him as a personal curse, commenting to a friend, “If I withdraw Anderson from Sumter, I can travel home to Wheatland [his home near Lancaster, Pennsylvania] by the light of my own burning effigies.”79 Stanton, perhaps to show Buchanan that the public might still rally behind resolution, surreptitiously invented with Representative Daniel E. Sickles (D/NY) a “spontaneous,” “grass-roots” set of positive telegrams to the White House, along with a newspaper campaign and even a cannon salute to Buchanan as “a second Jackson.”80 But the North would never forgive Buchanan’s attempt in 1857 to intimidate congressional Democrats into passing a proslavery constitution for Kansas against the wishes of the vast majority of settlers there.81 And now Floyd’s “principled” departure signaled the end of whatever support Buchanan had once grudgingly received from the South.82




  The federal government—Jefferson Davis argued on the Senate floor—was allowing Anderson “to make war” against South Carolina, which had presented (and here Davis either lied or was grossly misinformed) no threat to him at Fort Moultrie. If, Davis urged, Buchanan had only ordered Anderson to return to Moultrie, Sumter would have remained as it had been, unoccupied by state troops, and “peace would have spread its pinions over this land, and calm negotiation would have been the order of the day.”83 Since Pickens had already threatened Buchanan if he failed to permit state troops to occupy Sumter, Davis was again misinformed or lying. Nor, as a tactical commander who had seen death at close quarters, would Davis have done other than his friend Anderson had done. Further, negotiations would have remained “calm” only if the Union troops left South Carolina.




  At Trescot’s suggestion, Senator Robert M. T. Hunter (D/VA) told Buchanan that if Anderson would return to Fort Moultrie, his safety would be guaranteed.84 Buchanan was apparently being asked to order Anderson to relinquish an impregnable fortification recently attained and go back to one that was indefensible, and to do so not with a view to any permanent presence there but merely as a condition for South Carolina returning to the negotiating table. It was the kind of proposal one would never make to a reasonably resolute leader. Davis told a friend that Buchanan’s “weakness has done as much harm as wickedness would have achieved.”85 It was, sadly, one of the few observations on which North and South could agree. Even if Buchanan had accepted Hunter’s proposal (and he well might have, if still under the sway of the Southerners in his cabinet), conciliatory gestures mean little when offered by a leader perceived as unsteady, cynical, or mendacious, and Buchanan had exhibited all three traits.86 But now he was at the mercy of a staunchly Union-ist cabinet that—over the dissent of Interior Secretary Thompson—approved Scott’s suggested reinforcement initiative.87 Senator Hunter reportedly told Trescot that Buchanan had now “changed his ground and will maintain it to the last extremity,” adding that Governor Pickens would do well to block the harbor entrance by sinking old derelict vessels. Buchanan, bowing now to cabinet Unionists as he had once bowed to the likes of Floyd, fearing the worst, observed, “It is now all over.”88




  “We Owe to John B. Floyd”




  Floyd so combined incompetence and disloyalty that instances of one were sometimes ascribed to the other. In August 1859, he had received two anonymous letters from two different sources requesting that he send soldiers to Harpers Ferry because John Brown, known as messianically violent after butchering several proslavery settlers in Kansas, was going to instigate an armed slave insurrection. Floyd took no action, thereby opening himself to later allegations (though groundless) that he had wanted the slave revolt to go forward in order to galvanize Southern hatred of the North.89 In a similar vein, Captain Doubleday later wrote that even if Floyd in the conduct of his office never went so far as to “make regular arrangements to have us all massacred,” it was nevertheless true that “his orders and mode of procedure tended to that end.”90 In the anonymous Diary of a Public Man (1879), an extraordinary mix of “insider” facts and speculations, journalist William Henry Hurlbert would speculate that Floyd had consciously suggested Anderson’s transfer to Sumter, since it was likely to lead to a conflict that would cause Floyd’s home state of Virginia to join South Carolina in secession.91 And an admirer of Anderson would claim that a “controlling” reason behind Anderson’s move to Fort Sumter was not the likelihood of an imminent attack upon Fort Moultrie, but rather an order by Floyd to Captain Foster to mount Fort Sumter’s guns “immediately,” which necessarily meant that Floyd and his friends in Charleston—protestations to the contrary notwithstanding—wanted the fort to be fully equipped when locals seized it.92 And although Floyd apparently neither sought nor obtained any personal gain from his involvement with the Indian Trust Fund scandal, it was difficult for most observers to believe that mere incompetence could have gotten him in so deeply.




