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For Alice and Charles Shewmake, who introduced me to the Montgomery of today and showed me that it is every bit as interesting as the one of yore



—ANDREW P CALHOUN South Carolina Secession Convention Charleston, December 20, 1860

We have pulled a temple down that has been built three-quarters of a century. We must clear the rubbish away to reconstruct another.
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PROLOGUE, MAY 1861
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IN MAY 1861 an English journalist took a seat beside one of the fluted Corinthian columns supporting the viewers’ gallery in the Alabama House of Representatives and turned a keen eye on the proceedings before him. Some half a hundred men from their thirties to their seventies, tall and short, lean and fat, were making a nation. Indeed, exactly three months earlier they had first met in this same building, framed a constitution, elected a president, and started the turnings of the ponderous wheels of government.

He could see that they were men of much pride, and some prejudice, of intellect, and generally of at least moderate affluence and property. Most of them owned slaves, and even more either were or had been practicing members of the bar. They had come some distance from their homes, and much farther from their origins, and here they were, staking all they had on founding a new nation.

Interesting enough, the Englishman heard echoes in that hall, not just of the voices present, but distant reverberations of words spoken by other men, in other halls, and in another time. Indeed, as he looked at them now, with a war on their hands, with the charter of their new freedom as yet untried, in the midst of a crisis that could quite literally take their lives, their fortunes, and perhaps even their honor, he thought of another assembly bravely embarking on a new nationhood and an uncertain future with nothing but courage, patriotism, and a sure conviction that they were in the right. With the dispassionate eye of a neutral, he entertained few hopes for that future. The odds against them were so great. But then, so had been the odds against those other Americans some four score years before. Yet they succeeded.

But for the venue it could have been a reenactment of the hot summer days of 1776 in Philadelphia, he thought. The clothing was wrong. Yet garb these men in the raiment of a century before, he decided, and he might well be sharing the floor with the Founding Fathers themselves. Had his visit lasted longer, and had he taken time to know more of them, he might have discovered that in fact and in spirit, that is just who they were.

They, too, heard distant echoes.





WELD THEM TOGETHER WHILE THEY ARE HOT
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FOR GENERATIONS North and South glared at one another across Mason and Dixon’s line. Hand in hand they began the American adventure, but unknowingly they walked from the first toward a shore that promised to part them in violence. Hand in hand they waded ever deeper in their pride into waters they did not know and could not fathom. And now the waves were rising, with a wind behind them. Up to their necks in the seething foam, North and South loosed at last their grasp upon each other and held their hands before them, one poised to strike at a brother become a foe, and the other raised in a futile hope of holding back the oncoming flood. What Episcopalians among their number knew as “the deep waters of the proud” were about to overwhelm them.

Many saw the wave coming. All seemed powerless to halt its relentless course. Their fathers set it in motion at the founding, albeit unknowingly and without malice. A host of lesser breakers foretold its crest. The tug of industrialism against agrarian interest. Discriminatory internal tariffs. The growth of a more powerful centralized government in Washington versus the sovereignty of the individual states. Beneath these lay the yet broader issue of power, who should have it, and the fate of the minority that did not. But driving the flood, the current from which every wave inevitably drew its own momentum, was a single motive force.

Slavery. Generation after generation it loomed ever higher. Angrily, and without deep conviction, North and South built floodwalls to contain it—the Missouri Compromise in 1820, the Compromise of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854. But none of them could hold it back. The black tide was too powerful. Confined exclusively to the South, it became the region’s “peculiar institution,” and as a result was misunderstood and misrepresented in the North. Yankees cried abomination at the idea of one man owning another, conceived visions of cruel hardship, bestial tortures, and worse, and pleaded against this degradation of humanity, white and black. All the while, behind their sanctimony, Northern leaders also saw in the issue of slavery a tool, a lever to power. Using it, by 1860 the new Republican party in a scant six years elevated itself from inception to domination in the North. The nation was growing, new territories in the West were applying for statehood. Keep slavery out of those territories, and the states to come must inevitably be “free.” Every new free state only plunged the slave states deeper into minority, locking the Northern, Republican grip on power in Washington.

Across that invisible line dividing the sections, slavery meant something much different. Certainly it provided labor for the fields and plantations, a labor essential to the economy of the agrarian South. Moreover, the four million slaves in 1860 represented an enormous capital investment, at least $4 billion or more. Southern bookkeepers kept their accounts almost perpetually in red ink. In just the six states of the deepest South, South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, by 1860 the public debt reached $32,653,448.1On top of that the prospect of abolition or enforced emancipation coming out of Washington would mean nothing less than ruin.

Moreover, an unspoken subtext ran beneath Southern protestations. They feared social ruin from abolition as well. What would they do with four million free blacks in their midst? Who would feed and clothe them. How would they find employ with few skills other than field labor, and with cash-poor planters unable to hire them? Long-held patriarchal affection led to genuine concern over the slave’s probable fate as a freedman; deep-seated conviction of the negro’s inability to be responsible without white control produced ugly visions of rampant squalor, degradation, and crime. And only whispered was the pervading fear that if millions of whites and blacks lived together in freedom—if not equality—inevitable pollution must ensue, the dreaded specter of racial “amalgamation.”

Much of this the South could not, or would not, say. Rather it argued the benevolent nature of slavery, of how it uplifted the ignorant black out of barbarity, fed and housed him, gave him some skills suitable to his abilities, and brought him Christianity. Quite rightly white Southerners pointed to the living conditions of free blacks and factory workers in the North, and claimed those of their slaves to be better. Most of all, they sought refuge in the Constitution. It recognized slavery. At the very least, they said, this meant that no administration in Washington could touch it where it already existed. Beyond that they argued it to be their right to take their slaves with them into the territories, which were, after all, the property of all the people of the nation. And thus they might have at least a chance of seeing more slave states enter the Union. So doing might not preserve a true balance of power, but at least it could prevent the free states from achieving the three-to-one majority that would enable passage of any constitutional amendments actually abolishing slavery.

Thus, ironically, the South must extend slavery even into regions where it could not flourish in order to preserve it where it did. But to the North this looked like a true attempt to spread slave influence, and perhaps even force it eventually upon the free states. At the same time, while most Republicans neither proposed nor intended to attack slavery in the South, their increasingly strident declarations in the movement to contain it there and keep it from the territories only fed slaveholders’ paranoia that, given the chance, the abolition mob would strike at the institution in its homeland. As 1860 arrived, section viewed section through waters distorted by its own fears and ambitions, each seeing the other not in its true intent, but rather as a reflection of its own apprehension.

It needed only a Republican victory in that fall’s election to turn those waters into a tidal wave. Months before the balloting thoughtful men in the South saw what might come. Many hoped to prepare for it. The Republicans were exclusively Northern. How could the South live in a Union dominated by a sectional minority? Yet the old Democratic party, the only truly national organization left, suffered the same fragmentation and faction over slavery and the territories as the Union itself. More and more Southern leaders saw their only remaining protection in secession, withdrawing from the Union. Always regarding the Constitution as a compact, they never questioned a state’s ultimate right to leave the Union when it felt its interests no longer served. But what could one state do, or even several, acting individually and without leadership? The prospect of failure, and worse, disgrace, loomed over such an attempt. Martin J. Crawford, a forty-year-old congressman from Georgia, saw the problem mirrored in the spring contest for the speaker-ship of the House of Representatives. “We have the men of sufficient nerve to bring this matter to a bloody issue,” he told his friend and fellow Georgian Alexander H. Stephens, “but we haven’t got anyone who has the confidence of the country.” With some guiding figure or coordinated purpose “we might possibly be supported by the public judgment, but as it is I fear the people would be disgusted and we should be disgraced.”2

As the summer came and the party conventions met, events forced more and more to share Crawford’s views. The Democrats, meeting in Charleston, South Carolina, fell apart in a fatal split. Eventually they fielded two candidates, Stephen Douglas at the head of those opposed to Congress intervening to protect slavery in the territories, and John C. Breckinridge, the sitting vice president, leading a Southern rights wing. A coalition of moderates, dedicated chiefly to calming the sectional controversy, formed the Constitutional Union party and nominated John Bell of Tennessee. And the Republicans, as feared, nominated Abraham Lincoln of Illinois. The South knew little of Lincoln other than that he was a Republican, that he opposed the extension of slavery beyond its current limits, and that it did not like him. Despite Lincoln’s and his party’s repeated declarations to the contrary, Southerners felt certain that upon taking office if elected, he would repudiate his promises and move against slavery in the South itself.

