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… behold, my covenant is with thee, and thou shalt be a father of many nations. … thy name shall be Abraham; for a father of many nations have I made thee.

Genesis 17: 4-5
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THE AVERAGE UNION SOLDIER IN THE CIVIL WAR DID not spend all, or even a great deal, of his time thinking about President Abraham Lincoln. To the extent that the letters and diaries they left behind allow us to judge, those in the eastern theater only commented on him on a few occasions—his four principal reviews of the Army of the Potomac in 1861-63, and a few less extended visits to the army, his relief of General George B. McClellan from command of that army in November 1862, the issuing of the Preliminary and final Emancipation Proclamations, the enlistment of black soldiers from 1863 onward, the 1864 presidential election campaign, and the assassination in April 1865. Other issues brought comment from time to time—the draft, confiscation policy, Northern dissent, and more—but in the main soldiers confined their written musings to these areas. Out in the western theater they commented even less, since Lincoln never visited those armies, and they had no interest in McClellan.

Yet it seems evident from what these Billy Yanks did say that they came to adopt a very definite sense of who Lincoln was, his role in the war, what he meant to them, and how they felt about him. Lincoln’s life has been plumbed to almost every depth, from his taste in music to his feelings on religion, yet this vital relationship between him and the soldiers who fought in, supported, and in the end died in his war, remains unpenetrated beyond a few paragraphs here and there, especially in recent works by James M. McPherson, Reid Mitchell, and Merrill Peterson. It cries for a closer look, especially when considering just how the Union soldier maintained his heroic morale in the face of years of failure. Many factors help account for Billy Yank’s unyielding resolution. The works of Bell I. Wiley, James I. Robertson, Jr., and most recently McPherson and Mitchell present cogent analyses of the underlayment of what McPherson calls the “sustaining resolve” that saw the Yankee soldier through from defeat to victory. What remains unexplored, however, is the role of Lincoln himself as one of those foundations, and thus Lincoln’s Men.

Historians always face great danger when they attempt to penetrate the minds of past peoples, even from an era like the Civil War that left behind such abundant raw materials for study. The more than 2 million men who in some form and for some period served the Union during 1861-65 must have written in sum tens of millions of letters and diaries during the war. The majority no longer survive, but what remains is staggering, representing easily tens of thousands of collections, varying from a single diary or a few letters to mammoth correspondences whose letters number in the hundreds. For his recent pathbreaking work For Cause & Comrades, James M. McPherson consulted more than a thousand sets of letters and diaries, and might easily have spent the rest of a lifetime trying unsuccessfully to include every known source.

Yet what the historian soon discovers is that, after a while, a pattern emerges. The soldiers everywhere seem to comment on the same events, and with largely the same sentiments. For Lincoln’s Men somewhere around six hundred manuscript collections were mined, not counting another two hundred or more published sets of wartime diaries and letters. Yet, even though the healthy sampling of eight hundred or more represents a very respectable research base, it is still in no way a meaningful percentage of the 2 million. Moreover, all historians dealing with soldier letters and diaries must be aware that they are hearing only from a segment of the 70 percent or so who were literate, a sampling further refined by the fact that a great many men in uniform who did write letters and diaries chose for whatever reason not to comment upon current events, their leaders, or anything more important than the weather.

What this means, of course, is that, for every soldier voice that remains to tell us of his concerns and feelings, there are hundreds from whom we can hear nothing, whose thoughts can be inferred only from their actions, and that imperfectly. In short, though historians draw their conclusions from those who wrote the documents that survive, we need to remember that the silence of all those others is possibly just as eloquent, but of what we cannot say. It may be that their letters and diaries did not survive, or are not available. It may be that they had so little interest in anything other than the weather, their food, and their bowels—the three most common topics of most soldier communications—that they had nothing to say about Lincoln, emancipation, the conduct of the war, or anything else. Or it could simply mean that they vented their opinions around the campfire and not in writing, or even that those who voiced intemperate or adversarial attitudes not consonant with the postwar veneration of Father Abraham, later removed such expressions from their papers. Many a memoir written years after the war reveals an adoration for the president altogether missing from the author’s wartime correspondence.

The point is that historians need a fair portion of humility in setting forth conclusions about the feelings and attitudes of a broad population like the Union soldier, and especially where Lincoln is concerned. The samplings that it is practical to use are so small, and with so many built-in qualifiers, that only the foolish or the smug dare maintain that the vocal few whose words remain can speak with absolute authority for the great silent majority. Yet those vocal few are all we have, that and some statistics and perhaps some ingenuity. Thus anyone writing a book like Lincoln’s Men, and anyone reading it, must remember that much of history is at best an educated estimate. In these pages, so much space is given to direct quotations by the soldiers themselves in the hope that from their own words, even when sometimes repetitive, some truer portrait of their sentiments may emerge.

Several friends and colleagues have contributed generously of their time and knowledge in helping bring this book to fruition. Staff at a number of institutions have, as always, been more than helpful, but the people at the United States Army Military History Institute at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, were especially patient during extended research. Their manuscripts section contains easily the largest and most comprehensive collection of Union soldier letters and diaries in the nation, representing every geographical region, and virtually all branches of service and shades of opinion. If it does not quite offer “one-stop shopping,” there will be no expression of sentiment found elsewhere that is not represented in its staggering holdings. Richard J. Sommers, a friend of more than a quarter-century, gave unsparingly from an unrivaled memory of the Institute’s holdings; David Keough and James Baughman in the manuscripts collection, and John Slonaker and Louise Arnold-Friend in the main library, stretched the definition of hospitality. Two more old friends, James M. McPherson and James I. Robertson, Jr., cordially agreed to give the manuscript a reading. Their unparalleled knowledge of the common soldiers of the Union yielded rich benefits. Several people, including Joseph Goodell of Brea, California, and Robert Grunwell of Lynchburg, Virginia, willingly lent access to family papers in their hands. And Dennis Brown provided useful background on Lincoln’s film “career.” To all of them, heartfelt thanks.

Special thanks are due to Thomas and Beverly Lowry, two true pioneers. They have undertaken the Herculean task of examining all of the more than one hundred thousand court-martial transcripts in the National Archives, a job now at the midway point. Already their findings are being felt in the Civil War community, and in the area of Abraham Lincoln’s direct involvement in military justice especially. Even though they plan their own work on the subject at a future date, they have most generously made available their findings to date on the president’s hand in every case in which he intervened. Some of the insights gleaned from those actions would be impossible to obtain from any other source.

Like all Americans of their time, the Union soldiers wrote idiosyncratically, their spelling sometimes phonetic, and often unique to the individual. As long as the soldier’s meaning is clear, no attempt has been made to correct his spelling and capitalization or to intrude pedantic paraphernalia like “[sic].” If the reader spots a misspelled word in a quotation, he or she may safely assume that the author, too, knows it is misspelled but feels no need to make a pointless display of his knowledge. Besides, part of the delight of working with these wonderful young men is to share their wonderfully inventive means of expressing themselves. Whether fighting on the battlefield or scrawling a letter home, they knew how to make themselves understood, their meaning unmistakable. The late Bell Wiley, the first historian to study them comprehensively, often said that no time was so well spent as that which he passed in their company.

It was a sentiment that Father Abraham understood better than anyone.



INTRODUCTION: A BOY AND A BOOK

EVERY BOY WANTED TO BE A SOLDIER. AS HE MARCHED WITH his stick “musket” on his shoulder or fenced with a wooden sword, he became his grandsires wresting independence from the British in the war of the Revolution, his father preserving that freedom in 1812-15, or even his grown brothers mustering to meet the native menace that still threatened from time to time on the settled frontiers. He was the Minute Man, the yeoman abandoning his plow to meet a crisis, sacrificing all if need be, then to return to his humble pursuits when danger passed—the very definition of the new American.

