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INTRODUCTION

For the Sake of Argument and Understanding

THERE IS A story from World War II about a pilot and co-pilot who flew C-47 Skytrains as part of the extremely hazardous India-China Ferry across the Himalayas, a mission popularly known as “Flying the Hump.” The pilot always carried with him into the flight deck the makings of a gin martini—gin, vermouth, some olives, and a shaker. After a few flights, his co-pilot finally asked: “What’s with all the martini stuff?”

“If we gotta bail out somewhere over these mountains, beyond rescue, in the middle of nowhere, I’m going to take all this ‘stuff’ and start making a martini as soon as I hit the ground,” he explained. “I guarantee you that, within two minutes, somebody will show up to argue with me that whatever I’m doing is no way to make a martini. Then you’ll be happy I took this gear with us.”

It may be that the only surer way of starting an argument than this is to express an opinion about the Civil War. To those as passionate about their history as they are about their martinis, the causes, course, events, outcomes, personalities, and what-ifs relating to America’s deadliest war still pack the urgent punch of current events, even more than 150 years after Appomattox. There is a pleasure and a fascination about Civil War disputes, but there is also a sense of earnestness and a genuine importance. As many historians have pointed out, the American Revolution may have won our independence from Britain, but it was in the Civil War that an enduring nation was finally, and painfully, born. We Americans—along with everyone in every other part of the world who had any interest in the United States—continue to share a stake in that war. It is important that each of us creates an understanding of it.

Toward that end, I want to start, or in certain cases restart, some arguments about the Civil War—minus the violence of the war itself, of course—by offering my ranking of the twenty most significant events in (and leading up to) the bloodiest and most consequential conflict fought on American soil. I present the events ranked in order of their significance rather than in their chronological order (which you will find, however, in the timeline that follows this introduction), and I do so with the intention of persuading you that what I have included and the order in which I have included it is spot-on accurate.

That is my intention. It is not, however, my expectation.

No, like that World War II “Hump” jockey, I expect an argument, and, if it is a good one, I expect that everyone involved will learn a lot more than any of us would from memorizing a chronological history.

We learn the most from arguments that are made not just from a basis of verifiable fact, but also from clear criteria rather than mere opinion or gut feeling. The criteria I have consulted for inclusion and ranking of the top-20 most significant events include the following:

1.   The event’s effect as cause or trigger of the war.

2.   The event’s decisiveness—Was it a war-winning/war-losing event (both in military terms and in terms of public opinion, morale, and support)?

3.   The event’s magnitude and scope—for instance, the size and cost of a battle.

4.   The event’s enduring postwar significance in American history, politics, society, culture, and/or in military history and technology.

My objective has been to adopt as fresh and unfiltered a perspective on the war as possible and to narrate each of the twenty events as if they were accounts being given for the very first time. This said, the discussion of each event also elaborates on the rationale for the choices made and how these choices account for the origins, conduct, and outcome of the Civil War.

“Twenty events” is like the game of Twenty Questions. The first question the very concept should prompt is “Why not twenty-one or sixteen or just about any other integer?” The truth is that, for this question, there is no good answer. Twenty is one fourth of four score—a convenient number. Other than that, it is an arbitrary number. So this book concludes with a twenty-first chapter, which contains about ten more events for your consideration, each of which might have been included in the twenty, but wasn’t.


A Civil War Timeline

THIS TIMELINE LISTS the twenty most significant events of the Civil War in chronological order, together with an additional, unnumbered, ten discussed in Chapter 21.

1856, MAY 22

#1 The Gentleman from South Carolina Canes the Gentleman from Massachusetts

South Carolina’s Representative Preston Brooks assaults abolitionist Charles Sumner, senator from Massachusetts, at his desk in the Senate chamber.

1859, OCTOBER 16–18

#19 John Brown Raids Harpers Ferry

Radical abolitionist John Brown seizes the federal arsenal and armory at Harpers Ferry, Virginia—today, West Virginia—with the intention of inciting and arming a slave rebellion.

1860, DECEMBER 20

South Carolina Secedes from the Union

1861, MARCH 4

#2 “Black Lincoln” Is Inaugurated

While not an avowed abolitionist, Abraham Lincoln is opposed to the expansion of slavery, and his inauguration as the sixteenth president of the United States is sufficient to make secession and civil war inevitable.

APRIL 12

#3 General Beauregard Opens Fire on Fort Sumter

After Major Robert Anderson, commanding the US Army garrison at Fort Sumter, refuses the demand of South Carolina’s governor that he surrender, P. G. T. Beauregard, the Confederacy’s first general, directs an artillery siege against the fort. This is the first battle of the Civil War.

JUNE 8

The United States Sanitary Commission Is Authorized

JULY 21

#10 The Rebels Win at Bull Run

Confederate forces under Generals P. G. T. Beauregard, Joseph E. Johnston, and Thomas J. Jackson rout a Union army commanded by Irvin McDowell at the First Battle of Bull Run, near Manassas, Virginia, a short march from Washington, DC. It is the first major battle between the armies of the North and the South.

NOVEMBER 8

Confederate “Diplomats” Mason and Slidell Are Seized from the British-flagged Trent

1862, MARCH 8

#20 The Ironclads Clash at Hampton Roads

The revolutionary proto-battleships CSS Alabama and USS Monitor, iconic products of innovation in industrialized warfare, fight to a stalemate.

APRIL 8

#14 Shiloh Creates a New American Reality

Both the Confederate and Union public are appalled at the level of carnage in North American combat on an unprecedented scale.

MAY 20

#15 Congress Passes the Homestead Act of 1862

Locked in a Civil War that is not going well, the Lincoln administration champions legislation designed to strengthen the Union along its East-West axis.