As the campaign wore on through the hot summer and fall, rumors, exaggerations, and hysteria swelled in the slave states. By September stories circulated of a thousand vials of strychnine being supplied to slaves by whites inciting them to rise up and kill their masters. In Alabama residents believed that wealthy Northerners enticed credulous blacks to murder whites indiscriminately, and hasty lynch mobs began to hang black and white upon little more than rumor and gossip. The same news came from Texas, and in every case the stories, real or exaggerated, seemed to crystallize the feelings of men who wavered. In fact, seeing that every new story made more of the hesitant into secessionists, extreme Southern rights men began to hope that such episodes would occur in states like Georgia that, as yet, seemed too slow to approach disunion.3Inevitably, when such outrages failed to emerge, those more ardent than honest invented them. In Alabama that fall, Jabez L. M. Curry, a thirty-five-year-old Alabama congressman, declared that immediately after a Lincoln election, an abolition army of half a million Republicans planned to invade the South, lay waste its fields, free its slaves, and worst of all, “amalgamate the poor man’s daughter and the rich man’s buck-nigger.”4

Impelled by fears and events, real and imagined, Southern leaders could not wait. The Democratic split virtually ensured a Lincoln victory. In South Carolina, at the forefront of extremism for more than a generation, Governor William H. Gist decided to be prepared. Yet he feared that his state might act alone and find itself isolated and without support from sister states of the South. Early in October he addressed fellow governors to ask what they felt should be the response to a Lincoln victory, and clearly hinted that he did not want to be the first to secede. The replies came in through the next month, and showed more trepidation than unity of resolve. John Ellis frankly admitted North Carolina’s reluctance. From Alabama Andrew B. Moore said his state would go out, but not by itself. John Pettus suggested that Mississippi would want a council of the Southern states first, in order that all should act in concert. Louisiana’s Thomas O. Moore said the same thing, but then added that he doubted harmony could be achieved. Georgia would not secede on her own without some overt act of aggression by Lincoln, but Joseph E. Brown added his voice to the call for a convention. Only Milton Perry showed some inclination to adopt a less passive stance. His Florida would not secede on her own, but she would follow South Carolina or any other state. Moreover, he said, “if there is sufficient manliness at the South to strike for our rights, honor and safety, in God’s name let it be done before the inauguration of Lincoln.”5

Perhaps Governor Perry wrote with special urgency because, unlike the others, he waited until after the election to respond. On November 6, as expected, Lincoln won the presidency with a mere forty percent of the vote. That die, at least, was cast. Now the South must decide how to throw the other. Disunion was inevitable, claimed Georgia attorney Thomas R. R. Cobb. Thinking it for the best, he at once began working for secession. He believed the rumors of Yankees inciting slaves to murder and insurrection. “These people hate us,” he told his wife Marion. “They are a different people from us, whether better or worse and there is no love between us.”6His brother Howell Cobb, then secretary of the treasury for lame duck President James Buchanan, heartily agreed. Lincoln’s election mandated secession. “An intense mutual hatred,” he told the president, made separation “a necessity which could not be avoided.”7

Quickly leaders and citizens alike acted to meet the emergency. The day after the election the Stars and Stripes came down in a host of cities, replaced by state flags as a sign of defiance to Lincoln. Two days later the South Carolina legislature issued the call for a special convention to meet on December 17. They would force Governor Gist to face the issue of being first to go out. That same day, November 10, Governor Moore addressed a citizens’ meeting in Montgomery, Alabama, and declared that he now saw no alternative but secession. Moreover, he declared that the state should not act alone, but join with others in forming “a Southern Confederacy.” Already one of his citizens, in defense of “the religious institution of slavery,” had asserted that if so few as four states seceded together, the North would not attempt to coerce them back into the Union. Two weeks later Mont-gomeryites formed a Central Committee of Safety, to meet every Monday and work to induce Alabama to secede in consultation with, but not necessarily controlled by, her sister states.8

Cooperation became the word of the moment. Even as more state legislatures issued calls for conventions to meet in January, the governors appointed special commissioners to the several capitals, charged to represent the views of their states, as well as to send back information on the course of the secession conventions.9Georgian Benjamin H. Hill worried over the possibility of states seceding individually, and suggested to former Governor Herschel Y Johnson, Douglas’s unsuccessful running mate, that the South ought to secede as a unit.10Yet others regarded cooperation as almost peripheral. The aged weakling Buchanan would do nothing for the remainder of his term, and Lincoln could not take office until March 4, 1861. By then, whether singly or together, the slave states would all be out. That in itself would be enough to force England and Europe to guarantee their security against coercion. A Montgomery editor proclaimed the reason. “The Southern States have the power to say what peoples of the earth shall purchase cotton and profit by it,” he wrote.11When Senator James Chesnut resigned his seat in the United States Congress on November 10, along with colleague James H. Hammond, he was already telling people that the fear of having its supply of cotton cut off by trouble in America would lead Europe to force Washington to let the South go in peace.12

Howell Cobb, to whom many across the South already looked for leadership, saw clearly the wisest course. Lincoln’s election called for immediate secession. Any appointment of a Southern convention promised only to waste time. “After the secession is effected,” he counseled, “will be the time to consult,” and the action must be taken before March 4. Moreover, he foresaw less certainty than Chesnut and others about the ease of success. Southerners should press their cotton crops, get them shipped to the markets abroad, and the money in their hands before Lincoln took office. An embargo on cotton could well coerce foreign powers in the South’s favor, but their help might not be immediate. Southern planters were always short of cash. If Lincoln imposed a blockade to halt cotton shipments after he took office, the resulting financial strain in the South would risk widespread popular distress just when the secession movement most needed the enthusiastic support of all.

And once all this was accomplished, Cobb advised, then was the time for a Southern convention. Not just a meeting to talk and counsel, however, but a gathering of delegates “empowered to act” and whose actions would bind their states behind them. Howell Cobb was talking about a government.13

Throughout December and on into January one state after another held elections for delegates to their secession conventions. South Carolina would meet first on December 17. Florida would follow on January i, with Mississippi and Alabama convening theirs four days later, Georgia on the 16th, Louisiana the 23d, and Texas on the 28th.14As the movement progressed, men once hesitant grew more sure of themselves and their actions. Widespread Union sentiment still dwelled in substantial sections of the South, especially the higher country in north Georgia and Alabama, and in rural sections of all the Southern states where neither cotton nor slavery reigned. But still the secession men felt mounting confidence. Soon to be Alabama’s commissioner to the Georgia secession convention, jurist John Gill Shorter told his daughter early in December that “the Union will be dissolved.” As an afterthought, to calm her fears—and perhaps his own—he went on to say “and there will be no war.”15

Just days after Shorter wrote to his daughter, all Southern eyes turned to South Carolina. The initial call for a secession convention came at a caucus of legislators meeting in Charleston immediately after Lincoln’s election. Robert Barnwell Rhett, Jr., editor of the Charleston Mercury, sounded the tocsin.16At once the campaigning commenced for the election of delegates to the special convocation, and immediately a strange phenomenon emerged for the first time, to be repeated in greater or lesser degree in each of the other Southern states. South Carolina, the hotbed of secession for two generations, revealed an alarming degree of conservative sentiment. Moreover, having allowed themselves to be led emotionally by a very highly charged group of men right to the brink of secession, the voters now suddenly revealed a hesitance to entrust those same men with power.