  Floyd’s refusals to answer Anderson’s reinforcement pleas never resulted in charges of dereliction of duty, although journalists charged treason. But other facts suggest that he had been—as Seward told Lincoln on December 29—“arming the South” against the Union he was sworn to protect.93 On November 19, former Georgia Supreme Court justice Henry L. Benning, urging his state’s secession, had said, “From the best information I can obtain, there is now a larger proportion of the public arms and munitions at the South than at the North.”94 On December 31, four days after the Indian Trust Fund scandal broke, the House standing Committee on Military Affairs undertook to examine not only “the condition of the forts, arsenals, dock yards, &c. . . . and whether they are supplied with adequate garrisons” (the issue Floyd and Buchanan had refused to address when requested by Scott two months earlier) but also “how, to whom, and at what price” muskets and ordnance had been distributed in the previous year.95 On January 9, the House resolved to appoint a select committee to investigate, among other things, “whether any officer of this Government has . . . entered into any pledge . . . with any person . . . not to send reinforcements to the forts of the United States in the harbor of Charleston,” and what “demand for reinforcements of the said forts has been made, and for what reason such reinforcements have not been furnished.”96 Even a cursory investigation would identify Scott’s reinforcement recommendation of late October, its rejection by Floyd and Buchanan, and then Anderson’s increasingly urgent requests for reinforcements in November and December, flatly refused by Floyd and Cooper.97 On January 26, the House also appointed a committee “to inquire whether any secret organization hostile to the Government of the United States exists in the District of Columbia; and if so, whether . . . any employés or officers of the federal government, in the executive or judicial departments, are members thereof.”98




  These two probes were not rigorous and did not result in trials for malfeasance. Two significant facts did, however, emerge. First, because most armament manufacturers were located in the North, quantities of muskets, rifles, and artillery were commonly forwarded from these to various federal facilities and state militias in the South. On the day South Carolina seceded, Floyd tried to ship seventy-seven cannons to one fort in Mississippi and another in Texas. Since neither fort was near enough to completion to receive them, these shipments were clearly being made to place these guns in secessionist hands. And while secessionists did soon take over both forts, the cannons never arrived, Floyd’s order having been canceled by his successor, Joseph Holt.99 Second, a statute permitted the War Department to sell off weapons and ordnance “which . . . shall appear to be damaged, or otherwise unsuitable for the public service.” Under that authority, Floyd had sold to “sundry persons and States” some 31,610 muskets at a paltry $2.50 each. The House Committee on Military Affairs concluded that only by “a very liberal construction” of the statute could such sales be deemed appropriate.100




  The majority and minority of the House’s select committee issued their respective reports on February 21. With the congressional session and Buchanan’s administration both coming to an end in just eleven days, nothing could be accomplished.101 If the times had not been out of joint, and if Buchanan had even a few months left in office, Floyd’s misconduct, when added to every other irregularity in Buchanan’s administration, would undoubtedly have triggered broader and more sustained congressional inquiries, followed by criminal referrals.102 Decades later, for example, a former aide to General Scott wrote that Floyd had purposely “scattered” army units to render them unavailable to garrison Southern forts and that Scott could not personally bring in troops from these 198 “remote posts” without Floyd’s assent, which he would not give.103 While some demanded Floyd’s prosecution, significant evidence would be derived from admissions he had made to congressional committeemen prior to his departure from Washington, and by law that evidence could not then be used in any subsequent trial against him.104 In light of that problem, Robert Ould, U.S. district attorney for the District of Columbia, asked that all charges against Floyd be dropped.105 When Virginia later joined the seceded states, Ould would resign and become the Commonwealth’s assistant secretary of war, undoubtedly receiving many handshakes for his refusal to indict. So numerous had Floyd’s problems been, however, that a prosecution could have been mounted even without the inculpatory statements he had made to Congress.




  Given Floyd’s various dealings in arms, his refusal to entertain Scott’s requests to redeploy troops, and his “principled” resignation because Buchanan would not order Anderson back to Fort Moultrie, secessionists would ignore the scandal that actually drove him from office and view him as a hero. Shortly after Lincoln took office, the Atlanta Confederacy editorialized:






   But for the foresight and firmness and patriotic providence of John B. Floyd, in what stress and peril would the cotton States be floundering this day! He saw the inevitable doom of the union, or the doom of his own people. For many months past, from his standpoint, he had an expanded field of vision. . . . The North had the heavy guns, the light arms, the powder and ball, just as the North had everything else that belong to the common Government. How quietly [at Floyd’s direction] were men shifted from our soil who might have been here to-day to murder us at Abraham Lincoln’s order. How slender the garrisons became in Southern forts which were made for us and belong to nobody else, but which a savage enemy now chafes and rages to get possession of. Who sent 37,000 stand of arms to Georgia? How came 60,000 more prime death-dealing rifles at Jackson, Mississippi? . . . We owe to John B. Floyd an eternal tribute of gratitude.106
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