JUNE 1

#11 Lee Rises to Top Command in the Confederacy

Robert E. Lee replaces a wounded Joseph E. Johnston as commanding general of the Army of Northern Virginia, the flagship force of the Confederacy.

JULY 22

The Dix-Hill Prisoner Exchange Is Signed

AUGUST 17

The Great Santee Sioux Uprising Begins in Minnesota

AUGUST 24

CSS Alabama Is Commissioned by the Confederate States Navy

AUGUST 28–30

#18 Lee Divides and Conquers at the Second Battle of Bull Run

In a demonstration of his military genius and daring, Robert E. Lee purposely violates tactical convention by dividing his forces in the presence of the enemy—and achieves victory.

SEPTEMBER 22

#4 Lincoln Issues the “Preliminary” Emancipation Proclamation

President Lincoln issues an executive proclamation that effectively makes the permanent abolition of slavery one of the objectives of the Civil War.

NOVEMBER 7

#17 Lincoln Chooses Burnside to Lead the Army of the Potomac

Desperate to find a general who will bring the Union decisive victories, President Lincoln presses Ambrose Burnside into leadership of the premier force in the Union army—with disastrous results.

1863, MAY 2

#16 Stonewall Jackson Falls to Friendly Fire at Chancellorsville

In the middle of a battle that would be called “Lee’s masterpiece,” Lee’s indispensable general, Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson, is mortally wounded by his own men.

JULY 4

#12 Vicksburg Falls to Grant

Overshadowed by the victory at Gettysburg the day before, the fall of Vicksburg to Union general Ulysses S. Grant divides the Confederacy east and west and deprives it of vitally important Mississippi River navigation.

JULY 13

#8 New York Draft Rioters Set Fire to the Orphan Asylum for Colored Children

Hard-pressed New Yorkers riot to protest conscription into an army to liberate slaves they fear will take their jobs.

JULY 18

The 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment Assaults Fort Wagner

NOVEMBER 19

#6 Two Minutes at Gettysburg

Lincoln’s masterfully brief “Gettysburg Address” defines what is at stake in the Civil War.

1864, APRIL 12

Nathan Bedford Forrest Leads the Fort Pillow Massacre

MAY 7

#13 Defeated, Grant Advances

Ulysses S. Grant becomes a strategic juggernaut, even in defeat, during his Overland Campaign.

JULY 2

Congress Passes the Wade-Davis Bill, Mandating a Punitive Reconstruction Policy

SEPTEMBER 27

Bloody Bill Anderson Leads the Centralia Massacre

1865, APRIL 9

#5 Lee Surrenders to Grant at Appomattox Court House, Virginia

Robert E. Lee surrenders the Army of Northern Virginia to U. S. Grant, precipitating the end of the Civil War.

APRIL 14

#9 John Wilkes Booth Assassinates Abraham Lincoln

By killing President Abraham Lincoln, John Wilkes Booth deprived a shattered America of the single political leader most capable of healing the wounds inflicted by four years of the Civil War.
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May 22, 1856

The Gentleman from South Carolina Canes the Gentleman from Massachusetts


Why it’s significant. The first battle of the Civil War opened on April 12, 1861, when P. G. T. Beauregard fired the first of some 4,000 cannonballs against Fort Sumter. The war itself, however, may have started five years earlier, not with an artillery bombardment, but with a battery of blows from a Southern congressman’s gold-headed walking stick rained down upon the head and body of a Northern senator. South Carolina Representative Preston Brooks beat Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner nearly to death in the US Senate chamber because the Northern abolitionist had made speech denouncing “slave power.” That political debate should be preempted by violence—one lawmaker against another, within the very heart of the national Capitol—foretold the coming war between the states.



THE BEATING SEEMED to erupt from a rage of the heart, the product of a violent impulse. It was the afternoon of May 22, 1856. Massachusetts Senator Charles Sumner was writing at his desk in the Senate chamber. South Carolina Representative Preston Brooks approached him, spoke to him in a calm, low voice—the tone and volume of voice that, in some people, precedes a whirlwind of violence.

Confronted, Sumner began to stand. Before he could straighten himself, however, Brooks gripped his cane just below its gold head. The walking stick was made of black lacquered gutta-percha, a thick, rigid, heavy natural rubber, a material just flexible enough to resist breaking. Brooks brought it down upon the senator’s head, shoulders, back, and body time and time again, as if by irresistible reflex.

As if by reflex as well, the beaten man responded. By his own recollection, everything went dark after the first few strokes of the cane. Sumner no longer saw his assailant, or anyone or anything else for that matter, in the hallowed chamber. “What I did afterwards was done almost unconsciously, acting under the instincts of self-defense,” he later reported.

Reeling beneath the machinelike blows, Sumner slid under his desk. It afforded no protection. The desk was bolted to the floor, the chair that went with it ran back and forth on a track laid into the floor. As he sat or lay in a semi-conscious heap beneath the desk, the chair effectively imprisoned him yet still left ample room for Brooks to continue wielding his cane. Blinded by the effusion of his own blood, Sumner managed to get to his feet. In doing so, he tore the desk from the floor in an animal effort to evade the bludgeoning.

He staggered into the aisle, sightless, arms outstretched either to fend off the cane or to substitute for the sense of sight. Released from his trap beneath the desk, however, Sumner only made an easier target. Brooks was not finished with him. Using what he later admitted was the “full extent of [his] power,” the South Carolinian struck him in fresh places, across the face, the shoulders, and the head. At length, the gutta-percha, as if weary of bending, broke, snapping in two. Brooks retained the end with the golden head and continued to ply it, even as it shattered into even more pieces.