They called them the “fire-eaters.” The name arose during the decade past, applied to a small group of rabidly outspoken advocates of secession. They sprang up in all of the Southern states, but from the first their most ardent representative was Robert Barnwell Rhett, Sr. The sixty-year-old senior Rhett owned the newspaper that his son edit- ed, and prided himself on having guided South Carolina to this historic moment. Rhett exhibited every manifestation of the high-toned Southern aristocrat, yet much was pretense. Behind his high forehead, dignified whiskers, and calm blue-gray eyes, lay a mind narrow, obstinate, and more than a little vain. Twenty-three years earlier he changed his surname from Smith to Rhett because the latter sounded more noble. Wholly committed to secession since 1850, he had been one of the most extreme proponents of Southern rights since he first stepped into the state legislature in 1826. Thereafter as a congressman, and then senator, he pushed steadily for disunion. By the late 1850s he recognized that its best hope—and his—lay in a Republican victory in 1860, and toward that end he turned the pages of the Mercury against his own Democratic Party. Rhett’s ravenous appetite for controversy matched his gluttony at table, and he did his work well. Through his son he conducted his own survey of leading men on what should be done if Lincoln won. One respondent, Leroy Pope Walker, told him what he wanted to hear. “Your policy is to go out now” said the Alabamian. “If secession is ever to be the remedy it must begin now”17Even though Rhett lost a bid that fall for the governorship to Francis W Pickens, he rejoiced in an even greater victory, the call for the secession convention. “This is his hour of triumph,” wrote one South Carolinian, “and the triumph is more properly his than that of any other man now living.”18As a matter of course, Rhett expected greater personal triumphs to come.

But Southerners somehow instinctively understood that deep flaws ran through the characters of men like Rhett. The fire-eaters were political renegades, men who worked outside the system to foment discord within it, and with no responsibility or accountability to the body politic. They were controversialists, dismantlers not builders. For all his efforts to take emotional issues like slavery and property rights and cloak them in abstract constitutional terms, men of sense saw that he was only once more changing Smith to Rhett.19Seasoned statesmen and the more discerning electorate recognized that such men promised only ruin if entrusted with real power.20Rhett impressed most as a ranting extremist. Thus it was that he showed a poor third to Pickens for the governorship, and then on December 6 he suffered another blow. He won his seat in the secession convention, but only after placing seventh in the balloting.21

Ahead of him were other men, more moderate, more temperate, men like Chesnut and Christopher G. Memminger. Theirs was the influence that would start to tell now, and not only did they differ with Rhett, some detested the man. William Porcher Miles, handsome, well bred, considered himself just as solid on secession. But after resigning his seat in Congress and winning one as a convention delegate, he quickly tried to distance himself from any suspicion of being under the fire-eater’s influence.22Echoing Miles’s sentiments, a friend lamented that “we have done a bad business in electing him, for he is so damned impractical that I am afraid he will kick up hell.”23

Still Rhett got his secession. December 17, the day they convened, the delegates voted unanimously. Three days later they signed the formal ordinance. While waiting for the document to be inscribed they addressed other business. Now that South Carolina was leaving the union, her military affairs needed attention, especially since Federal troops occupied Fort Moultrie on Charleston Harbor. A committee had to address foreign relations for the independent republic. All the concerns of a nation confronted the state now, and well before the convention met, its delegates had nationhood on their minds.

The fire-eaters always advocated separate state action, being too doctrinaire to cooperate even with each other from state to state.24But now they joined with the moderates in recognizing the need for some coordination of action with other states expected to secede. The first resolution proposing a confederation came on December 19, a day before the delegates signed their own document, and the next day Rhett himself called for invitations to be sent to sister states to convene for forming a new Southern union.25A few days later, possibly at the suggestion of his son, Rhett further proposed that the convention be held before February 13, 1861, and that it meet in Montgomery, Alabama.26Rhett’s initial motion died, but on the last day of the year the convention adopted his proposition, excepting only the suggested time and place. At the same time the delegates approved an election of commissioners to go to the other states to propose a general convention before Lincoln’s inauguration. Each should send delegates equal to their recent number of representatives in Congress, though balloting in the convention itself should be on the basis of one state, one vote. Further still, the commissioners were to propose that the new Southern confederation adopt the old United States Constitution as a basis for their own provisional government.27

On January 2, 1861, the convention selected its commissioners, and the next day they met in caucus before departing for their destinations. Coordination seemed essential. Among themselves they decided to adopt Rhett’s suggestion of Montgomery as a meeting place, but advanced the date to February 4. That would allow a month to put a provisional government in operation and to get started on a permanent constitution before Lincoln took office and could act against them. That done, the commissioners scattered, like disciples, to spread their faith. They were a first step, but still the message they carried was chiefly one of consultation. Like the host of commissioners from all the states now criss-crossing the South, their power extended only to talk, and the suggestion of more talk in February.28Nevertheless, now the call was out to the other states. South Carolina had chosen the time and place. Like their Revolutionary forebears in 1776, now they had to see who would come.

Before it adjourned on January 5, the South Carolina convention performed one last task. It elected from among its own membership the eight delegates to represent it in Montgomery if the other states agreed to convene. This time, to his delight, Rhett led the balloting, but he and dashing, long-haired young Lawrence M. Keitt were the only true fire-eaters so honored. Miles was not far behind, but the rest, Memminger, Chesnut, Robert W. Barnwell, William W. Boyce, and Thomas J. Withers had been slow to come to secession during the past decade.29Significantly, while Rhett considered himself the head of the delegation, the rest, including Keitt, regarded him with feelings that ran from suspicion to loathing, and looked on his cousin Barnwell for what little leadership they desired. Barnwell himself treated Rhett with care, and newly installed Governor Pickens seemed to regard the much younger Miles as being loosely in charge. Having just finished their work of dividing the Union, the South Carolinians would go to Montgomery almost as seriously divided among themselves.

By the time the South Carolina convention adjourned, Southerners looked to Washington for what was to happen next. Senators and congressmen from the states about to consider secession were already there, and South Carolina’s action seemed to demand that they act in concert in anticipation of the proposed Montgomery meeting. It was not for them to make policy for their states, but their actions now could influence future events.



In particular, eyes focused on the senators, and on none more so than Jefferson Davis. The lean, fifty-two-year-old, ramrod straight Mississippian had been a war hero in Mexico in 1847, and then as senator, secretary of war, and senator once more, a firm, though not extreme champion of Southern rights. Many saw him as the inheritor of the mantle of John C. Calhoun, the patron saint of secession. Yet Davis’s record appeared cautious to many, and to a few equivocal. In 1856, when the Republicans fielded their first presidential candidate, one Southerner urged Davis to use his authority as secretary of war to concentrate arms in the South in case a Democratic defeat led to secession and a new Southern nation. Shaking his head at the suggestion, as well as at the notion that he might be the president of such a new combination, Davis would have none of it.30Yet after he returned to the Senate in 1857, critics charged that as head of the military affairs committee he managed to dilute army bills in anticipation of secession.31

The picture only clouded more in the summer of 1860. Briefly spoken of as a possible Democratic presidential nominee, Davis made a brave but futile effort to reunite the splintered factions of his party in order to defeat Lincoln. That summer Washingtonians saw Davis’s dark, plump wife, Varina, wearing a badge on her clothing that said “Jeff Davis no seceder.”32And as late as December 17, while South Carolinians voted to secede, Davis spoke of the possibility of reconstructing the Union thus sundered.33

The action of South Carolina and the calls for conventions in their states virtually forced Davis and others to go on record. On January 5 they met: Davis and Albert G. Brown from Mississippi; John Hemphill and Thomas Waul of Texas; Louisiana’s influential and eloquent John Slidell and Judah E Benjamin; Alfred Iverson of Georgia; Floridians David Yulee and Stephen R. Mallory; Robert Johnson of Arkansas, and Clement C. Clay from Alabama.34Most of them regretted coming to secession. Ironically, the only ardent proponent of disunion in the group was Clay. Neither Georgia’s Robert Toombs nor the more outspoken Louis T Wigfall of Texas attended. Still those present quickly agreed with Davis that no other remedy for the South’s dilemma remained.35Consequently they prepared a set of resolutions suggesting that their states should secede as soon as possible, and asked their legislatures if they should themselves resign immediately, or remain in Washington in the Senate in order to hamper any hostile legislation as long as possible. And having heard by telegraph of the action of the South Carolina convention, they called as well for a meeting in Montgomery no later than February 15 to form a new confederacy36 Years later, bitter, jealous, and disappointed, Rhett would invent the story that they went even farther, conspiring to parcel among themselves the highest offices in the new nation to be.37

This done, they all went about what they knew would be their last days in Washington. Despite a growing illness that confined him to his bedchamber for days at a time, Davis conferred widely with other Southerners in Washington, met with Buchanan to sound his intentions, and sent information and impressions on what the government would do about the forts and garrison in Charleston to Pickens.38Receiving instructions from Governor Pettus to resign his seat, Davis made his last speech in the Senate on January 21, offering in a tearful farewell testimony to his own anguish over events seemingly beyond control.