The story of those first Minute Men echoed powerfully in the imagination of American youths in the 1820s. The image possessed irresistible appeal. Writers reinforced its attraction with a stream of exciting and often lurid histories and novels, frequently more fantasy than fact. They were creating the mythology of a new people, and imagination and exaggeration were the tools used to sculpt their infant gods. Books sought not just to inform, or even to entertain, but to instruct, to mold a new generation of Americans by the example of the Founding Fathers, and a public still heady with self-conscious pride in its new place in the world made an eager market. Even out on the frontier of southern Indiana such influences made their mark. Even in the humble log cabin of a semiliterate farmer at Pigeon Creek such a book could make an impression, and even on a boy who had no brothers in the militia, whose father did not fight the British in 1812, and whose grandfather had not been a soldier of the Revolution.

In this instance the book was Mason Locke Weems’s The Life of Washington, and sometime in the mid-1820s a copy found its way to the small but comfortable cabin of Thomas Lincoln, and into the hands of his teenaged son, Abraham, newly—if yet imperfectly—literate after two years of intermittent schooling. The story Weems told was one of the very first books the young Lincoln read, and it impressed him just as it did tens of thousands of other Americans, young and old alike. The Life of Washington first appeared as a book in 1809, the very year of Abraham Lincoln’s birth, though it had been in print in other formats since the turn of the century. Episodic and heavily fictionalized, it all but deified Washington, and clearly made him an agent and favorite of the Almighty. At the same time, it imbued the Revolutionary cause with a sense of predestination in the face of overwhelming odds, and made of every common volunteer a hero.

“I remember all the accounts there given of the battle fields and struggles for the liberties of the country,” Abraham Lincoln would recall more than thirty years later.1 Certainly Weems covered them all, or at least those in which Washington commanded. At Monmouth the general personally inspired his men to meet the enemy. At Saratoga, again motivated by Washington and “fired with the love of liberty, the Americans poured out by thousands, eager for the glorious contest.” In perhaps the most dramatic battle passage of the book, Weems described the “avenging passions” of the Continentals as they met and defeated the foe.2

Yet it was an earlier and smaller fight that stayed with Lincoln, more a skirmish by later standards, and yet one fought in the darkest hours of the Revolution. He never forgot how the genius of liberty followed Washington’s army the night it crossed the Delaware and marched on Trenton. “Pale and in tears, with eyes often lifted to Heaven, she moved along with her children to witness perhaps the last conflict,” wrote Weems. Washington was never more inspiring as he prepared the men for the attack, seemingly imitating the lion as he called “his brindled sons to battle … till, kindled by their father’s fire, the maddening cubs swell with answering rage.” At last the general waved his sword above his head and shouted, “There! my brave friends! there are the enemies of your country! and now, all I ask of you, is, to remember what you are about to fight for. March!” By his looks and voice the general “rekindled all their fire, and drove them to the charge.”3 The account of Trenton and the heroism of the men in the face of seemingly certain defeat “all fixed themselves on my memory more than any single revolutionary event,” Lincoln remembered. Despite his youth and backwoods ignorance of men and the world, still the story of Trenton struck him with the thought that “there must have been something more than common that those men struggled for.”4

Moreover, as he read the book, Lincoln saw Weems repeatedly come back to a few central themes. In almost every battle he dwelled on some gallant American who fell gloriously, and much lamented. The dead soldier was venerated, Weems limning a Washington forever haunted by the scenes and the costs of the battlefield: “There the battling armies met in thunder—the stormy strife was short; but yonder mournful hillocks point the place where many of our brave heroes sleep: perhaps some good angel has whispered that their fall was not in vain.” Through it all, Washington himself remained a man of unparalleled modesty. When he took command of the Continental Army, the Virginian confessed, “My diffidence in my own abilities was superseded by a confidence in the rectitude of our cause and the patronage of Heaven.”5

Yet most of all the imaginative writer returned again and again to an idea founded, no doubt, on Washington’s by now universal sobriquet as the “Father of His Country.” As a young officer in the Virginia militia during the war with the French, Weems’s Washington looked on the British army in which he served under General Edward Braddock as his “family,” loved the men under him “as his children,” and when angered at them showed “paternal displeasure.” Weems rang these familial chimes the more so in dealing with the Revolution and its aftermath. “With a father’s joy he could look around on the thick-settled country, with all their little ones, and flocks and herds, now no longer exposed to danger,” he wrote of the general. When he discussed Washington’s farewell address to his troops, he said it should be read “with the feelings of children reading the last letter of a once-loved father.” And in the end, when the Virginian died, Weems called for Americans spiritually to “gather yourselves together around the bed of your expiring father—around the last bed of him to whom under God you and your children owe many of the best blessings of this life.”6

Less than a decade after reading Weems, Lincoln published his very first public political statement in March 1832. He spoke in part of books and learning, and expressed the hope that “every man may receive at least, a moderate education, and thereby be enabled to read the histories of his own and other countries, by which he may duly appreciate the value of our free institutions.”7 Certainly, by the agency of Washington’s life, Weems left an impression of the meaning of freedom and sacrifice and citizenship on young Lincoln. Learning by his own experience, Lincoln thereafter advocated the reading of history as a means of instilling patriotism. It was a message deeply impressed on a whole generation. Weems addressed The Life of Washington to children, and most of its readers were youths like Lincoln when they read the book, youths reared in a culture that preached reverence for the father. By emphasizing the “father” ideal of Washington, Weems took his young readers into a realm whose relations they understood. They were children who reverenced and obeyed their fathers; Americans were the figurative offspring of Washington and the Founding Fathers, and by extension of their great men and leaders in all times.

This was hardly new with Weems. By the time Lincoln read his book, this paternal view virtually surrounded Americans. His generation grew up in an atmosphere that quite consciously equated the United States with a family, in an effort to inculcate the reverence and patriotism needed to ensure the longevity of the Union. Doing so, in fact, helped make the nation understandable by reducing it to a familiar level, just as Weems made the Revolution meaningful and comprehensible by identifying it with Washington personally. The Union was like a house, its states and people members of a family, and automatically, of course, the president was the father. Already Washington had been enshrined as the Father of His Country, an idea even better illustrated by the Revolutionary financier and patriot Gouverneur Morris when he declared: “AMERICANS! he had no child—BUT YOU.” In the prevailing view, the Founding Fathers were truly “fathers” to the nation and its people, and so were their successors, the men chosen to govern. The thrust of Weems’s book and prevailing thought implied that, in the present and the future, especially in a time of crisis, the people should look to their foremost leaders for protection and guidance, and accord them the parental obedience and respect that in their own families they reserved for their fathers.8 Thanks to their background before the Revolution, Americans felt an instinctive distrust of civil and military rulers, but the family and the father on the other hand remained unquestioned and universally acceptable figures of authority, with ancient power undiminished by modern thought. Better yet, ideally, love and reverence bound children to the father and the family out of love and reverence rather than fear, which made discipline and control all the easier to achieve, and the more potent because freely, rather than grudgingly, given.

Though Washington’s memory never quite fathered a cult, there is no doubt that the power of his image, and especially as delivered to millions by Mason Locke Weems, generated enormous influence on how Americans saw their nation, their rulers, and even themselves. Certainly Abraham Lincoln absorbed and reflected that feeling. “Washington is the mightiest name of earth—long since mightiest in the cause of civil liberty,” he would say in 1842. “To add brightness to the sun, or glory to the name of Washington, is alike impossible. Let none attempt it. In solemn awe pronounce the name, and in its naked deathless splendor, leave it shining on.”9

There was another message in The Life of Washington, one implied rather than stated. Not only was every president potentially an heir to the legacy of the Virginian, it seemed to suggest. Any American might conceivably be called upon one day to wear that mantle, and possibly in a moment of great peril critical to the very family, the Union, of which they were all a part. Yet could Americans really expect to see another Washington, another Father of His Country come from their midst? Weems himself asked, “For who among us can hope that his son shall ever be called, like Washington, to direct the storm of war, or to ravish the ears of deeply listening Senates?”10

Who indeed?