“Oh Lord,” Sumner was heard to gasp as he at last lost consciousness—as he faded, bellowing (Brooks subsequently mocked him) “like a calf.”

The Southerner would not let him lie, but, before his victim crumpled fully to the floor, he took hold of his lapel, in one hand gathering a fistful of the cloth, pulling the unconscious man partially upright before him. He now used the much-shortened stick to continue the beating at face-to-face range.

* * *

An act of passion—dreadful, awful, ungovernable, unstoppable. But hardly spontaneous. In fact, the force that drove the muscle that wielded the walking stick had been decades in gathering. Its accumulation began when the architects of American independence failed to face, let alone resolve, the issue of slavery. In his original draft of the Declaration of Independence, Thomas Jefferson (a slave owner himself) condemned slavery, but other hands deleted the condemnation in subsequent drafts. When the Constitution was being drawn up in 1787, there were calls to include the abolition of slavery, but those voices were neither very loud nor very enthusiastic. In the end, the conservative voices prevailed. Yet the Constitution did not entirely ignore the subject of slavery. By stipulating that the importation of slaves—that is, the slave trade—was to cease by 1808 (Article I, Section 9), the framers (some have insisted) seem to have implicitly acknowledged an inherent wrong in the institution of slavery. At the same time, however, those same men created a document that both recognized and explicitly protected slavery. Article IV, Section 2 specified that slaves who escaped into a free state were not thereby freed; on the contrary, the government of a free state into which a slave escaped was obligated to ensure that the fugitive would be “delivered up on claim of the party to whom such labor may be due.”

In the end, the Constitution was all but silent on slavery, and when it did speak, it spoke both ambiguously and ambivalently, implying that slavery was an evil, yet also protecting it—in those states that did not outlaw it. These were all in the South or along the border between South and North, places where plantations were a form of agribusiness, enterprises that did not merely furnish food for subsistence or local consumption, but cultivated crops for widespread domestic sale and export—chiefly cotton, rice, and indigo dyestuffs. All of these were labor-intensive crops, and the cheapest form of labor was that of slaves. Economic conditions and matters of climate ensured that slavery in the United States would be regional. By protecting slavery wherever it existed, the Constitution unwittingly fostered a deepening divide between South and North, slave states and free states.

As moral objections to slavery—an abolition movement—developed in the North, the South feared that this more populous and more generally prosperous region, if it ever gained control of the federal government, would amend the Constitution to abolish slavery, an institution central to the Southern economy and way of life. The South’s only legal defense against abolition was to block passage of any anti-slavery legislation in the Senate, where federal representation was independent of population. There, whether large or small, each state had two senators. Thus, as the nation grew following the American Revolution, the addition of each new state became an event of utmost anxiety over which way the new state would tip the balance—toward preserving slavery in the United States or toward abolishing it. The prospect of a civil war was never very remote, and it was renewed each time a US territory petitioned for statehood.

In 1836, Texas, home to many slave owners, won its independence from Mexico. Since 1821, the United States had been balanced between slave and free states, and there was great reluctance to upset this equilibrium. Congress therefore repeatedly put off the petitions of Texas for annexation and eventual statehood. Instead, Congress remained impassive while an independent Texas continued to exist as a republic. When France and Britain showed interest in colonizing that republic, however, Congress was at last moved to action. Texas was annexed to the United States in 1845 and, at the end of that year, was admitted as a state, bringing the slave/free ratio to 15:14.

The annexation and statehood of Texas triggered a US-Mexican War (1846–48). During the war’s first year, Congress was eager to bring the conflict to a quick end and therefore debated a bill to appropriate $2 million to compensate Mexico for what the lawmakers euphemistically termed “territorial adjustments.” Seizing opportunity where he saw it, Pennsylvania Congressman David Wilmot, an ardent abolitionist, introduced an amendment to the proposed appropriation legislation. Called the Wilmot Proviso, it would have barred (had it been enacted) the introduction of slavery into any territory acquired as a result of the Mexican War. Everyone knew that this potentially represented several new states, the addition of which would suddenly throw the slave/free balance significantly in favor of the North. The Wilmot Proviso therefore prompted Senator John C. Calhoun of South Carolina to propose four resolutions:

1.   That all territories, including those acquired as a result of the war, be regarded as the common and joint property of the states.

2.   That Congress, acting as agent for the states, could make no law depriving any state of its rights with regard to any territory.

3.   That enacting any national law regarding slavery would violate the Constitution and the doctrine of states’ rights.

4.   That the people have the right to form their state governments as they wish.

Calhoun warned that failing to accept his resolutions would upset the balance between the demands of the North and the South and would therefore inevitably mean civil war. Wilmot’s provocative Proviso and Calhoun’s even more provocative resolutions set into motion a three-year debate on how to shore up the existing Missouri Compromise. Enacted in 1820 in response to Missouri’s request to be admitted to the Union as a slave state, the Missouri Compromise granted that request but also split off Maine from Massachusetts and admitted it as a free state, thereby maintaining the slave/free balance. As part of the compromise, Congress also passed legislation drawing a line across the former Louisiana Territory, establishing a boundary between free and slave regions that would apply to the creation of future states. In 1850, two years after the war with Mexico ended, California, formerly a possession of Mexico, was admitted into the Union directly, without going through an interim territorial status. Southerners objected, assuming (correctly) that California would vote itself free. So, to stave off the civil war Calhoun had warned of, Senators Henry Clay of Kentucky and Daniel Webster of Massachusetts worked out a new compromise. California was to be admitted as a free state, but the people in the other territories acquired as a result of the Mexican War would be given “popular sovereignty,” voting themselves as either “free” or “slave,” without interference from the federal government. To appease the South further, Congress passed a strong fugitive slave law, forbidding anyone to aid or harbor escaped slaves. To sweeten the deal even more, the federal government agreed to assume debts Texas (admitted as a slave state in 1845) incurred before it was annexed to the United States.