Even political foes like Stephen Douglas paid tribute to his address, though the most ardent secessionists liked little enough to see him weep at leaving the Union.39His tears fell not so much over secession itself as from his conviction that it would lead to civil war.40But he had thrown his die now, too. It was time to pack, to leave Washington for good, and return to Mississippi. Before leaving he succinctly characterized the situation before them to the brother of his one-time father-in- law, President Zachary Taylor. “You are at one end of the rope, colonel, and we are at the other,” he said. “Let us see which of us can pull the longest and the strongest.”41

Well before Davis returned home, Mississippi moved. Throughout December telegrams flew from Jackson to Washington and Charleston.42Governor Pettus, like Gist before him, sent commissioners to other states in the vain hope of achieving some concert of action, but another representative, this one sent by Arkansas to Mississippi, laid Pettus’s best course before him. The policy of “Bark and not bite” should be abandoned, he warned. Mississippi must act on its own and leave cooperation for later.43On January 7, just as the secession convention met in Jackson, Senator Brown wired from Washington that any remaining hope of staying in the Union was dead. The House of Representatives had voted in approval of the action of the Federal garrison in Charleston, which moved by dark of night from its exposed position in Fort Moultrie, to the seemingly impregnable Fort Sumter in the middle of the harbor. Southerners took it as a blow in the face. “Today is the darkest yet,” wired Brown. “Secede at once.”44Two days later an ordinance passed and William S. Barry, president of the convention, announced that Mississippi desired “a new union with the seceded States” on the basis of the old Constitution.45

Even before passage Pettus sent agents to purchase arms and equipment for his state militia. The day after secession he issued orders for raising companies for the emergency. The state forces sat in severe disarray, one of their brigadiers complaining to the governor that virtually every other Southern state enjoyed better organized militia than Mississippi.46Pettus knew how to solve that problem, however. There was a Mississippian then on his way home who knew as much about organizing and leading soldiers as any man in the South. Meanwhile, the convention, without bothering with nominations, cast ballots for its seven delegates to the proposed Montgomery meeting. Wiley P. Harris would lead them. Barry would go, along with Josiah A. P “Jap” Campbell, Alexander M. Clayton, James T Harrison, and William S. Wilson, lawyers and Democrats all. A lone Whig, Walker Brooke, received enough votes to join them, representing those in the convention who voted for secession in the face of the inevitable, but who still hoped for sectional reconciliation.47

Florida followed on January 10. So small as to be an afterthought on the national scene, she assumed much greater importance if the proposed scheme of one state, one vote took hold in Montgomery. Well did Governor Perry know that, and he promptly sent not only copies of her secession ordinance to his fellow governors, but also Florida’s hearty assent to the proposed convention in February.48Recognizing this new importance, South Carolina quickly moved to ally Florida to her interests.49The convention in Tallahassee failed to agree on its three delegates after two ballots, leaving it to Perry to appoint the men. He chose James Patton Anderson, a Democrat and former congressman, James B. Owens, a minister and also a Democrat, and the planter Whig Jackson C. Morton. Even before they left for Montgomery, rumors floated about that they were resolved to follow South Carolina’s lead.

Inevitably all eyes turned toward Georgia when her convention met on January 16. She stood at nearly the center of the cotton South, a keystone tying east and west, the Atlantic and the Mississippi, by her great railroad hub in Atlanta. She had manufactories, raw materials, and the biggest population, white and black, of any of the Deep South states. This alone meant that her representation at Montgomery, based on her recent congressional delegation, would be the largest there. But looming over all were her three giants on the public stage, Howell Cobb, Robert Toombs, and Alexander H. Stephens.

Stephens came more slowly to secession than most. Until the very end he maintained hope that North and South would cooperate to find a way to save the Union and Southern institutions at the same time. For unlike Cobb and Toombs, he doubted the possibility of peaceable disunion, and coupled that with a belief that nothing good was ever achieved by war.50“We are without doubt on the verge,” he told a friend after Lincoln’s election, “on the brink of an abyss into which I do not wish to look.” More than irreconcilable sectional issues, he saw disappointed ambitions behind the crisis, looking chiefly at fire-eaters like Rhett and William L. Yancey of Alabama.51If only South Carolina would wait to see what Lincoln did when he took office, Stephens believed that the rest of the South would delay as well. But he knew the Palmetto State would not wait, not with Rhett and others fanning rather than dampening flames. “The odds are against us for peace & Union,” he told a friend at the end of November. “I am not confident, or even sanguine in my hopes.”52

It did not help that perhaps Stephens’ closest friend had become one of those ultra men whom he believed genuinely did not want to see a sectional settlement.53He and Robert Toombs enjoyed a devoted comradeship that dated back for years, an odd pairing considering the bluff, hearty, intemperate Toombs, and the frail, reclusive, introspective Stephens. Toombs was master of the bon mot, center of attention wherever men met, a man impatient of lengthy deliberation. “Send for Cromwell!” he shouted whenever a legislative session went too long for his span of attention. He, like Stephens, stood by the Union far longer than many. Even into the spring of 1860 he resisted the attractions of secession. He joined Davis in trying to patch the split in the Democratic Party that summer, and still applied to men like Rhett his definition of a fanatic as “one of strong feelings and weak points.”54

But finally Toombs went over to the other side, and typically did it without subtlety. Lincoln’s election clinched his conversion. Just two weeks before he had invited “Dear Stephens” to spend a week or two with him on his plantation.55Barely two weeks afterwards they were all but estranged, and secessionists and reconstructionists who knew both of them rejoiced alike that each seemed at last free of the influence of the other.56

Despite Stephens’s warning that “we shall become demons, and at no distant day commence cutting one another’s throats,” Georgia elected convention delegates on January 2, and convened two weeks later.57Both Stephens and Toombs attended, and each spoke his stand. “This step, secession, once taken, can never be recalled,” the diminutive “Little Aleck” warned. “We and our posterity shall see our lovely South desolated by the demon of war.”58But talk of war held no terrors for Toombs. “I ask you to give me the sword,” he shouted to the hall, “for if you do not give it to me, as God lives, I will take it myself.”59Toombs spoke for the majority, though the vote on the afternoon of January 18 proved nothing like the virtual landslides in South Carolina, Mississippi, and Florida. Secession won by 166 to 130, a solid victory that still revealed the deeply troubled minds of many Georgians like Stephens.60But even some of the ardent secessionists felt less than sanguine. “I have no belief in peaceable secession,” said Francis Bartow. “There will be some sharp work, before this business is over.”61And the next night, when Stephens reminded an audience of Toombs’s belligerent declaration of taking the sword, Toombs himself shouted out “I will,” and the crowd went mad with enthusiastic cheers.62“I then saw the shadows ‘coming before,’” he moaned.63Given to melancholy already, Little Aleck slipped quickly into a depression that gripped him for weeks thereafter.