1
COMMON MEN, UNCOMMON CRISIS


And Abram said unto Lot, Let there be no strife,
I pray thee, between me and thee,
and between my herdmen and thy herdmen;
for we be brethren.

[Genesis 13:8]

[image: Image]

WHEN LINCOLN FIRST HEARD THAT CALL TO THE STORM of war, it was not to save the nation, or even a very significant piece of it, but only to put down a minor uprising by the Sauk and Fox, who sought to return to their ancestral homeland in Illinois. Lincoln himself had moved to the new state in the summer of 1831, aged just twenty-two, settling in the village of New Salem. It was there, the following March, that he published his statement about history and education as part of an announcement of his candidacy for the state legislature. Then, just a few weeks later, a chief named Black Hawk led about two thousand of his people across the Mississippi and into Illinois, immediately igniting an uproar across the frontier. While United States Regulars rushed to the scene, the governor issued a call for militia to gather on April 22 at Beardstown. The day before—nine miles from New Salem, at Richland Creek—Abraham Lincoln enlisted as a volunteer for thirty days.1

His motivation was that of many of the others who went with him on the road from Richland Creek to Beardstown. He was young, and adventure offered some lure. There was a danger to the community, though a small one. He was out of work, and serving in the military offered at least temporary employment, even if it meant calling off his bid for the legislature. And, undeniably, there was some sense of duty, of obligation to the extended “family” of the frontier community, a place where neighbors of necessity took care of each other. Lincoln hardly expected as he enlisted that those impulses would be enhanced by a special pride soon thereafter, when the volunteers held the customary election of officers. To his amazement, two names were put forward for company captain, one of them his own. Thanks to the illiteracy of most of the men, they voted with their bodies rather than ballots. Lincoln and his opponent stood in an open field, and the men simply lined up by the man of their choice. When they were finished, a substantial majority stood behind Lincoln.2

This was something that Captain Lincoln had not expected, and it thrilled him. One of his closest confidants in later years recalled, “He prized it and the distinction it gave him more than any which in after years fell to his lot.” Lincoln himself reflected almost thirty years later that no subsequent success of his life gave him as much satisfaction. It was the first time he had been elected to anything, and it gave him a taste for the thrill of public approbation. He met the honor by making a brief speech of thanks that, however modest the circumstances, was almost certainly his first public address before any electorate.3 In an instant, his willingness to serve his country was transforming him, raising him in the eyes of his peers and in his own.

Of course, there was something of a rude awakening. Young Captain Lincoln quickly learned that the volunteer was not and never would be a true soldier but, rather, a civilian temporarily on loan to the military. The sixty-eight men in his company were many of them friends from New Salem, fellows with whom he had wrestled and swum and played pranks about the village. They knew him too well to be awed by his sudden rank. That and the native independence so prized by all Americans of the time ensured that his hold over them as an officer extended only so far as his ability to win their cooperation, for he could never make them do what they would not. This became all too apparent the very first time he gave an order. One of the boys responded that he could “go to the devil,” then thoughtfully added, “sir!”4

Much more learning than just humility went with his rank. Lincoln led the company to Beardstown, and then to Rushville, where the Sangamon County Company formally mustered into the 4th Regiment of the Brigade of Mounted Volunteers. They received their muskets on April 28, and had probably already commenced what little drill instruction the captain could give them.5 In later years he would himself tell the tales of his hapless attempts at training and discipline. One story alone became legendary, his account of marching his command in a line of twenty men abreast toward a fence and not knowing what order to give to re-form them into a narrow column of fours to pass through its gate. His solution was to halt the company and dismiss them for two minutes, with orders to re-form on the other side. Worse, one evening a soldier stole into an officer’s quarters and removed a fair quantity of liquor, the result being that the next morning several in the company were too drunk or ill to march. Lincoln himself bore the punishment for his failure to control them by being made to wear a wooden sword for two days. And when his own youthful enthusiasm got the better of him and he fired his musket in camp despite clear orders to the contrary, his superiors arrested him and took away his genuine sword for a day.6

There were many lessons he could draw from such experiences, but the most important of all was that exuberant young men could not make the transition from peaceful civilians to soldiers overnight, and would never make it completely. And when three of his men went absent without leave before the end of their short thirty-day enlistment, he also learned that, coming as they did from a culture with a high disregard for authority, many in the end simply could not, and would not, recognize the right of the military to keep them in service after they no longer wished to stay. Their in-bred high spirits could all too often get the better of their sense of obligation to an enlistment form. It had little or nothing to do with cowardice or laziness, or lack of patriotism, but a great deal to do with a rampant thirst for independence.7

Another volunteer in the 4th Regiment recalled that Lincoln’s Sangamon boys were “the hardest set of men” he had ever seen. John T. Stuart, a major in the regiment and Lincoln’s future law partner, remembered that “he had the wildest company in the world,” and added that as a young captain “Lincoln had no military qualities whatever except that he was a good clever fellow and kept the esteem and respect of his men.”8 Indeed, as Lincoln quickly learned, keeping the esteem of the volunteers, even more than discipline, was paramount, for they would only follow and obey a man they respected. Instinctively he knew that good humor, patience, a willingness to share equally in the hardships of the privates, and an absence of self-importance were the best means to bind the men to him. Fortunately, they were already traits of his nature.

Certainly he shared in their privations, especially hunger: the military supply system worked imperfectly at best, and the soldiers often went without rations. When his men went hungry, so did he, on one occasion passing two days without food. Nor did he prove to be above the age-old soldier practice of improving his ordinary fare by foraging among local farmers’ chickens and hams.9 “I can truly say I was often very hungry,” Lincoln remembered sixteen years later, and though he never saw a fight with the Sauk or Fox, he well recalled “a good many bloody struggles with the musquetoes,” and more than one “charge” upon a field of wild onions when there was nothing else to eat.10

Of course, there was more than hardship to bind the men to their captain. Lincoln enjoyed the camp fun of the volunteers, the wrestling, the foot races, the myriad ways of filling the empty hours of the evening when not on the march.11 Thanks to his six-foot-four-inch height, and the leverage it gave him, he was a formidable wrestler even though lean and sinewy, and he challenged and threw all comers. Already he displayed well-honed talents as a storyteller, a popular commodity on long evenings in camp.12 He sat beside the same campfire as the lower ranks, sharing with them the hatchet handle they used to grind their coffee beans in a tin cup, joining them in baking their rough bread by sticking balls of the dough on the ends of their ramrods and holding it over the open flames. He fried his meat with them—when he had it—and ate it from the same slabs of elm bark that they used, and he eschewed sleeping in an officer’s tent to share one with his men. He showed patience and consideration in dealing with the problems of the men, as when he arranged for one man who had lost his horse to transfer to a foot company by trading places with a soldier from that unit who had a horse and wanted into the Sangamon outfit, even though it required the subterfuge that each would answer to the other’s name at roll call, since the transfer was entirely unofficial.13

Yet Lincoln did not shun moral or military responsibility in the interest of popularity. One day an old follower of Black Hawk wandered into their camp seeking food, his days of resistance obviously well behind him as hunger, not bayonets, forced him to make his personal peace with the whites. The Sangamon County Company never saw any action or even any hostiles during their month of service, and some of the volunteers wanted to kill this poor old fellow since they had never killed any of his compatriots in battle. Captain Lincoln stood up to them and backed them down, probably saving the old man’s life, yet at no cost to his standing with his men.14 Indeed, the episode taught him two lessons. One was the necessity of making an example of standing for the right, for even men in the wrong respected that. The other, a darker maxim of war, was that the best of men could spontaneously sink to a level of misbehavior or even savagery that would never have occurred to them as civilians. It took a firm but fair hand to lead these citizen-soldiers; there needed to be understanding beneath the glove.