In 1854, when the territories of Nebraska and Kansas applied for statehood, Congress repealed the Missouri Compromise and passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act. This extended “popular sovereignty”—the right of citizens of a territory to vote themselves free or slave when they became a state—beyond territory acquired as a result of the Mexican War, and it erased the 1820 boundary between free and slave territories. A majority of Nebraskans clearly favored admission into the Union as a free state, but the balance was much closer in Kansas, and the antislavery and pro-slavery factions erupted into a guerrilla civil war so deadly that the territory was dubbed “Bleeding Kansas.”

* * *

Charles Sumner was Boston-born, the son of a Harvard-educated lawyer who was not only an early abolitionist, but a pioneering advocate of racially integrated public schools and an opponent of laws barring marriage between the races. Under his father’s influence, young Charles grew up hating slavery. He became a lawyer and a Harvard lecturer on law, earned a reputation as a powerful abolitionist orator, and helped found the Free Soil Party, an important precursor of the Republican Party. Until the Seventeenth Amendment was ratified in 1913, senators were elected by state legislatures, not by the people. Running on the Free Soil ticket, Sumner won election to the US Senate by a single vote of the Massachusetts General Court (which functioned as the state’s legislature) on April 24, 1851.

On May 19, 1856, with Kansas awash in blood, Sumner began to deliver on the floor of the Senate the first part of a speech so long that it had to be carried over into the next day. Known as the “Crime against Kansas” speech, it argued for immediate admission of Kansas as a free state, and it contained an especially incendiary condemnation of so-called “Slave Power,” meaning the disproportionate influence slave owners exercised on government and public policy. The speech framed “Slave Power” in especially violent, even sexually charged terms, speaking of a “lust for power” and the “rape of a virgin Territory,” which was being forcibly compelled into “the hateful embrace of slavery.” The result of such a “depraved desire,” Sumner argued, would be the birth a “new Slave State, hideous offspring of … crime.”

Then Sumner made the speech personal, calling out Senator Andrew Butler of South Carolina. He “has read many books of chivalry, and believes himself a chivalrous knight with sentiments of honor and courage,” Sumner declaimed. “Of course he has chosen a mistress to whom he has made his vows, and who, though ugly to others, is always lovely to him; though polluted in the sight of the world, is chaste in his sight—I mean the harlot, slavery.”

South Carolina representative Preston Brooks, a committed champion of slavery, was Andrew Butler’s cousin. Outraged by Sumner’s words, he consulted his fellow South Carolina congressman Laurence M. Keitt on the etiquette of dueling, for he intended to challenge Sumner. But no, Keitt advised. Duels were properly fought between gentlemen of equal social standing. The offensive vulgarity of Sumner’s speech had already revealed the Bostonian as no gentleman. Keitt advised instead that the appropriate response for such as Charles Sumner was to administer a beating with that symbol of true gentlemanly status, the walking stick.

And so the fury of Preston Brooks was channeled through a code of chivalry that both he and Keitt believed worthy of Southern gentlemen. Two days after the speech, Brooks entered the Senate chamber in the company of Keitt and Henry A. Edmundson, a congressman from Virginia. The Senate was in session, but the chamber was nearly empty. The trio scanned the galleries, anxious to ensure that no ladies were present to witness the violent retribution about to be meted out. It was, after all, unseemly for a Southern gentleman to cane a man in the presence of the fairer sex.

Brooks was a tall man, thirty-seven years old. He had attended South Carolina College—today the University of South Carolina—but had been expelled because he threatened local police officers with shooting. Later, in 1840, he actually did fight a duel, with Louis T. Wigfall, a future senator from Texas. Wigfall shot his challenger in the hip, which was why Brooks was obliged to walk with the aid of a cane. In contrast to Brooks, Sumner appeared older and frailer than his forty-five years. He certainly had no interest in duels, but was passionate about art and architecture, having traveled as a young man throughout Europe. In Paris in his late twenties, he fell in love with the treasures of the Louvre, the works of Leonardo and Raphael touching his mind, he wrote in his journal on January 19, 1838, “like a rich strain of music.” It is surprising that a man of such refined sensibilities could have written so fiery a speech.

Brooks did not approach Sumner with stealth. On the contrary, with his witnesses in tow, he confronted him openly at his Senate desk.

“Mr. Sumner, I have read your speech twice over carefully,” he said in a low, calm voice. “It is a libel on South Carolina, and Mr. Butler, who is a relative of mine.” With that, the beating commenced.

A number of senators and others attempted to intervene, but Edmundson interposed himself and blocked them. Keitt brandished his own cane at those who approached, and then he drew a pistol.

“Let them alone, God damn you,” he menaced. “Let them alone!”

Among the senators who tried to stop the beating was John J. Crittenden of Kentucky. A born peacemaker, he would, on December 18, 1860, offer before the Senate a set of six constitutional amendments designed to protect slavery while simultaneously limiting its spread. It was a desperate, last-ditch attempt to avert civil war, but the so-called Crittenden Compromise never had a chance. For Crittenden’s sons, the Civil War proved literally to be a conflict of brother against brother. One son resigned his commission as lieutenant colonel in the US Army to join the Confederate army. Another, who had been a member of a pro-Confederate Kentucky militia, joined the Union army, as did a third Crittenden boy. One grandson enlisted in the Confederate forces, while another graduated from the US Naval Academy and became an officer in the Union navy.