Immediately upon the vote being taken, Eugenius A. Nisbet, who had himself come to the convention opposing secession, proposed that all present should sign the ordinance. Disunion was no longer the question for them, he argued. Now it was merely a matter of being for or against Georgia. It proved a powerful argument, one that was heard and heeded in every secession convention, and a neat stratagem to diffuse the Union men or “cooperationists” and their followers. Even Stephens signed.64That done, they showed their solidarity with the other states by forwarding copies of the ordinance, and also affirming attendance at the Montgomery meeting.65

Not yet yielding secret hopes for reunion, Stephens moved on January 28 that Georgia’s delegates to Montgomery be instructed to move for a permanent Southern government modeled on the Constitution. It passed, as it did in the other states, showing at the outset that these men were no revolutionaries, tearing down the old to erect the new. What they wanted was what they believed they had all along, or what the Founding Fathers intended for them, before sectionalism and the Republicans perverted the old Union. And he still hoped quietly for reunification, under a constitution that included guarantees to protect the South and slavery. But he was a Georgian, too, and with enough state rights concern that he also suggested that no new constitution formed in Montgomery should be binding upon the state until this convention gave its approval. He would not see them flee the thorns of the old compact, just to hurl themselves on more in a new one.66

Nor did the convention’s choice of delegates to Montgomery leave him sanguine. Secessionists predominated, led by Howell Cobb, his brother Thomas, Toombs, the firebrand Bartow, Congressman Martin J. Crawford, and the recent convert Nisbet. Relations with the two Cobbs, especially Tom, were polite, but hardly cordial. He had no use for Bartow at all. But Crawford was a good friend, and Nisbet a man of sense. And at least Toombs and he were speaking again. With secession now a fact, the reason for their split disappeared, and Toombs made generous and warm overtures to which Stephens inevitably responded. Unfortunately, he got on better with Toombs now than with one of the three other cooperationists besides himself who were chosen. Stephens stopped speaking to Benjamin H. Hill in 1856, when the two came close to a duel. But he enjoyed good relations with Augustus R. Wright, and applauded silently the defiance of Augustus H. Kenan, who signed the secession ordinance along with the rest of those who opposed it, and then contemptuously threw away the pen.67

But Little Aleck was not happy with the delegation as a whole, and probably he was not alone.68Now Georgia, the most powerful state in the potential new confederation, presented like South Carolina a delegation deeply divided both by personality and policy, thereby hazarding its influence. He spent several days considering whether or not to decline his election. Friends implored him to accept, including even some of the secessionists like Toombs and Crawford, and in the end he did so only reluctantly, and after the convention adopted his January 28 resolution. “Nothing but an earnest desire to avert evils if possible and to render the country in this emergency all the aid I could induced me to accept the trust,” he told a friend a week later.69Perhaps there was something more—just the faintest glimmer of ambition … or hope.

Louisiana would be next, her issue never doubted. The climate turned freezing in early January as the elections approached. Alexander De Clouet, a fifty-eight-year-old planter from Lafayette Parish, teased that “you have to be a candidate (or a wild goose) to be outside in such weather,” but campaign he did, confidant that a heavy majority of secessionists would go to the state convention. He proved correct, and it took the convention only three days to pass an ordinance on January 26, by a vote of 113 to 17. The excitement was intense. “One is ready for anything,” De Clouet told his son.70The Pelican flag went up in New Orleans, cannon boomed, bands played, and the convention turned to selecting delegates to Montgomery, a post of honor.71Only one of them, Charles M. Conrad, was a firm Democrat, the rest being Whigs, yet all except Conrad were secessionists going into the convention. Conrad himself was the most distinguished, a veteran of the Senate, and one-time secretary of war to President Millard Fillmore. John Perkins had also been to Congress, while De Clouet, Duncan Kenner, Henry Marshall, and Edward Sparrow all served terms in the state legislature. Moreover, all but Conrad ran plantations, and between them they owned a startling 1,749 slaves. That alone explains why so many former Whigs, moderates everywhere else on the secession issue, became such ardent Southern rights advocates.72Reposing high trust in the six delegates, the convention gave them no immediate instructions, relying on their patriotism, good judgment, and no doubt their own heavy investment in Louisiana’s welfare.73

Now all of the seceded states had endorsed the South Carolina plan for a meeting, and the suggestion of her commissioners for February 4. The wisdom of it became quickly apparent with some forty-eight com- missioners roaming from capital to capital among the several slave states, both those in and out of the Union.74Confusion inevitably followed. Commissioners appeared at state houses not knowing if secession conventions were planned, or even if the current legislature was in session. States like Kentucky, to whom commissioners proposed secession, responded with their own suggestions that the Montgomery convention merely agree upon constitutional guarantees within the existing Union, while Virginia went no farther than to say that if all attempts at reconciliation failed, then perhaps she ought to unite with the seceded states.75

The lesson of Aesop’s fable of the sticks became more and more urgent. Easily snapped one by one, they became unbreakable when bound together. William Trescott of South Carolina saw it plainly enough. “A revolution works its way through the blindness of those who attempt to direct it,” he told Howell Cobb. “The condition of weakness and confusion which will result from four or five states floating about is indescribable.” They must set up a government, elect a president of their own, and thus be ready to meet Lincoln head on.76Pickens of South Carolina agreed. The states must take direct action when they met in Montgomery, and select officials who were honest and firm in character. Otherwise he thought just who filled those offices rather unimportant for the moment. The real urgency was to choose a military commander to see to their defense.77Even crusty Governor Joe Brown of Georgia saw the necessity. “Conciliation and harmony among ourselves are of the most vital importance” he told John G. Shorter of Alabama. They must unite and cooperate to form “a more perfect union.”78All this required much more than consultation, or even agreement on some new constitution to send back to the legislatures for ratification. It required decisive action. “Weld them together while they are hot,” Trescott told Cobb.79Montgomery must be their forge.

If South Carolina had a sister state in secession, it was Alabama, and Rhett heard his most outspoken brother in extremism in the voice of the titan William Lowndes Yancey. A Georgian by birth, he grew up in South Carolina. He stood out as a prominent Unionist in his youth, but after moving to Alabama in the late 1830s, and especially after the Mexican War, he rapidly shifted his position toward sectionalism. Finally he even broke with the Democratic Party in his overriding commitment to secession from the Union. In 1860 he led Alabama’s delegation to the Democratic convention, and precipitated the split that doomed the party in the fall. Ostensibly he practiced the law, though men close to him saw that he did not care for it much, and did it only for the money, of which some reputed him overfond. Still they agreed that as a criminal lawyer he was most elegant. But his real profession was secession, and to that he devoted his best talents. Tall, powerfully built, he was a born mover of men. “He has no smoothness or elegance in his mien,” observed one Alabamian. “He has only massive strength and fiery earnestness.”80

That earnestness and intemperance infected a host of others in central and southern Alabama, and especially in Yancey’s town, Montgomery. Months before even the 1860 nominations, the legislature—prodded by Yancey—resolved that a Republican victory ought to impel the governor to call an immediate special convention.81Other less prominent but still influential men, like Thomas H. Watts of Montgomery, added their voices to the call for secession,82and the editor of the Montgomery Mail declared that if Alabama failed to secede he would leave in disgust and move to California.83

The election day passed in strange quiet in Montgomery, but almost immediately afterward the turmoil began.84Rumors of planned slave insurrections surfaced again, reminding Montgomery of the days in 1856 when similar stories—never sustantiated—circulated and led to the True Blues, a local militia company, patrolling the streets at night.85Now billiard parlors and barrooms echoed to darkly told tales of plans to murder white men when they went to the polls on election day, and of worse outrages in store for the women. Fearful of the growing hysteria among whites, a few slaves started running away, knowing that sooner or later the talk must turn to action.86One Montgomery merchant actually used this to argue against secession, for if Alabama left the Union he predicted she would soon battle the North in her front, and a slave uprising in her rear. Should that happen, he warned, “slavery is doomed.” More than that, some feared that in seceding, the Southern states would only finish by fighting among themselves.87