As a result, though their service was brief, the Sangamon volunteers developed a high regard for their captain. John Rutledge of New Salem later recalled proudly, “I was with him in the Black Hawk War, he was my captain, a better man I think never lived on earth.”15 They followed him on a bloodless campaign that took them to Rock Island, but fortunately not to join the nearby command of Major Isaiah Stillman, who met with a bloody repulse nearby on May 14. Survivors of the defeat—which was more running skirmish than battle, with Stillman doing the running—came into the 4th Regiment camp the next day, first reporting that two thousand under Black Hawk had butchered more than three hundred Americans. Lincoln’s company, with others, set out to pursue Black Hawk and soon came to the scene of the skirmishing, where they learned that in fact only eleven of Stillman’s volunteers had been killed.16 Right there was a lesson on the reliability of information that came from panicked volunteers.

Lincoln’s term as a captain expired without his ever catching up to the foe, and on May 27 he and his company mustered out of service at Ottawa, near the mouth of the Fox River. Yet that very day he re-enlisted, this time as a private in a new twenty-day company commanded by Captain Elijah Iles. Lincoln made no pretense of his reason for remaining in the volunteer service. “I was out of work, and there being no danger of more fighting, I could do nothing better than enlist again,” he would tell his later friend and partner, William Herndon.17 He was footloose and homeless, and he had missed his chance to continue running for the legislative seat. Most of all, he was penniless and needed the modest pay offered by the state militia. Even volunteer soldiering was an honorable, if temporary, profession, and from this time onward Lincoln understood quite personally that pay was a very acceptable substitute for ardent patriotism in attracting a citizen into uniform, or keeping him there.

A Kentucky-born Regular Army lieutenant named Robert Anderson mustered Lincoln and Iles’s company into the service, but their enlistment passed without a sight of Black Hawk or a prospect of fighting as the native band far outran the desultory pursuit of the soldiers.18 On June 16, after Lincoln’s second enlistment expired, he joined yet another company, this time signing on for thirty days with Captain Jacob Early’s Independent Spy Corps.19 Only now did he finally see some real vestige of this very little war. On June 25, a small skirmish took place at Kellogg’s Grove, in the northwest corner of the state, and five men were slain. Early’s company went to reconnoiter the area soon thereafter, and Lincoln and his friend George Harrison went out in advance at dawn one day to scout through the tall prairie grass looking for the dead. As they rode up a small rise to the scene of the fight, Lincoln suddenly saw the red light of the morning sun reflected on the heads of the five bodies, and he saw that “every man had a round, red spot on top of his head, about as big as a dollar.” They had been scalped. “It was frightful, but it was grotesque,” he later told Herndon, “and the red light seemed to paint everything all over.” He never forgot this sight, an indelible reminder that soldiers really did die in war.20

Lincoln finally mustered out for good on July 10 and along with Harrison made his way back to New Salem, partly on foot, partly by canoe, and some of the way by sharing a horse with Harrison, John Stuart, and another returning volunteer. “We had a first rate time on this campaign,” one of them later recalled. “We were well provided—the whole thing was a sort of frolic.”21 Indeed, in later years, Lincoln actually cast self-deprecating ridicule on his Black Hawk War service, recalling that he never broke a sword or saw a hostile foe, but he had bent his musket once by accident. “I fought, bled, and came away,” he boasted, adding that it was mosquitoes and not Sauk and Fox that drew his blood. Yet beneath the humor lay a serious stratum of pride. Herndon saw easily that, for all of Lincoln’s joking about his volunteer service, he was nevertheless “rather proud of it after all.” Years later, in 1850, when Congress granted to Black Hawk veterans a land bounty of forty acres in Iowa, Lincoln, a prosperous attorney by then, regarded the grant with such pride that he declared he would never sell the property while he lived, even though he never set foot upon it.22 The land itself meant little or nothing, but what it represented to Lincoln meant a very great deal indeed. Like Washington and the heroes of the Revolution, he had come forth in the tradition of Cincinnatus, forsaking his—admittedly unpromising—civil pursuits to take the musket of a volunteer soldier and share the tedium of the camp and the dangers of the field in defense of his friends and neighbors, his New Salem “family.” It hardly placed him beside the Father of His Country. He wore no gaudy uniform, only his own homespun. He may have had a sword as an officer, but it was probably a rude and rusty one from the state armory, and by his own admission he carried a bent musket. No bards or historians would wax eloquent over his service, and yet it was a life’s milestone to him. He had served his community and country, and his pride and sense of accomplishment in that, modest as it was, made tall Abraham Lincoln stand a little taller. He did not overlook the lesson that what it did for him it could do for any man.

In the years that followed the peace, Lincoln made his way in life, slowly at first, but then with more confidence, and prosperity. He returned again and again to the pride he felt in being a volunteer, and by extension the feeling that all Americans who served their country should have. Just six years after the Black Hawk War, now living in Springfield as a legislator and leader of the state Whig Party, Lincoln reflected on the theme in his first major public address at the Young Men’s Lyceum. He looked back on the days of the Revolution, “when nearly every adult male had been a participator in some of its scenes” (a myth that he, like most sons of the Revolutionary generation, already believed, thanks largely to writers like Weems). The consequence of that involvement, he said, “was, that of those scenes, in the form of a husband, a father, a son or a brother, a living history was to be found in every family—a history bearing the indubitable testimonies of its own authenticity, in the limbs mangled, in the scars of wounds received, in the midst of the very scenes related.” Those Revolutionary forebears had been the pillars upholding the temple of American liberty. Now they were almost all gone, and if the latest generation, and those that would follow, did not “supply their places with other pillars,” then the edifice would fall. He enjoined the audience that Americans could have no higher aim than to defend their country, so that, when they came to the final day of judgment and the last trumpet “shall awaken our WASH[INGTON],” they could say, “We permitted no hostile foot to pass over or desecrate [his] resting place.” Their hope lay in the law and patriotism. “Let every American man remember that to violate the law, is to trample on the blood of his father,” figuratively the same as treading on the grave of Washington. Thus it was the duty of Americans to protect the Union not only against enemies from without, but also from any within.23

Whenever Assemblyman Lincoln looked back on the achievements of American volunteers in the past, he praised their virtues, even when, sometimes, he opposed their politics. He was no admirer of President Andrew Jackson, yet he rose in the legislature on the thirty-sixth anniversary of Old Hickory’s victory at New Orleans to proclaim his pride as an American in the victory and the military fame of Jackson. When a soldier’s politics suited his own, as with presidential contender General William Henry Harrison in 1840, Lincoln could be all the more enthusiastic in extolling a man who went into battle, “where cowards dared not show their heads—where storms of ‘leaden rain and iron hail’ carried death and desolation in their course.”24