But these were things yet to come. Right now, Crittenden pleaded with Brooks not to kill Charles Sumner. Keitt responded by pointing his pistol at Crittenden, prompting Georgia Senator Robert Toombs to admonish Keitt that he must not attack a man who was not party to the dispute. (As for what Brooks was doing to Sumner, however, Toombs would later express his full approval.)

At length, New York Senator Edwin Morgan and New York Representative Ambrose Murray—who had brought with him Senate Sergeant at Arms Dunning R. McNair and a youthful Senate page—restrained Brooks. Spent by his exertions, the South Carolinian departed the chamber without a word. He left behind the bloody form of Charles Sumner, writhing on the bloodsoaked Senate floor along with the shattered remains of Brooks’s cane, which had broken into several pieces, some of which were greedily gathered up by Representative Edmundson. He presented the piece with the gold head to the House sergeant at arms, and it lives today in the collection of Boston’s Old State House Museum. Edmundson apparently distributed other pieces of the cane to a variety of Southern lawmakers, who fashioned rings out of them and wore them in public on neck chains. Brooks claimed that his Southern legislative colleagues fairly begged him for pieces of the walking stick “as sacred relics,” like fragments of the True Cross.

As Sumner slowly came to, the page and the sergeant at arms helped him to his feet and guided him to the Senate cloakroom. A physician was summoned and stitched the worst of his open wounds. Speaker of the House Nathaniel P. Banks and Henry Wilson, his fellow Massachusetts senator, accompanied Sumner on a carriage ride to his Washington apartment. But his recovery proved to be slow and agonizing. When he failed to appear in the Senate, Southerners condemned him as a coward, but the Massachusetts General Court reelected him in November 1856. No matter that his chair in the chamber was vacant. The state legislators believed it a fittingly shameful monument to Southern barbarism. Sumner did try to return in 1857, but remained at his seat only a few hours. He traveled to Europe, and, in 1858, underwent a painful spinal treatment—burning the skin along the spinal cord—administered by a Paris physician. It was 1859 before he finally returned to the Senate, and when he made his first major speech, on June 4, 1860, during the election that brought Lincoln into the White House, it was devoted to the “Barbarism of Slavery.” If anything, the oration was even harsher than the speech that had provoked the 1856 attack.

If Preston Brooks had intended to beat abolition out of Charles Sumner, his efforts were in vain. The genteel Bostonian lover of Raphael and Leonardo emerged from his ordeal not just a charter member of the newly formed Republican Party, the party of Lincoln, but a member of its most extreme wing, a Radical Republican, adamantly opposed to any further attempt at compromise with the South. Sumner’s radical conversion reflected the hardening divide in the nation itself. The caning of Charles Sumner marked the tipping point that sent the United States hurtling toward war.

* * *

As guerrilla fighting raged in Kansas, talk of compromise was heard less and less everywhere in America. Then, on March 6, 1857, a decision of the United States Supreme Court made compromise constitutionally impossible. That day, Chief Justice Roger B. Taney, native of the slaveholding state of Maryland, handed down the court’s decision in the case of Dred Scott v. Sandford. Dred Scott was a fugitive Missouri slave who had belonged to Dr. John Emerson of St. Louis. An army surgeon, Emerson was transferred first to Illinois and then to Wisconsin Territory, and he took Scott with him to each of these posts. After Emerson’s death in 1846, Scott returned to St. Louis, where he sued Emerson’s widow for his freedom, arguing that he was now a citizen of Missouri, having been made free by virtue of his terms of residence in Illinois, where slavery was banned by the Northwest Ordinance, and in Wisconsin Territory, where the provisions of the Missouri Compromise (since repealed, but in force at the time) made slavery illegal. After a Missouri state court ruled against Scott, his lawyers appealed to the United States Supreme Court. The high court’s antislavery Northern justices, predictably, sided with Scott, whereas the proslavery Southerners, the court’s majority, upheld the Missouri court’s decision. Taney wrote the decision, which held that neither free blacks nor enslaved blacks were citizens of the United States and, therefore, had no standing to sue in federal court. This alone would have settled the case, but Taney, intending the case to be a landmark slavery ruling, ruled further that the Illinois law banning slavery had no force on Scott once he returned to Missouri, a slave state, and that the law obtaining in Wisconsin was likewise without force, because the Missouri Compromise was unconstitutional. It violated (Taney ruled) the Fifth Amendment, which barred the government from depriving an individual of “life, liberty, or property” without due process of law.

The Dred Scott decision galvanized the Northern abolitionist movement, but also did much more. The caning of Senator Sumter took the issue of slavery out of the realm of orderly legislative argument and beyond the rule of law. The brutality in the Senate chamber was scaled up in the ugly violence that pervaded Kansas. Both the caning and Bleeding Kansas implied that there would be no compromise on slavery and, therefore, no alternative to civil war. The Dred Scott decision implied nothing. It forthrightly declared that there could be no compromise. By defining slavery as an issue of property, a Fifth Amendment issue, the decision mandated that slavery had to be protected in all the states, regardless of whether or not a given state permitted slavery. As abolitionists saw it, if the Constitution universally protected the rights of slave holders as long as slavery existed, then, universally, slavery had to be abolished. That would require a constitutional amendment, something the South would never accept—not without a fight, not without a war.
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March 4, 1861

“Black Lincoln” Is Inaugurated


Why it’s significant. Southern champions of slavery believed that, by electing Abraham Lincoln president in 1860, Northerners declared their intention to abolish the institution on which the Southern economy and way of life so heavily relied. That belief was enough to start a secession movement, which ultimately resulted in the creation of the eleven Confederate States of America. At his inauguration, Lincoln tried to stem the secessionist tide with a straightforward pledge that he had neither the “lawful right” nor the “inclination” to “interfere with the institution of slavery in the States where it exists.” But he also proclaimed his belief that the Constitution held the “Union of these States [to be] perpetual.” Accordingly, he also pledged, “to the extent of my ability,” to do “as the Constitution itself expressly enjoins upon me” by ensuring “that the laws of the Union be faithfully executed in all the States.” After South Carolina became the first state to secede on December 20, 1860, Lincoln’s feckless predecessor, James Buchanan, had reportedly exclaimed, “I am the last President of the United States!” Lincoln was not so resigned. He would demonstrate that the extent of his ability included the power to restore the Union, and to do so with iron and with blood. He would take the nation to war.