But secession was in the wind, fanned by the powerful influence of Yancey, and heartily backed by the governor. Andrew B. Moore was not entirely a happy man. With less than a year of his term left to serve, he lived in the governor’s mansion with his son and two daughters. His wife stayed in the new state mental asylum in Tuscaloosa that he, himself, had seen through construction. Lonely, and to some a “scary” man, he made up in determination for what many felt he lacked in personality.88He stood solidly for secession. He sent representatives to all of the other Southern states in December, long before his own special convention met on January 7, and some of them at least went armed with the suggestion that in any new confederacy Alabama would like to see Yancey made president.89In December, too, he sent agents to the North to start buying weapons.90

The deep divisions in Alabama showed in the contest for delegates to the special convention. Just one county in the southern half of the state favored cooperation, while only Calhoun County in the north voted for the secessionists.91The feeling spread through much of the state that in the crisis the extremists were not to be trusted, and that moderates—what one rather ironically called “conservative secessionists”—should be elected.92In the end, when the convention met on January 7, the truly rabid disunionists held only a slim majority of six or seven over the moderates and outright cooperationists. Yancey was the key, and he quickly assumed dominance over the gathering.93

Under cloudy skies turning toward rain, the delegates walked and rode up Market Street to the state house. The weather was in a turmoil. Below freezing the day before, the noon thermometer now looked almost summery at sixty degrees, and remained there until after nightfall.94It gave the Union men little lift, however, as they saw the odds, and Yancey, arrayed before them. It hardly helped that an armed guard of militia stood around the capitol, thanks to a recent attempt to burn the building that all assumed to be abolitionist inspired. Only those armed with a countersign gained entrance.95Once inside, almost to a man the north Alabama delegates spoke against secession, joined by Montgomery’s Henry Hilliard, a one-time congressman and for twenty years Yancey’s antagonist. They should wait for the North to perform some overt act first, he argued.96Yancey and his followers scarcely listened. Looking upon them, Unionist Robert Jemison concluded that “a sett of restless, rash, reckless politicians have laid ruthless hands on the pillars of the finest, noblest temple of political liberty ever erect- ed.”97That night, seeing the direction of things, one Unionist delegate, a clergyman and a slaveholder, went back to his hotel room at Montgomery Hall and wept.98

Montgomery prided itself on its well-lit streets. In just the past year the city council spent $5,271.38 on gas lamps and posts.99But when it stayed warm all that first night, and with a heavy rain as well, dense fog greeted the city on the morning of January 8 and stayed with it most of the day.100Remaining lit, the gas lamps barely coped, instead casting a sickly glare that matched the mood of the cooperationists as they stumbled through a superabundance of mud and slush on their way up Market Street.101This day would be no better for them. John C. Calhoun’s son Andrew arrived as a commissioner from South Carolina, and now he addressed the convention in advocacy of united action, bringing South Carolina’s invitation that all the states should meet in a provisional body to make a constitution and form a future government. As bait, he also dangled before them the suggestion discussed by his fellow commissioners of making Montgomery the meeting place. It was centrally located, had fair rail and steamboat communications, offered seemingly ample accommodations, and was a good secession town. Moreover, it was the lair of Yancey.102

By the time they adjourned for the day the fog cleared and the evening sky turned fair. It was still warm.103On the walk back to their lodgings the delegates and the rest of Montgomery gazed into the western sky to see a peculiar white cloud shaped rather like a goose quill, its milky hue standing out against the deep blue as it stretched a good twenty degrees across the horizon. These were hours when men craved omens. Some thought it a sign of peace, like a weary dove with an olive branch. Secession would bring no war. But to others it meant calamity, a symbol of the pens with which they would soon sign their doom, condemning themselves, like the cloud, to disappear forever in the winds and darkness.104That night, again, the clergyman cried.

The remaining debates took on an increasingly bitter tone. Yancey accused the cooperationists of treason against Alabama. His opponents invited him and his followers to bring their arguments into the Unionist hills of north Alabama where the difference of opinion could be settled by guns instead of words. Watts, almost as ultra as Yancey himself, actually stepped in to chastise the fire-eater, who never could control the groundswell of his own arguments. But throughout the remainder of the deliberations, the only outcome in doubt was the size of the majority for secession. When the vote came at half past two in the afternoon on January 11, it passed 61 to 39, the smallest margin of secession victory in any of the states so far. A number of those who voted for it did so only in the face of the inevitable, and to give the appearance of unity. Moreover, when delegates suggested that it be submitted to a popular referendum, the secessionists attacked and killed the resolution, fearing the possible result. In a last act of defiance, twenty-four of the delegates refused to sign the document.105

At once after the vote, men rushed from the chamber to spread the word. Montgomery was ready, and so was Yancey. He had already engaged ladies of the town to make a huge sixteen-by-twenty-foot blue flag depicting the goddess of Liberty holding aloft a sword in one hand, and a “lone star” flag for Alabama in the other. “Independent Now and Forever” it proclaimed. The reverse displayed a cotton plant, the state seal, and a rattlesnake.106Members now brought it forth, to a speech by Yancey, and then erected it in the chamber. Soon it flew from the capitol dome. Across town businesses closed and the church bells rang, first the Catholics’, then the Baptists’, and finally all of them. Governor Moore wept in front of the convention. So did delegate Jeremiah Clemens, though out of anguish. Others embraced, whether from joy or heartbreak, and outside Miss C. T Raoul touched off the first shot of a one-hundred-gun cannon salute. Watts ran home to fly a blue lone star flag of his own, while out on the Alabama River steamboat whistles and calliopes screeched, the Montgomery & West Point engines rang bells and blew whistles of their own, and scores of boys lit firecrackers in the streets. “Take it altogether it was one of the most stirring—enthusiastic & thrilling scenes I ever witnessed,” one visitor wrote that evening.107

The cacophony went on without cease through the afternoon, and the barrooms filled with the celebratory and the sad. The Reverend Basil Manly of the First Baptist Church, himself an unsuccessful candidate for the convention, sat listening to it all. “Of course I rejoice,” he told his wife, “but I feel more serious than joyful.”108

It was well into the evening before the noise subsided. Revelers stumbling home tramped the day’s streamers and confetti into the muddy streets, and hardly needed the gaslights to find their way. The capitol, the Montgomery Theatre, the telegraph office, Montgomery Hall, the Madison House, the Campbell House, the Exchange Hotel and other hostelries, as well as private homes and the four newspaper offices, all put out illuminations. Fireworks sprinkled the streets and the night sky while the ever-present speakers droned on and on from the steps of Montgomery Hall.109

Back in their rooms, the convention delegates—those still sober—put their thoughts in letters to their wives. Listening to the occasional cheers and shots still disturbing the streets, secessionist H. L. Clay crowed that the people “are in advance of their leaders & prepared for anything.”110William R. Smith, who opposed the ordinance, looked out his window at the frantic rejoicing and sensed the unthinking mind of a mob. “I am trembling with the scenes around me,” he told his wife.111Henry Semple ignored the general illumination and kept his windows dark in protest, predicting that they would all be mourning within a year.112

Over in Montgomery Hall, while the politicians made speech after speech outside, photographer William Culver of Vermont, only recently arrived, shared a room with the weeping reverend. Tonight he cried again, then meditated, and confessed that he felt less fear at losing his slaves than he did of a bloody war. Downstairs in the sitting room Culver found others anxious to talk. A former Episcopal bishop of Alabama confessed that fears of secession and disunion dogged him for years as he traveled his state. But another delegate dismissed the idea of secession resulting in war. The North was too cowardly, and far too penurious, to go to the risk and expense of war. And the Yankees were too divided themselves. “Now that secession is a fact,” he told Culver, “all we have got to do is to go on and form a government of our own.”113Men like Clemens felt less certain by far. “God knows where all this is to end,” he cried that night. He saw all too well the storms gathering, but not how Alabama was to weather them. “If we are not already involved in war, we soon will be.”114And that other delegate, so proud of the people leading rather than being led, had to agree. H. L. Clay actually feared civil war within Alabama between its factions, but that was only a small part of his vision. In pride and awe he wrote to Clement C. Clay that “a tempest has been raised that is already beyond control.”115