Yet always his greatest praise, and concern, he reserved for the common volunteers who followed the great men. When he wrote of “the old soldiers of the war of 1812-13 and ’14,” he reminded people that before that conflict they had had no organization, and yet, when the crisis came, “immediately on learning that an organized foe was invading their land, they too organized—met—conquered—killed and drove the foe.”25 When he was running for re-election to the legislature in 1836, one of his stated concerns was securing proper recognition for men who had served their country in uniform. “I go for all sharing the privileges of the government, who assist in bearing its burthens,” he said. Any man who bore arms as a volunteer should have the vote, regardless of the usual property qualifications required. Though not a supporter of paying pensions to volunteers, who in defending their country were, after all, defending their own interests as well, still he unfailingly supported their right to land bounties like the one he received, and frequently assisted some of his old Sangamon Company companions with their claims.26

By December 1847, when Lincoln had moved from the state legislature to taking a seat in the United States Congress, the United States was in another war, though by now all its principal battles had been fought and the issue all but decided. Lincoln was no supporter either of President James K. Polk or of his war with Mexico, which Lincoln regarded as nothing but raw aggression. Yet he divorced his opposition to the war itself from his concern for the hundreds of thousands of young men who enthusiastically volunteered to fill the armies led by Generals Zachary Taylor, Winfield Scott, and others. Those young men did not make the war. They only answered their country’s call, and regardless of the injustice of the conflict, when citizen-soldiers endured hardships and ran great risks in service of their country, they were entitled to every consideration that Lincoln and others back home could offer. The previous spring, even before winning his House seat, Lincoln introduced resolutions in a public meeting at Springfield rejoicing in Taylor’s recent victory in the Battle of Buena Vista, and remarking, “with highest pride, the imperishable honor won by our Illinois brethren, upon that bloody field.”27 Of course, Taylor was already a Whig presidential hopeful, so Lincoln’s kudos to him may have had some political motivation, yet, as his subsequent actions showed, his compliments to the soldiers were sincere enough. Once in Congress, Lincoln used his first extended speech in the House to pay tribute to the soldiers who “have given us the most splendid successes—every department, and every part, land and water, officers and privates, regulars and volunteers, doing all that men could do.”28

The conflict—Americans called it the Mexican War, whereas the Mexicans would more subtly refer to it as the “War of American Intervention”—was militarily over when Lincoln went to Congress, and the actual treaty ended it in the summer of 1848, though not before Lincoln had joined other Whigs in vainly voting against a resolution proclaiming the war just. Even in casting his vote, however, Lincoln made plain to friends the distinction he drew between supporting the war and supporting the volunteers and Regular Army soldiers then in Mexico. Repeatedly, appropriations bills came before the House to vote funds for feeding and supplying the armies, and Lincoln emphasized that his position opposing the resolution “has nothing to do, in determining my votes on the question of supplies. I have always intended, and still intend, to vote supplies.”29 In fact, he found it necessary to defend himself repeatedly, then and even a decade later, when Democrats charged that he and other Whigs had sought to undermine Polk by voting against appropriations, starving the armies as a result. “You have constantly had our votes here for all the necessary supplies,” he reminded the administration supporters. More than that, he added that even many Whigs—including some from Illinois—were in Mexico with the armies. “Through suffering and death, by disease, and in battle, they have endured, and fought, and fell with you,” he said. “I think of all those brave men as Americans, in whose proud fame, as an American, I too have a share.” He offered them thanks “for the high, imperishable honor” they had won for Illinois and the United States.30

Lincoln did support the supply appropriations, and twelve years later still felt proud that he had voted “for all the measures in any way favorable to the officers, soldiers, and their families.”31 More than that, he tried to look out for the interests of Illinois volunteers in the field, using what little influence he had as a freshman to secure army appointments or promotions, and even trying to get yet another volunteer regiment from Illinois accepted in service before the war officially closed.32 He sought fair play for the volunteers themselves when they left the army. He kept insisting that all volunteers be treated equally when it came to pay—Lincoln never forgot how important his pay had been to him as a volunteer—and if a man died in the army, then he sought to get any arrears for his survivors. With Washington usually behind in paying its soldiers, he had to help some men collect what was owed them, and since the government would augment pay with land bounties for veterans, Lincoln spoke on the floor, introduced a bill, and dealt directly with the commissioner of pensions in an attempt to make it easier for men to get their land warrants. Moreover, he argued that the veterans should be able to claim good public land that they particularly wanted, rather than simply being issued a title, as he had been, and he wanted the bounty-land rewards extended to veterans of the 1812-15 war with Britain as well. All veterans of all wars should share in the best and most current benefits.33

Lincoln’s efforts for the war veterans followed him through the next decade. His opposition to the war cost him re-election in 1849, and he spent several years devoted to his growing legal practice and helping launch the new Republican Party that emerged in 1854 out of the ruins of the old Whigs and several other smaller groups, most of them united by opposition to the expansion of slavery. By 1858, even though out of public office for nearly a decade, Lincoln had become one of the leading Republican spokesmen in the nation, and when it came time to challenge his old friend Stephen A. Douglas for an Illinois seat in the United States Senate, the state Republican convention chose Lincoln to make the bid. In the summer and fall of 1858, Lincoln and Douglas electrified not only Illinois but the nation with a series of debates that focused attention on far more than a political race in their state. The growing debate over slavery, chiefly the questions of whether it was to be contained where it already existed, or allowed to expand into new territories, and if so how, absorbed Americans. Besides the moral issue of slavery itself, the question in the end distilled to one of power and the nature of the Union. In order to perpetuate itself, slavery had to expand by the creation of new slave states that would maintain a parity with the free states, at least in the Senate, thus enabling the slave bloc to stop any congressional legislation designed to attack slavery where it already existed. Contain slavery and eventually it must die; allow it to extend itself, and it might last indefinitely. Lincoln himself, in a debate with Douglas, likened the situation to a “house divided,” a family at war with itself, in which eventually one side or the other must ultimately prevail or else the house collapse.

In the effort to meet the potent challenge from Lincoln, Democrats used every means, including blatant falsehood. On June 28, the ardently Democratic Chicago Times ran a spurious oath supposedly taken by Lincoln in 1847: “I, Abram Lincoln, of Sangamon County, refuse to vote one dollar to feed, clothe, or minister to the wants of the sick and dying volunteers from my own State, who are suffering in Mexico. Let them die like dogs! Let them die for want of medicine! Let the fever-parched lips of my Illinois neighbors crack in painful agony—not one drop of cooling liquid shall soothe them if I can help it.” As its blatant language revealed, it was of course a parody, and even some Democrats repudiated it as obviously a hoax that could hurt Douglas rather than Lincoln, yet it still succeeded in reviving in grotesque exaggeration the old charge from 1848.34 Lincoln was forced to respond, and the vehemence with which he did so revealed just how sensitive he was to any suggestion that he would deny an American soldier the fair treatment he deserved.

Douglas himself hinted at the charge—though far more temperately than did his official organ, the Times— when he and Lincoln met at Ottawa for a debate on August 21. The “Little Giant,” as he was called, accused his opponent of “taking the side of the common enemy against his own country” in the Mexican conflict, and even though that was a perversion of the truth, Douglas let the matter rest there, no doubt counting on the old stories of the voting against appropriations to be remembered and do their work in the voters’ minds without his having to risk personally repeating an accusation he knew to be false. Lincoln, however, refused to let the matter rest on that basis. Only a few minutes after taking the platform, he dealt quickly with Douglas’s veiled comment. He pointed out that Douglas “did not make his charge very distinctly but I can tell you what he can prove by referring to the record.” Lincoln may have voted against approval of the war itself, he said, “but whenever they asked for any money, or land warrants, or anything to pay the soldiers there, during all that time, I gave the same votes as Judge Douglas did.” When his opponent “by a general charge, conveys the idea that I withheld supplies from the soldiers who were fighting the Mexican war, or did anything else to hinder the soldiers, he is, to say the least, grossly and altogether mistaken.”35

For one thing, Lincoln felt pride in his record of support for the volunteers. For another, he knew full well that thousands of the voters had served in Mexico, and if they believed what Douglas hinted at, it could cost him, for almost all Americans shared his veneration of the citizen-soldier, and they had been brought up, like Lincoln, on the execrations heaped by Weems and others on those in the Continental Congress who allowed Washington’s army to go cold and hungry. Being branded an enemy of the interests of the volunteer could ruin any man seeking office.