SPRINGFIELD, CAPITAL OF Illinois, the “Prairie State,” was the hometown Abraham Lincoln was about to leave. It was a chilly morning, February 11, 1861, sunless in midwinter, with an icy drizzle that failed to keep the president-elect’s friends, associates, and neighbors from gathering to see him off. The victor in the presidential election of 1860 stood—as always, at a raw-boned six-four, head, shoulders, and chest above everyone else—in the waiting room of the Great Western Depot. He shook hands and acknowledged the good wishes all round. Spirits, however, were not high in that room. There was no banter, no laughter, no joy.

On the track alongside the depot, a waiting locomotive hissed, its steam mingling in wisps with the wintry vapor. At eight sharp, the engineer sounded the all-aboard whistle, summoning the president-elect, together with his family and a handful of others, to the steps of the passenger car that would take him on a twelve-day whistle-stop tour ending at Washington. Lincoln stood on the observation platform at the rear of the train and spoke to those who would remain behind. Among them were men and women Lincoln had known for many years, and, so, when he began his farewell speech with the words “My friends,” it was more than an oratorical commonplace. They were his friends, and Lincoln was by no means confident of finding any in the city for which he was bound. “My friends,” he began—


no one not in my situation can appreciate my feeling of sadness at this parting. To this place and the kindness of these people I owe everything. Here I have lived for a quarter of a century, and have passed from a young to an old man. Here my children have been born, and one is buried. I now leave, not knowing when, or whether ever, I may return, with a task before me greater than that which rested upon Washington. Without the assistance of that Divine Being who ever attended him, I cannot succeed. With that assistance I cannot fail. Trusting in Him who can go with me and remain with you and be everywhere for good, let us confidently hope that all will yet be well. To His care commending you, as I hope in your prayers you will commend me, I bid you an affectionate farewell.



* * *

In his Farewell, he called himself an old man. Doubtless, that iron gray morning, it was how he felt. Yet, the very next day, Abraham Lincoln would turn just fifty-two. He was, at that point in American history, the youngest man to be elected to the presidency.

His election had followed the destruction of the Whig Party, traditional opponent of the pro-Southern Democratic Party. The Whigs had lost credibility among the swelling ranks of anti-slavery voters, who resented their complicity in the 1854 passage of the Kansas-Nebraska Act, which allowed the people of each separate state to vote their state free or slave. As those opposed to slavery saw it, as long as a single US state allowed slavery, the United States was a slave nation. After passage of the act, abolitionists, who had deserted the Whigs for numerous small antislavery parties, joined forces to create a new party, one firmly founded on antislavery principles. The result was the Republican Party.

The Republicans held their first national convention in 1856, two years after the party’s founding, nominating the famous Western explorer John C. Frémont as its first presidential contender. Although he was defeated by Democrat James Buchanan, there was still good news; in its maiden election, the party did win more than 100 congressional seats. Two years later, the new party nominated Lincoln to oppose incumbent Democrat Stephen Douglas in the race for Senator from Illinois. Lincoln lost to Douglas, but not before earning a national reputation for his eloquence in an epic series of debates against his opponent and, in particular, for a speech that drew upon the apostle Mark, comparing the United States to a “house divided against itself,” unable to “stand … permanently half slave and half free.”

Yet, on balance, Lincoln’s position on slavery in 1858 was not dramatically different from Douglas’s. Both men wanted to ban slavery in the territories, but neither believed it constitutionally possible to abolish slavery altogether—not by legal action, at any rate. Nevertheless, as the Republicans drove the wishy-washy Whigs into political irrelevance, radical Southern Democrats claimed with certainty that the election of a Republican in 1860 would—and should—drive the Southern states out of the Union.

Lincoln’s reputation grew so rapidly throughout the North after 1858 that the Republicans made him their standard bearer for the White House in 1860. He was, however, eminently beatable—and likely would have been defeated, if the Democrats had not suffered their own internal secession. The party splintered into northern and southern factions, thereby dividing the vote: 18.1 percent went to John C. Breckenridge, the Southern Democratic nominee, and 29.5 percent went to Stephen A. Douglas, nominee of the Northern Democratic Party, with an additional 12.9 percent going to John Bell, nominee of the new Constitutional Union Party, which was made up of Whig diehards. This was a total of 60.5 percent of the vote. Lincoln claimed just 39.8 percent—less than a majority, but more than any other single candidate. So, he was now president.

And with his election, seven Southern states made good on their threat to secede: South Carolina (December 20, 1860), Mississippi (January 9, 1861), Florida (January 10), Alabama (January 11), Georgia (January 19), Louisiana (January 26), and Texas (February 1). On February 8, representatives from these seven states met in Montgomery, Alabama, to declare themselves a new nation, the Confederate States of America. Jefferson Davis of Mississippi was elected interim president—pending a general election—and Alexander Stephens of Georgia as Vice President.

