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Introduction

Aside from the grand and sweeping battles, the great and less-than -adequate leaders, and the famous and lesser-known heroes, the Civil War featured incidents, inventions, and characters that were either unusual, funny, raucous, remarkable, idiotic, oddly coincidental, or just plain weird. This book not only tells their stories, but shows what they looked like.

 



There are enough strange but true facts about the Civil War to fill volumes, but I have chosen a few topics that do not usually appear in history books, such as the unique weapons that were seen for the first time; women who received distinctive accolades for their service on and off the battlefield; free blacks and slaves who served in the Confederate army; Confederate money and postage stamps; unlikely spies; lost gold; action in the western territories and Mexico; and Confederate raids on northern cities. Did you know that long before 9-11, the Confederates tried to destroy New York City?

This book is a departure from other histories inasmuch as it is fully illustrated, not with period photos and drawings, but with my own tightly rendered watercolors. Thus, my research for this book required as much time to glean the facts as well as find out what the individuals, equipment, weapons, uniforms, and locales looked like.

 



For over thirty years I have been writing and illustrating a series of special features highlighting histories your history teacher never beard of These features appeared in newspapers across the country. One time, I did an episode titled “Civil War Trivia” for my Pennsylvania Profiles illustrated series. On seeing the finished story a friend of mine from Georgia remarked, “There’s nothing trivial about the War of Northern Aggression.” So it goes with this book, there is nothing trivial in it, but there are a lot of Strange But True Facts of the Civil War.

 


Patrick M.Reynolds





SECESSION

The Republican Party stood for the exclusion of slavery in the western territories, but allowed slavery in the South. Their candidate Abraham Lincoln was elected president in November 1860. Southerners were furious and viewed the President-elect as...
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Now that a Republican president had been elected, many powerful politicians in the South no longer felt bound to stay in the Union. Between Lincoln’s election in November 1860 and his inauguration in March 1861, seven states in the deep South seceded. Amid parades and much hoopla they formed the Confederate States of America. After the war started in April 1861, four more states seceded.
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Caught in the middle was lame-duck President James Buchanan who said in his last State-of-the-Union speech,
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Lincoln had his own ideas for preserving the Union, but he needed to drum up support. To do this he left home in Springfield, Illinois, for his inauguration in Washington on February 11,1861, on a strenuous 12-day rail trip of speeches and meetings through the northern industrial states. Meanwhile, a plot was brewing.
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The Baltimore Plot

In January 1861, on the eve of the Civil War, Pinkerton detectives were investigating the possibility of southern secessionists sabotaging railroad tracks and bridges in Maryland.
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Some of the Pinkertons infiltrated secessionist gangs and learned about a plot that was instigated by the Baltimore Chief of Police.
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The chief allotted only eight cops to guard Lincoln. They would run to the melee.

Immediately a team of assassins would move in for the kill.
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Since no cop south of the Mason-Dixon Line could be trusted, a federal big-wig turned to the New York City police.

At a meeting in January 1861 in Washington John Kennedy (center), Superintendent of the New York Police, and his Chief of Detectives George Walling, agreed to investigate the plot.
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Allan Pinkerton reported the plot to Lincoln, but Abe refused to change his travel plans without further proof.
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Kennedy returned to New York and summoned two of his best detectives, W. T. DeVoe and Thomas Sampson. He ordered them to go to Baltimore and obtain confirmation that there was indeed a plot to assassinate President-elect Lincoln.
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Sampson, calling himself Anderson from Augusta, Georgia, and DeVoe, dubbed Davis from Mobile, Alabama, went to Baltimore posing as southern gentlemen, and began to hang out with secessionists.
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They even joined a military unit called the Southern Volunteers, commanded by a flamboyant Texan named Captain Hay.
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One day De Voe received a letter from his wife. It was addressed to his phony name but one of the Volunteers happened to see it.
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Questioned about getting a letter postmarked New York, DeVoe made up an explanation that was almost believable.
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The detectives knew that they were now under suspicion and a telegraph to Augusta or Mobile would really blow their cover. It was time to leave.
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They hopped the first train out of town
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Unfortunately it was heading south—to Washington, DC.
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In the capitol they checked into Willard’s Hotel under Anderson and Davis. Later that day they came down to the lobby and spotted some Volunteers checking the hotel register.
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The undercover cops tried to elude their southern pursuers by mingling with the crowd in the hotel.
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Luckily they ran into Tim Webster, a Pinkerton detective working undercover as a secessionist.
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Webster escorted them out of town and put them on a northbound train.
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But the secessionists were covering all the trains; DeVoe and Sampson were surrounded again.
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Somewhere between Washington and Baltimore they jumped off the train.
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DeVoe and Sampson made their way back to New York and reported to Superintendent John Kennedy, but it is uncertain if they ever learned anything about a plot to kill Lincoln.
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Meanwhile Pinkerton detectives had amassed enough evidence to convince the president-elect to change his travel plans. Lincoln arrived in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, on February 22,1861.
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He addressed the state legislature while outside the capitol southern spies and sympathizers waited. At 5 p.m. Lincoln joined the governor at a reception/dinner.
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At 6 p.m., feigning illness, Lincoln left the reception and was driven to a railroad siding outside of Harrisburg where he boarded a regularly scheduled train to Philadelphia. Lincoln made known his dissatisfaction with the situation.
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Pinkerton’s men cut the telegraph wires to keep the rebels from contacting their cohorts.
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In Philadelphia Lincoln changed trains and rode with one of Pinkerton’s best operatives, a woman named Kate Warne.*
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Arriving in Baltimore at 3 a.m., Lincoln’s coach was uncoupled and pulled through the streets because locomotives were not allowed to go into the city.
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Throughout the trip Kate Warne, disguised as “Mr. Lincoln’s “invalid brother,” took charge of the security, arranged the railcars and coordinated transportation. Lincoln arrived safely in Washington on the morning of February 23 and was inaugurated nine days later.
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The Baltimore Plot was never investigated.

Allan Pinkerton, owner of the Chicago-based detective agency which uncovered the plot, kept quiet about it until 1868. On the other hand, John Kennedy craved the glory.

In 1866 he wrote to a historian and claimed all the credit for saving Lincoln’s life.
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* Special footnote— Kate warne’s career was cut short by illness. She died in 1868 at the age of 35 and was buried in the Pinkerton family plot in Graceland Cemetery in Chicago, Illinois. She left no family of her own and it was never determined if Kate Warne was her real name.
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