Thus, when the rumors and repeated charges did not go away after that first refutation, the Republican became increasingly irritated. A few weeks later, the opponents met again in debate at Charleston, on September 18. This time, though Douglas did not mention the Mexican War issue at all, Lincoln was not about to let the matter drop. When he followed the Little Giant to the stand, he allowed only a few minutes to pass before getting to the Mexican War charges, again chiding Douglas for reviving the old falsehood even if he did “not take the responsibility of putting it in a very definite form.” After pointing out that some of Douglas’s own newspaper backers had repudiated the story, Lincoln turned around on the platform and walked to one of the Little Giant’s supporters, Orlando B. Ficklin. Taking him either by the hand, or by the collar “in no gentle manner” according to one witness, Lincoln led Ficklin to the front and presented him to the crowd, saying as he did so that Ficklin had served in the House with him in 1848 and personally knew that the withheld-appropriations-votes story was a lie. “He knows, as well as Judge Douglas, that whenever a dollar was asked by way of compensation or otherwise, for the benefit of the soldiers, I gave all the votes that Ficklin or Douglas did, and perhaps more.”36 Years later, Lincoln’s friend Ward Hill Lamon claimed that Lincoln had become so aroused as he tried yet again to refute the old charge that he began shaking Ficklin by the collar as he spoke, and that Lamon himself reached forward to break his friend’s grip on the hapless Democrat. Supposedly Ficklin afterward said, “I never had such a shaking in my whole life.”37 Contemporary descriptions, even those by Democratic newspapers, fail to mention any such episode, yet Lamon knew Lincoln intimately, and even if his recollection of the event half a century later is gilded, at its root it may well reflect knowledge gained directly from Lincoln himself of just how deeply he felt the injustice of the slander.

Lincoln lost that election, though the Mexican War accusation hardly played any role in the voters’ decision. But the exposure he gained in the national press thanks to the debates helped make him one of the defining figures as the sectional controversy escalated toward 1860 and the presidential contest. The Democratic Party deadlocked at its nominating convention, the hard pro-slavery Southern rights faction unable to swallow the Northern democracy’s favorite, Douglas, because he was not solid enough on slavery extension. With every prospect that their opponents would divide and field two candidates, the Republicans who gathered in Chicago for their own convention suddenly found themselves faced with the probability that they were not just choosing a nominee, but the next president. William H. Seward of New York was the favorite, but he lacked support in crucial Pennsylvania and equally important Illinois, where Lincoln’s power was unassailable. Though not a true “dark horse” when his supporters put him in nomination, Lincoln was still a far second to Seward on the first ballot. As three other, more distant candidates stepped aside, the bulk of their following went to Lincoln rather than Seward. On the third ballot, he claimed the prize.38 In November, though he took only 40 percent of the popular vote, Lincoln faced Douglas and two other opponents who so divided the opposition that the Republican easily carried the decisive electoral ballot. But it came at a terrible price. Despite his repeated promises that as president he would not interfere with slavery where it already existed, the leaders of the slave states could only see in his election a mortal threat to their “peculiar institution,” their economy and civilization, and ultimately a perpetual relegation to being a helpless minority in the halls of power. Acting out of fear, emotion, pride, and myriad other influences that were just as naturally human as rationally unjustified, they determined that their only recourse was to secede. South Carolina went first, on December 20, 1860, steadily followed by more states, until, eventually, eleven would declare themselves independent.

The house had divided. Ironically, almost everyone seemed to view the catastrophe in the same sorts of metaphor that Lincoln himself so often used to describe the Union. “We have pulled a temple down,” crowed one South Carolinian the day the first secession ordinance passed, and a woman in Charleston simply observed, “We are divorced.” The temple and the family were both shattered. Worse, immediately upon seceding, South Carolina demanded the surrender of United States facilities and installations, an arsenal, a customs house, and most of all Fort Moultrie and unoccupied Fort Sumter, guarding Charleston Harbor. The army garrison of fewer than a hundred officers and men could hardly hold out against the thousands of Southern volunteers who soon rallied to the city, but if anyone struck a first blow, it could ignite civil war. Lincoln spent an uneasy Christmas as the crisis mounted. It would not be surprising if the situation facing him took his memory back to The Life of Washington, and those stirring passages and enduring lessons that remained with him still. Did he remember Weems’s closing words, “For who among us can hope that his son shall ever be called, like Washington, to direct the storm of war?” Incredibly, what would have seemed inconceivable to a rough frontier youth more than thirty years before, had happened. The call had come.

Even before his election, Lincoln knew there could be serious trouble. Speeches from Southern pulpits and courthouses and presses all threatened secession if he won the election, and he knew that it would take superhuman forbearance to maintain the peace after that. In late October, a week before the election, he turned his thoughts to the men who would have to try to keep that peace, or else deal with the consequences of a rupture. The auguries from the army looked bad, for many Southern officers promised to resign before recognizing him as commander-in-chief, and a rumor reached Lincoln’s ears that the officers commanding at Fort Kearny, in the Nebraska Territory, intended to take themselves and their arms and go south in order to resist the new regime actively.39

Then came December 20, the secession of South Carolina, and the immediate fear of a clash over the forts in Charleston. “If the forts fall, my judgment is that they are to be retaken,” Lincoln told a friend in the army two days later. “The most we can do now is to watch events.”40 Even while watching, however, the president-elect already knew what he might have to do. The day before Christmas, hearing a rumor that incumbent President James Buchanan might actually order the forts to be surrendered, Lincoln suggested that if that happened he would immediately make a public announcement that he would reclaim them by force if necessary once he took office. General-in-chief Winfield Scott “must retake them,” of that there was no doubt. “This will give the Union men a rallying cry, and preparations will proceed somewhat on their side, as well as on the other.” Shortly after the New Year, he mused to General John E. Wool that he was uncertain just “how far the military force of the government may become necessary to the preservation of the Union.” He would rely on his generals for that, claiming that up to this time “I have given but little attention to the Military Department of government.” But his meaning was clear, and indicated that he had thought enough to know one thing. Once more the nation might need to turn to its young men to volunteer, to trade their plowshares for swords.41

Events moved so quickly that Lincoln and the Union could scarcely do more than watch. More states followed South Carolina in seceding, and on February 4, 1861, delegates from five of them met in Montgomery, Alabama, with no instructions and no plan of action other than to consult. Four days later, however, they had framed a constitution, formed a provisional government, and chosen Jefferson Davis of Mississippi as the president of their new Confederate States of America. On February 18, even as Lincoln himself made his slow journey to Washington to take office, Davis was inaugurated amid an atmosphere of belligerent euphoria, while the streets of Montgomery teemed with companies of rustic volunteers anxious for the inevitable whipping they would give the Yankees if it came to war. With every new state to secede, there were more forts and federal installations seized, more opportunities for a sudden outbreak of violence. Meanwhile, in Charleston, the Union garrison at Fort Moultrie abandoned the place and took refuge in Fort Sumter, in the middle of the harbor, where they would be safer, and where more than a mile of surrounding water made a potentially disastrous collision the more unlikely. Lincoln remembered the man in command at Fort Sumter, though that officer surely had no recollection of the Illinoisian. He was Major Robert Anderson, the same man who twenty-nine years earlier mustered into the Black Hawk service Iles’s company, and with it one now very special young volunteer from New Salem.