The secessionists called the president-elect “Black Lincoln” and painted him as a radical abolitionist, who not only wanted to end slavery but also to upend the “natural” social order, by which they meant a society founded on the inherent superiority of whites. In truth, Lincoln never called himself or considered himself an abolitionist. True, he was personally and morally opposed to slavery. On a scrap of paper preserved by Mary Todd Lincoln and believed to date from August 1858, Lincoln wrote, “As I would not be a slave, so I would not be a master. This expresses my idea of democracy. Whatever differs from this, to the extent of the difference, is no democracy.” Yet not until he championed the Thirteenth Amendment, when he stood for reelection in 1864, did Lincoln call for ending slavery where it already existed.

As early as 1858, Lincoln did propose banning the further extension of slavery into US territories, and, early in his first term, he even proposed a system of compensated emancipation, whereby slavery would be gradually abolished altogether, but slave owners would be compensated in cash for freeing their slaves. On April 16, 1862, such legislation was actually applied to the District of Columbia. Beyond these views, however, as a candidate and as a president, Lincoln believed that the Constitution protected slavery as a property right. Nor, apparently, did he believe that blacks and whites were inherently equal. In his debates with Douglas in 1858, he spoke of the racial superiority of whites, and he made clear his opposition to African American service on juries and to marriage between blacks and whites. As the war and his own presidency progressed, Lincoln evolved, arguing for the enfranchisement of African American voters—albeit arguing tepidly. In what turned out to be his very last public address, delivered to a crowd gathered outside of the White House on April 11, 1865, two days after Lee surrendered the Army of Northern Virginia to Grant, the president commented on the new constitution Louisiana had drawn up in a bid for restoration to the Union. The document proclaimed emancipation throughout the state, which Lincoln praised, but it did not extend “the elective franchise … to the colored man.” Gratified by the emancipation, Lincoln nevertheless said that he would “prefer that [the right to vote be] conferred on … very intelligent [blacks], and on those who serve our cause as soldiers.” By today’s standards, the remark is, of course, racist, implying that prospective black voters would have to pass an intelligence test. At least one member of the audience gathered that day believed the president’s words were a radical betrayal of the white race. Hearing them, the man vowed that this speech was “the last speech he will make.” The offended party was John Wilkes Booth.

No one, including those who founded the Confederacy, could have foreseen, let alone assumed, Abraham Lincoln’s evolution on slavery and race. At the time of his election, Lincoln shared the view of the majority of American whites, who found slavery distasteful, perhaps even immoral. Many more believed it an economic threat to free labor for wages. As for racial equality, however, this view was uncommon among whites, who generally believed they were created, by nature and God, superior to the black race. But this did not mean that African Americans were not entitled to justice under the law. In short, Lincoln’s point of view was one shared by most Northerners. This further implies that just about anyone the North would have supported for president would have been unacceptable to the South, where slavery was an essential pillar of the economy and the social order.

* * *

Prior to the January 23, 1933 ratification of the Twentieth Amendment, which established January 20 (or January 21, if the 20th fell on a Sunday) as the end of the sitting president’s term, Inauguration Day was on March 4. Thus, there was a four-month gap between the election of Lincoln and his installation into office. During this interval, a dwindling handful of lawmakers held onto the hope that the Union could yet be saved. Among these was Senator John J. Crittenden, who, as mentioned in Chapter 1, presented in December 1860 a package of six constitutional amendments intended to explicitly protect slavery while also explicitly limiting its expansion. He hoped this would mollify the South.

Concerning the “Crittenden Compromise,” the fifteenth president of the United States, James Buchanan, did what he had done for the previous four years of the growing secession crisis—nothing. It is for his single term of incomprehension and inaction that most historians rate him near or at the bottom of lists ranking the American presidents. Yet President-elect Lincoln also refused to take any public position on Crittenden, the course of secession, or any other matter of significance before he formally assumed office. He even went so far as to instruct a Republican colleague to “entertain no proposition for a compromise in regard to the extension of slavery.” The apparent indifference on the part of the incoming chief executive cast the Crittenden Compromise adrift. It was little discussed and largely ignored.

Today, the interval between election and inauguration is much briefer, and that abbreviated time is used to make a transition guided, in part, by the incoming president’s dedicated “transition team.” There was no such thing in Abraham Lincoln’s day. Before he left Springfield, he was silent, and then he spent twelve days, from February 11 to February 23, on a meandering rail journey from his home in the Illinois capital to Washington. He believed it was far more important for as many American citizens to see him than for him to speak out on matters of civil war before he had any legal authority to deal with them. Even after Lincoln learned that Jefferson Davis was offering to negotiate peaceful relations with the United States, he held his tongue and kept traveling. With many stops between the major cities, the journey took him east to Indianapolis, Cincinnati, Columbus, and Pittsburgh. Then it veered northeast to Cleveland, from which the train traveled northeast to Buffalo, due east to Albany, then a sharp turn south to New York City.

From New York, the train was scheduled to head toward Philadelphia via Trenton. Then from Philadelphia, it was supposed to stop at Harrisburg, the Pennsylvania capital, before going on to Baltimore. But there was a potentially cataclysmic problem with the Lincoln itinerary.

Before the president-elect set off from Springfield, railway officials hired the Scottish immigrant who had, for all practical purposes, invented the American profession of private detective, Allan J. Pinkerton, to investigate a rash of apparent sabotage against railway property in and around Baltimore. Maryland was a border state. It had not seceded from the Union, but it nevertheless was a slave state, and many of its citizens had greater sympathy for the Confederacy than for the Union. Baltimore was regarded as a hotbed of dissension and anti-Union conspiracy. Investigating the attacks on railroad property, Pinkerton was rapidly persuaded not only that a plot to assassinate the president-elect was afoot, but that the murder was being planned as the curtain raiser on an invasion of Washington, DC. The objective was to so stun and demoralize the North that the federal government would abandon any effort to force the South to bend to its will and would simply allow the disgruntled Confederate states to leave the Union.