During the ensuing days the convention continued in session, even on the Sabbath, in the rush to complete its business. “God made a nation and rested on Sunday,” lamented Smith. His colleagues “destroyed a nation and work on Sunday.”116They incorporated an invitation to meet in Montgomery on February 4 into the secession ordinance, and sent copies to all of the slave states, including those not yet seceded. Governor Moore appointed new commissioners to take the copies to his fellow governors, to consult with them on the best means for mutual protection, and to press for the speedy formation of a provisional government, with a permanent one to follow117Moore called Leroy Pope Walker to come from Huntsville and be a commissioner to Tennessee. A friend of Yancey’s, and leader of the Alabama delegation at the abortive Democratic convention the year before, Walker had been expecting secession and a new Southern nation at least since 1857. He was glad to serve, and already wondered if there might be a place for him in the future government.118The governor also looked to continuing postal routes and contracts in the state once he took them over from United States agents, and he ordered $200,000 in coin to the credit of an agent authorized to buy more arms and munitions, while commencing the sale of state bonds to raise more capital.119

There was so much to do, and after January 13 they did it with the huge new flag flying atop the state house. Down in the Exchange Hotel at the foot of Market, convention delegate L. R. Davis looked out his room window and saw “the nasty little thing floating in the breeze.” He mourned the passing of Old Glory like the death of an old friend. “I would scream one loud shout of joy could I now see it waving in the breeze although I know the scream would be my last.”120

It only remained to choose delegates to the February 4 meeting. Jemison protested against the convention itself naming the men. They were already too polarized. Their choices must inevitably reflect the divisions and distractions of party and faction, yet this would be their very first step toward the formation of a new government that they hoped would be without party.121In a final desperate move to prevent this, and hoping conservative voices might still be heard in the new convention, the cooperationist element proposed that the delegates should be elected in a popular canvass across the state. This, at least, would ensure that some who shared their views would be chosen from the northern counties. But the secessionists tabled the motion, and there it died.122A dejected Smith told his wife that “the majority of the convention will elect their own favorites.”123

He proved a poor prophet. Incredibly, once again, as in South Carolina, men who had just taken a radical step retreated from placing themselves any longer in the hands of radicals. Neither Yancey nor Watts received enough votes to join the new delegation, nor, but for two, did any other men then present. Instead they chose William P. Chilton, Montgomery lawyer and one time state chief justice; Thomas Fearn, a Huntsville doctor; young Curry from Talladega; the Eutaw lawyer Stephen F. Hale; another lawyer, David Lewis of Moulton; Colin J. McRae, an influential cotton factor from Mobile; John Shorter, the Mobile lawyer; prominent cooperationist Robert H. Smith; and Leroy Walker’s brother Richard, then an associate justice on the state supreme court. Of them all, only Curry—the youngest—had been a life-long Democrat. The rest were, or had been, Whigs. All but Fearn and McRae were lawyers, and only Curry, Shorter, and, recently, McRae, strongly advocated secession. From a convention dominated by one of the most extreme men in the South, Alabama would send the most conservative delegation of all to Montgomery on February 4. Johnson J. Hooper, editor of the Montgomery Weekly Mail, and himself the most ardent of secessionists, could not help but express his dismay. The best he could say for those chosen was that they appeared to be men of ability and personal worth.124

Yancey’s distress showed. Men found him mortified at the rebuff. He had expected that he would be able not only to lead the new delegation, but to dominate the convention to follow, and enough people around were suggesting his name as a probable Southern president that the thought could not have been far from his mind. But he was too like his counterpart Rhett, too unpopular even with men who shared his views. “He has great talent in some things,” wrote one friend to McRae just after his election, “but his temper is unpredictable & he makes few personal friends.”125Indeed, Yancey often seemed not to recognize people he had known for some time, habitually forgot names, and projected austerity rather than affability. Even his friend Watts admitted that “he seemed to know nobody,”126and Yancey’s own wife would bitterly confess that “no man knew my husband.”127Yet he put the best face on it all. Besides, not being a member of the provisional meeting might even work to his advantage. Being outside its debates, and probably arguments, he might loom all the more presidential when the time came.



As for those elected as delegates, friends soon swamped them with advice, especially McRae, who reportedly considered declining his appointment. He must accept, one told him. “I am more and more disgusted with mere talking men the more I see of them. What we want is good sense & prompt action.” Moreover, McRae supposedly possessed the widest knowledge of history and foreign and domestic commerce of any man elected. The new confederacy would need that. McRae knew the international cotton trade. European powers wanted Southern cotton “& they will have it.”128“You possess the Talisman to obtain within ninety days the recognition of your government,” said another. “An embargo on the export of cotton, brings the world at your feet.”129

So now they were six, the heart of the slaveholding South had withdrawn from the Union. They expected Texas to join them soon, and hoped for the so-called Border States as well—Arkansas, Missouri, Tennessee, Kentucky, North Carolina, Virginia, Maryland, perhaps even Delaware. But their leaders and people were conservative, sifted through with Union sentiment, hesitant. They would take time, though in the end they must come. Meanwhile, these six were enough for a bold beginning. Indeed, even before the delegates could convene in Montgomery, the first of a torrent of office and place seekers began littering their mails with applications for favor and influence. Stephens and Howell Cobb received the first trickle of the coming flood from those wanting commissions in new armed services, or positions with the provisional convention. Others like Bartow began making recommendations of their own. A new government was like a new administration, and surely there would be spoils.130

The leaders of the new movement faced much greater matters than filling as yet nonexistent offices. As each state seceded—and sometimes before—her sons seized Federal arsenals, customs houses, and even fortifications, all of them either unguarded or else peaceably released by vastly outnumbered occupants. But two glaring exceptions pressed against the pulse of Southern rights men. At Pensacola, Florida, a small garrison declined to leave Fort Pickens, so placed that it would take a small army to drive them out. More galling still was Fort Sumter at Charleston. From the moment of secession, South Carolinians flocked to growing militia companies. Steadily they built batteries ringing the fort on the islands and mainland surrounding the harbor. But they were enthusiastic rustics for the most part, untrained and wanting for knowledgeable leadership.



Moreover, Governor Pickens did not feel at liberty to do more than attempt to negotiate with Washington to get the garrison out of the fort. To blast them into submission would be to take military action that he and other governors agreed ought to await their new government’s assumption of military direction. If he opened fire but failed in the attempt, humiliation would cloud the entire South. Even when an inventive, if unprincipled, South Carolinian proposed that they fire exploding shells filled with strychnine into the air over Sumter during a rain, Pickens demurred. The falling water, contaminated, would run down the fort’s roofs and into the cisterns from which the garrison took its drinking water, “poisoning the whole concern,” said this first proponent of chemical warfare, but that would surely inaugurate war.131No, for the moment he must continue peaceful efforts.

But he needed to be prepared, and like everyone else in the South he looked to the region’s greatest living military hero, Jefferson Davis. Even before Davis left the Senate he repeatedly counseled Pickens by telegraph. “My quiet hours are mostly spent in thoughts of Charleston harbor,” he told Pickens, but over and over he advised against overt action. The tiny garrison inside Sumter offered no threat, and for the moment pressed only on a point of pride. Soon they would have a new Southern confederacy, and then would be the time to make forceful demands for evacuation, or more. As for Fort Pickens in Pensacola, Davis told Florida Senator Stephen R. Mallory virtually the same thing. Neither fort, at this juncture, merited a drop of blood.132

Once Davis resigned, and despite his deplorable health, Pickens and others begged him to come to Charleston on his trip home, though it was hundreds of miles out of the way.133For a time Davis considered going, but Mississippi called urgently. He left Washington on the morning of January 22, and the very next day, as he traveled west on his train, the state convention passed a military bill that named him major general to command the “Army of Mississippi.”134When finally he arrived in Jackson on January 28, dressed in a homespun suit, though sad, sick, and weary, he put up in a boardinghouse for a few days and began the work of organizing an army for the state.135