All of this, and everything that could happen as a result of it, labored Lincoln’s mind as he prepared to leave Springfield for the trip east to answer his call. On February 11, he boarded a train, but before leaving he spoke a few words to a crowd there assembled. In making his farewell to home and friends, the weight of that call oppressed him. “I go to assume a task more difficult than that which devolved upon Washington,” he told them. “Unless the great God who assisted him, shall be with and aid me, I must fail. But if the same omniscient mind, and Almighty arm that directed and protected him, shall guide and support me, I shall not fail, I shall succeed. Let us all pray that the God of our fathers may not forsake us now.”42

From then until he reached Washington two weeks later, he spoke to the people almost daily, sometimes twice a day, and his words revealed that, whatever he had told Wool, his thoughts were very much on the legacy of Washington, not as a president but as a war leader, and on the question of whether this generation of Americans would respond to the need of their country in the same fashion as those whom Weems called Washington’s “children” had answered their father’s call. The refrain came frequently from Lincoln’s lips. Two days after leaving Springfield, he told the Ohio legislature, “There has fallen upon me a task such as did not rest even upon the Father of his country, and so feeling I cannot but turn and look for the support without which it will be impossible for me to perform that great task. I turn, then, and look to the American people.”43

Before he left Springfield, he had been approached by a group of East European immigrants in Chicago who had formed a militia company and wanted to call themselves the Lincoln Riflemen. He gave them his blessing, and their approach may have reminded him that, in the terrible contest that might lie ahead, there were many kinds of Americans to whom he could look for help in saving the Union. On February 12, his birthday, he told an audience of German-Americans in Cincinnati that working men like them were the backbone of all governments, and hinted that as president he would pursue an open-door policy toward their friends and families still in the old country should they choose to come to the New World. He suggested a liberal homestead law that would allow such people to make a home of their own, but did not go on to say what he may have been thinking, that many of those immigrant men, both in the audience and those yet to cross the ocean, might need to earn their places and their land grants as Americans by first becoming volunteer soldiers. Despite his hope for peace, Lincoln was already starting to prepare his countrymen for what he feared he might have to ask them to do.44

For the first ten days of his trip east, Lincoln came down repeatedly on the idea that if they would only stick together they could pass this crisis. “To the salvation of this Union there needs but one single thing,” he said in Indianapolis, “the hearts of a people like yours. When the people rise in masses in behalf of the Union and the liberties of their country, truly it may be said, ‘The gates of hell shall not prevail against them.’” Three days later, in Pittsburgh, the sight of a cheering throng moved him to declare, “If all that people were in favor of the Union, it can certainly be in no great danger.” In Cleveland he told an audience, “It is with you, the people, to advance the great cause of the Union and the constitution, and not with any one man. It rests upon you alone.” He reminded an Ohio crowd that those unhappy with his election should not yield to disunion. “If we all turn in and keep the ship from sinking this voyage, there may be a chance for Douglas on the next; but if we let it go down now, neither he nor anybody else will have an opportunity of sailing in it again.” In fact, the shop-worn “ship-of-state” metaphor got heavy use. “Don’t give up the ship!” shouted a man in the throng at Conneaut, Ohio, and Lincoln yelled back, “With your aid I never will as long as life lasts.”45

Gradually, as he got closer to Washington, a change, perhaps unwitting, came over Lincoln’s remarks. More and more he sought to identify himself very personally with the cause of the Union, perhaps recalling the way Weems so completely made Washington and the cause of independence synonymous. At Dunkirk, New York, on February 16, his train for the first time surrounded by local militia, he grasped a flag on the car platform and declared, “Standing as I do, with my hand upon this staff, and under the folds of the American flag, I ASK YOU TO STAND BY ME SO LONG AS I STAND BY IT.” More and more their active involvement would be needed to preserve the Union. “It is with your aid, as the people, that I think we shall be able to preserve—not the country, for the country will preserve itself, but the institutions of the country—; those institutions which have made us free,” he said in Poughkeepsie three days later, and again that day, in Peekskill, he added, “Without your sustaining hands I am sure that neither I nor any other man can hope to surmount those difficulties.” The people must sustain him, for he needed not just the Almighty’s help but theirs, his statements redolent of the words Weems gave to Washington as he assumed command of the Continental Army: “My diffidence in my own abilities was superseded by a confidence in the rectitude of our cause and the patronage of Heaven.”46

There was another shift of direction during the final few days of his trip, and this could hardly be unintentional. By now officers of Southern birth were starting to resign their commissions in the army and the navy, and even before Davis took office, the provisional Congress of the new Confederacy created its War and Navy Departments, preparatory to raising a volunteer army. On February 16, Davis told a crowd in Montgomery, “The time for compromise has now passed, and the South is determined to maintain her position, and make all who oppose her smell Southern powder and feel Southern steel.” Two days later, after taking his oath as provisional president, he went further: “We must prepare to meet the emergency and to maintain, by the final arbitrament of the sword, the position which we have assumed.”47 That same day, General David Twiggs surrendered United States military posts in Texas to the secessionists without resistance; more federal holdings in Texas and Louisiana were taken over under threat in the next two days; and on February 21, word reached Lincoln of a plot by secessionists to assassinate him before he could take office.

No wonder that he now began to counter Davis’s militant words with some of his own. Speaking to the New Jersey Senate, just a few hours before learning of the plot against his life, he talked of his youth, when Weems’s biography had so impressed him and perhaps begun his youthful fascination with being a soldier. “You all know,” he told them cheerfully, “for you have all been boys.” But then he turned serious. “The man does not live who is more devoted to peace than I am. None who would do more to preserve it. But it may be necessary to put the foot down firmly,” he warned. “And if I do my duty, and do right, you will sustain me, will you not?” The next day, in Philadelphia, he was more emphatic. “There is no need of bloodshed and war,” he said at Independence Hall. “I am not in favor of such a course, and I may say in advance, there will be no blood shed unless it be forced upon the Government.” Yet now he did not entirely repudiate the idea of a clash of arms. “The Government will not use force unless force is used against it.” The same day, Washington’s birthday, in Harrisburg, he saw several military companies parade, and heard the promise of more if it came to war. He told Governor Andrew Curtin, “While I have been proud to see to-day the finest military array, I think, that I have ever seen, allow me to say in regard to those men that they give hope of what may be done when war is inevitable. But, at the same time, allow me to express the hope that in the shedding of blood their services may never be needed.” A few minutes later, he addressed the legislature and went on to say, “It is not with any pleasure that I contemplate the possibility that a necessity may arise in this country for the use of the military arm.” Happy as he was to see those patriotic young men willing to fight for the Union, “I do most sincerely hope that we shall have no use for them.” If it did come to war, however, he promised, “It shall be through no fault of mine.”48 Lincoln was not rattling his saber, but he was letting them know that it sat free in its scabbard.

Even as he spoke at Independence Hall, Lincoln harked back to the “toils that were endured by the officers and soldiers of the army” that fought the Revolution. He wondered what it was that sustained them, and believed that in part it was that, in achieving liberty for themselves, they would be giving hope to the world “for all future time.” Two weeks later, when he took his oath of office, he tried to remind Americans—both those now rebelling in the Confederacy, and those who might have to endure toils and risks to restore the Union—of what their Revolutionary forebears had suffered to bequeath. He spoke of “mystic chords of memory, stretching from every battle-field, and patriot grave, to every living heart and hearthstone, all over this broad land.” Their ancestors had left their hearths to risk and sometimes give their lives to build and preserve the new nation. They had heeded the patriot’s call, proud sons sustaining their fatherland. This was a subtle reminder of the obligation of Americans in 1861 to be willing to take the same risks if need be. Even though he closed with an appeal to the “better angels of our nature” for peace and fraternity, it was only after a sterner reminder to those in rebellion. “There needs to be no bloodshed or violence,” he said, “and there shall be none, unless forced upon the national authority.” Nevertheless, it was his duty as chief executive to defend and maintain federal property wherever it might be threatened. “All the power at my disposal will be used,” he said in veiled warning, “to hold, occupy and possess these and all other property and places belonging to the government.”49 Both Lincoln and the millions of young men in the North knew that he could not achieve this objective by himself.