Pinkerton understood that Lincoln presented an especially soft target in Baltimore. Coming from Harrisburg, a rail passenger would not only have to change trains, but also change stations, to continue the journey to Washington. Lincoln, of course, was no ordinary passenger. The plan was to uncouple his private railway car from the inbound train when it stopped at the Northern Central Railway station on Baltimore’s Calvert Street. The car would then be pulled to another train waiting at the Baltimore and Ohio’s Camden Street Station for the ride to Washington. Pinkerton believed that assassins were plotting to ambush the car as it made its way slowly from one station to the other. He therefore dispatched one of his “female operatives,” Kate Warne, from Baltimore to New York, where she met the president-elect’s train and conveyed the details of the assassination conspiracy to Norman Judd, a member of the inaugural party traveling with Lincoln. Warne and Judd decided to lay all the facts before the president-elect when he arrived in Philadelphia on February 21. According to recollections published in Pinkerton’s memoirs, Lincoln received the news not with fear, but sorrow. Through Warne, Pinkerton advised the president-elect to cut short the rest of his itinerary and head immediately to Washington. Lincoln protested, however, that he had promised to raise the flag over Independence Hall in Philadelphia and then to visit the Pennsylvania legislature at Harrisburg in the afternoon.

Pinkerton proposed another alternative, to which Lincoln agreed. After the president-elect addressed the legislature at Harrisburg, a special train consisting of a baggage car and one passenger coach would secretly carry Lincoln back to Philadelphia. There Pinkerton would meet the train and personally escort Lincoln from one Philadelphia depot to another, where the two would board a regularly scheduled 11 p.m. passenger train bound for Baltimore. The next day, the official inaugural train, which the assassins were expecting, would leave Harrisburg for Baltimore as scheduled—but minus the president-elect. To ensure that no telegraph message could reach the conspirators to advise them of the change, George H. Burns, the American Telegraph Company’s confidential agent, was assigned to see to it that the line between Harrisburg and Baltimore was cut and any messages sent were intercepted and delivered directly to Pinkerton.

At 5:45 p.m. John G. Nicolay, Lincoln’s private secretary, handed the president-elect a note while he and his traveling party were in the dining room of a Harrisburg hotel. The men abruptly rose, and the president-elect changed out of his dinner clothes and into a traveling suit. According to Joseph Howard, Jr., a reporter for the New York Times, Lincoln, acting on Pinkerton’s instructions, carried a plaid shawl upon one arm, as if he were an invalid, and had a soft felt hat—apparently, a distinctly unpresidential tam o’shanter—tucked into his coat pocket. Lincoln was spirited into a coach, which took him to the depot. The special train arrived in Philadelphia shortly after 10:00 p.m. Lincoln, now in the care of Pinkerton, was transferred by coach to the other depot. Kate Warne had already booked the entire rear half of the Baltimore-bound sleeping car to accommodate (she explained to the ticket agent) “her invalid brother.” At the depot, Warne approached the president-elect (who, according to the New York Times reporter, still carried the shawl over one arm) and greeted him loudly as her brother. Together with Pinkerton and Lincoln’s longtime friend Ward H. Lamon, who had accompanied the president-elect all the way from Springfield, she entered the sleeping car by its rear door.

The train pulled into Baltimore at 3:30 in the morning of February 23. Lincoln did not leave the sleeping car. Ordinarily, a small locomotive would could be used to pull the car from the President Street Station to the Camden Street Station, where it would be coupled to the Washington-bound train. However, a Baltimore city ordinance prohibited night rail travel through the central city, so the sleeping car was drawn by a team of horses over the horse-car tracks. Pinkerton had heard a rumor that, despite all his efforts at secrecy, this car might be attacked as it moved slowly through the downtown streets. He kept a wary lookout, but the car arrived at the Camden Street Station without incident, whereupon Pinkerton sent a brief telegram to the president of the Philadelphia, Wilmington, and Baltimore Railroad: “Plums delivered nuts safely.”

As it turned out, the arrival of the Washington-bound train to which Lincoln’s car was to be coupled was delayed nearly two hours. The occupants of a railway car without a locomotive were wracked by anxiety—all except Lincoln, who settled back in his berth, cracking jokes with his nervous companions. Even at so early an hour, the depot was active, and Lincoln and the others caught snatches of “rebel” tunes, including Dixie, a song introduced by the popular minstrel entertainer Dan Emmett in 1859 and taken up by secessionists as an unofficial anthem. “No doubt there will be a great time in Dixie by and by,” Lincoln dryly quipped.

On the afternoon of February 23, the official inaugural train pulled into Baltimore. Lincoln’s wife, Mary Todd, and their children had been on board—but they left the train when it made an unscheduled stop a number of blocks before reaching President Street Station. Thus, when the train pulled into that station, the waiting crowd—perhaps assassins among them—were supremely disappointed.

Well before this—shortly after six in the morning—Lincoln’s train arrived in Washington. As journalist Howard reported it, the president-elect, once again wrapped in his “invalid shawl,” left the sleeping car with Lamon and Pinkerton. The crowd in the depot did not recognize him. That was just what Pinkerton had hoped. Doubtless, he breathed easier, having delivered his man safely to the nation’s capital.

But there was a price to pay. Cartoons depicting Abraham Lincoln absurdly disguised as a sickly grandma were published in hostile newspapers on both sides of the Mason-Dixon line, including Baltimore. It remains a subject of debate, however, whether Lincoln ever actually appeared in this get-up. Historians widely believe that the story was entirely fabricated by Joseph Howard, Jr., the Times reporter.
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