The next month was dominated above all else by the situation of Major Anderson and his garrison in Fort Sumter. As Confederate volunteers continued to gather in Charleston, ringing the harbor with batteries trained on the fortress, excitement and rapidly dwindling patience increasingly threatened to turn the confrontation into a crisis. The questions were simple. Would Lincoln agree to Confederate demands to evacuate the fort and hand it over, would Lincoln attempt to send supplies and reinforcements to allow Anderson to hold out, and when would the Southerners decide to stop negotiating and simply open fire? From the first he rejected any thought of handing over the fort. He could hardly have forgotten Mason Locke Weems’s description of a hauntingly similar situation in the Revolution, when General William Moultrie was asked if he would abandon a fort he occupied on Sullivan’s Island, just a mile from Fort Sumter. “Give us but plenty of powder and ball, sir, and let them come on as they please,” Moultrie replied in Weems’s dramatic prose.50

No, Lincoln was not giving up anything willingly. For advice he turned immediately to his aged, corpulent, but still mentally keen general-in-chief, Winfield Scott, a hero of two wars. The president wanted to know how long Anderson could hold out without supplies and reinforcements, and at the same time learned from Scott and other officers that they saw no prospect of effectively relieving the garrison, considering the batteries that controlled Charleston Harbor. Besides the political crisis, Lincoln also felt an immediate concern for the welfare of Anderson and his men, fearing that they faced “starvation, not to mention disease.” He told his Cabinet that it would be inhuman to allow them to starve. The government and the president had a duty to care for their soldiers. Thus, relieving the garrison—or at least making an attempt—was not only a political necessity, but a humanitarian obligation as well. After three weeks of wrestling with the decision, he finally determined to attempt a relief.51

Even while the relief expedition was being organized, with Lincoln heavily involved in selecting the officers and setting plans, he sent a message to Major Anderson advising him of his intention. He would at first try only to send food and necessary supplies. If the Confederates did not interfere, he would do no more. But if they tried to stop the resupply, then Lincoln would attempt to reinforce Anderson as well, and he knew that could lead to hostilities. He promised the major that he did not wish “to subject your command to any danger or hardship beyond what, in your judgment, would be usual in military life.” Nevertheless, Lincoln knew the high risks involved. Already Northern governors were in touch with him proffering regiments of state volunteers if he wanted them. Remembering the smart-looking units he had seen when he spoke in Harrisburg, Lincoln wired to Pennsylvania Governor Andrew Curtin on April 8, “I think the necessity of being ready increases. Look to it.”52

The waiting and uncertainty came to an end on April 12, even as Lincoln’s relief expedition arrived outside the harbor. The Confederates gave Anderson an ultimatum, and then opened fire, and by the following afternoon, with part of the fort in flames, the tiny garrison had no choice but to surrender. Stunned by the not wholly unexpected news, Lincoln told people that same afternoon, “In every event, I shall, to the extent of my ability, repel force by force.” Two days later, he issued a proclamation calling on the governors of the several states, including slave states like Virginia and Tennessee that had not as yet seceded, to raise and furnish to the national government seventy-five thousand volunteers for putting down the rebellion.53 Lincoln had every reason to expect a prompt and patriotic response. Even before the firing on Fort Sumter, in the last days of peace, he had heard from individual men in the Union who were ready to take arms, indeed anxious. “Give those South Carolina villians h—l and we will support you,” declared a member of the 7th New York National Guard. Immediately after the call, a father in New Hampshire wrote the president, “I have but one son of seventeen Summers, he our only child, a man in stature—We are ready to volunteer, to fight for the integrity of the Union.” Soon there would be hell enough for all of them.54

In fact, even with the Union in crisis and war staring him in the face, Lincoln did not possess the constitutional authority to raise an army. Only Congress could do that, but the national legislature was not in session and would not be until a special call assembled it on July 4. At this critical moment, the federal government was paralyzed, and in the interim Lincoln was on his own. All he could turn to was an old statute that allowed the chief executive to turn out the state militia temporarily, until thirty days after the assembly of Congress in an emergency, and that at least gave him authority to issue the call for seventy-five thousand whom he could keep in service until August 3. He felt confident that when the volunteers came forth they would be good men. Whichever side of the Mason and Dixon Line they came from, the people of America derived from the same stock, and shared the same traditions. “Man for man, the soldier from the South will be a match for the soldier from the North,” he said, “and vice versa.”55

Thanks to the preparedness of the governors, Lincoln knew even before issuing his proclamation that there were regiments ready and waiting. As the governors telegraphed him asking how many men they were to send, he telegraphed back to them, the press of business sometimes making his responses nothing more than a laconic “Thirteen Regiments.”56 Nor was there any doubt about where they should go. Even as Lincoln issued the proclamation a convention in Virginia discussed secession, and two days later voted to leave the Union. Maryland, too, was a slave state, with deep economic and political attachments to the seceded states. Washington, on the northern bank of the Potomac, thus faced a now hostile Virginia across the river, and had a none-too-friendly Maryland at its back. Lincoln and his capital were isolated and virtually undefended, and that was where the volunteers should come, and quickly.

For two weeks after the surrender of Fort Sumter, Lincoln and his city waited fretfully for relief. At first there were no defenders other than a hastily assembled group of 120 men from Kansas raised on April 14 by Senator James Lane, called the Frontier Guard. On April 18, Scott assigned them as a bodyguard for the president, billeting them in the East Room of the executive mansion, making them almost literally a part of Lincoln’s family.57 Now every day the president could hear the sounds of soldiers in his own house, and see them drilling on the lawn outside. But 120 men were nothing compared with the Virginia volunteers starting to mass on the far side of the Potomac. He needed regiments, many regiments, and soon. Worse, Maryland itself refused to furnish any volunteers, and then promised a dangerous passage for any volunteers from elsewhere in the Union who must of necessity pass across the state to reach Washington. Trains from Philadelphia could bring the volunteers to Baltimore, but they had to get across that city to the Washington depot to continue their journey, and there, on April 19, the 6th Massachusetts met a mob that turned ugly. A riot ensued, and in its aftermath four soldiers lay dead, along with several civilians. The balance of the regiment reached Washington and bivouacked in the Senate chamber in the Capitol, but not before bringing at least a little relief to a very anxious president. “If you had not arrived tonight,” Lincoln told their commander, Colonel Edward Jones, “we should have been in the hands of the rebels before morning.” Hyperbolic to be sure, but no one knew what to expect just then.58

They were hardly enough to relieve Lincoln’s anxiety. Though Baltimore was so dangerous, there seemed no other way to get volunteers to the Potomac. “Our men are not moles, and can’t dig under the earth,” he told a delegation from Baltimore that asked him not to try to come through the city again. “They are not birds, and can’t fly through the air. There is no way but to march across, and that they must do.” As for the Baltimorians’ protestations of wanting to preserve the peace, while they themselves offered no criticism of the forces of disunion in their own state, he chided them sternly. “There is no Washington in that—no Jackson in that—no manhood or honor in that.” He would bring his troops through Maryland if he could, but he had no desire to expose them to another riot, and would not require that they pass through Baltimore if another route was available. If attacked, however, he promised to respond, “and that severely.”59
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