His heart was not in it, and to everyone with whom he spoke, and especially in his discussions with Wiley Harris and the other delegates to Montgomery, he reiterated his tragic conviction that war with the North was inevitable. Moreover, he made it clear to Harris that when war did come, he preferred not to be the head of the Southern army. His old friend Colonel Albert Sidney Johnston, now commanding Federal troops out on the Pacific coast, was the man for that, and he expected Johnston to join with them.136And when another delegate, Alexander M. Clayton, sent him a message stating that he believed Davis would or could be the choice of the coming convention for president, and asked if he would accept, the Mississippian showed even less enthusiasm, and some equivocation.137

He foresaw several scenarios. If the Border States joined with the Deep South, he believed the size and solidarity of the new nation would be a guarantee against Northern aggression and war. Then government service would be the only field for men to contribute to the public good. But if the cotton states already seceded had to proceed on their own, war was inevitable, and patriots would be needed in the armies more than in the halls of legislation. Of course, if the provisional convention drafted a constitution that made the president also commander in chief, as in the old Constitution, then a president could act either a civil or military role, depending on circumstances. That said, and unable to foretell the future precisely, he could not say where best he might serve. As a president, he told Clayton, “I have no confidence in my capacity.” Unsaid, but implied, was his reluctance to be placed in such an office where he might be kept from military command in case of war. As a general he would feel more sure of himself. To Clayton, as an old friend, he confided that he would prefer neither position. He wanted to return to his plantation, tend his roses and his cotton fields, and pray that somehow the forthcoming tragedy might be halted. But nowhere in his reply did Jefferson Davis say “no.”138Two days later, on February 1, Davis and Varina returned to their home at “Brierfield,” below Vicksburg, to rest, and wait.

In those last days before February 4 speculation and activity redoubled. The Alabama senate unanimously adopted a resolution offering its chamber to the new convention, to what it called the “Southern Congress.”139Yet ominous signs of discord haunted the fringes of unity, and in the northern part of the state Unionists burned an effigy of Yancey in defiance. Men worried over the situation in Pensacola, and Keitt told Governor Pickens that Sumter was unlikely to give up peacefully. “It will ultimately have to be taken.”140Ominously, throughout January Northern states passed measures and resolutions for protecting the Union and sent copies to the seceded states, raising fears that the Yankees would fight. One of Miles’s South Carolina friends forthrightly declared that they should simply start a war now. It would give them the advantage over the still-dithering North, and also make it impossible for Southern cooperationists in Montgomery to back away.141

Meantime speculation mounted on who should lead the new government, in peace or war. In Washington rumor said it would be Robert M. T. Hunter, senator from Virginia, which had not even seceded as yet, and might not. In Georgia some suggested Governor Pickens, but in Charleston itself others spoke of Davis, as did the New York press. Others mentioned Toombs or Rhett or Yancey, while legions expected that it would be Howell Cobb. Even Little Aleck Stephens, the unionist to the end, found himself touted as one who could unite the extremists and the conservatives within the new nation.142

All the while the bands played on, the cannon boomed their salutes, the crowds kept cheering. Men with confidence in the cause and their future counted on the gathering delegates “to do just as they think best,” and that would be security enough. As the day of the meeting approached they scarcely contained their enthusiasm to hear from Montgomery.143Yet others felt a different emotion. “Now our sun is to go down at noon,” lamented Henry Hilliard; “the sky that overreaches us is lurid, with ominous fires.”144In South Carolina, where it all began, the wife of a delegate coming to Montgomery confided in anger to her diary that “we are divorced, North from South, because we hated each other so.”145





A NICE, TIDY LITTLE SOUTHERN TOWN
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MONTGOMERY’S WAS THE PECULIAR HISTORY of a score of small inland cities, part accident, part luck, part irony, and like them it never expected to be drawn into the very center of national and world events. It sat in the center of the state on a height called “Chunnanugga Chatty” by the local Creek Indians, and later changed to High Red Bluff or Hostile Bluff or Thirteen Mile Bluff depending on which white man was talking. The edge overlooked a gorgeous deep bend in the Alabama River some hundred miles and more upstream from Mobile. When the whites came they found only old Indian mounds. Arthur Moore settled there first in 1814, joined three years later by Andrew Dexter, an ambitious man who foresaw the spot as a future capital when statehood came. He laid out a town he called New Philadelphia, and on a rise west of the bend called Goat Hill he set aside grounds for a state house. But when Congress admitted Alabama as the twenty-second state in 1819, the capital went to Tuscaloosa, and infant New Philadelphia came to be called derisively “Yankee Town” for Dexter’s pretensions.

Perhaps in admission of defeat, Dexter put up no fight later that year when a move proceeded to merge New Philadelphia with several other small villages nearby like Alabama Town and East Alabama into a single frontier municipality. A hero of the Revolution, General Richard Montgomery fell in battle at Quebec in 1775 fighting the British. Irish by birth, and a resident of New York, Montgomery had not a single discernible connection with the tiny Alabama settlements or their inhabitants, but all the same they named their town for him, and finally saw it incorporated as Montgomery on December 23, 1837.1

Growth came slowly for the town until cotton and the steamboat converged at the foot of High Red Bluff. The first vessel chugged up the Alabama in 1821, and within a few years they ran daily to and from Mobile and Selma to collect and ship the exploding bounty of fluffy white gold. First in sacks, and eventually in huge five-hundred-pound bales, the cotton came into the town by wagon from surrounding counties, to be rolled down the steep bluff and onto the waiting steam-boats by slave laborers. Every bale brought new wealth to central Alabama, and to Montgomery. Not surprisingly, in its wake came gambling, fighting, and lawlessness, giving the town a reputation for being rough-edged even in the 1820s. But its economic advance continued unabated, and that, plus its central location, finally induced the legislature to realize Dexter’s dream by relocating the capital in 1846. There, on Goat Hill, they built the new state house, only to see it burn three years later. Undeterred, they erected another by 1851—large, white, imposing if somewhat ill-proportioned, and dominated by a huge dome. Business took a giant boost, new stores and hotels opened, and the prominent of the state quickly flocked to the city on the bluff, men like Yancey and Hilliard and Watts. The next year the city council contracted with the Cincinnati firm of John Jeffrey & Co. to provide lamps, posts, and lines for illuminating the main streets with gas. Montgomery was on its way to becoming a proper capital.2

As 1860 dawned it gave the visitor a view of “a nice, tidy little Southern town.”3There were 4,341 white citizens, just slightly outnumbered by the 4,502 slaves living with them. Yet those whites also largely owned or controlled real estate in the surrounding Montgomery County, chiefly cotton fields, valued at more than $51 million, making it per capita one of the wealthiest cities in the South. Moreover, while the slave population of the city roughly equaled the white, in the county at large slaves outnumbered the whites by two to one.4At least 130,000 bales a year passed through Montgomery now, believed to be the highest trade in ratio of population of any city.5Steamboats paid5 per day to tie up at Francis M. Gilmer’s Planters’ Wharf below the bluff to disgorge passengers and take on cotton, and inevitably the rail-road had to come.6The Montgomery & West Point was completed in 1851, and in 1860 Gilmer and other partners began building the South & North Alabama into the interior not served by river traffic. The Alabama & Florida connection to Mobile needed only a few months’ work to completion, while another line to Eufaula lay partially complete.7The city may not have been a boom town, but it rested on a solid base of cotton, transportation, wealth, and politics.

Still, visitors found it an oddly rural kind of town. One of Yancey’s friends thought it “not at all a political centre, … nor was it a Pharos, whose political light was flashed out over the South.”8Mayor Andrew Noble and twelve aldermen ran the city council, and they appointed and elected the public officers necessary to run the city—captain of police, marshal and deputies, a clerk to oversee the city market, a “wharfinger” who looked after the river wharves and collected landing fees, and more. Noble met with his council every Monday to determine granting hack licenses and market stalls, assess fines for violations of the city code, and deal with civic improvements like gas lighting or caring for the streets. Just now sewers occupied their attention a good deal. Montgomery sat on hills, and when hard rains came as they did that winter, they roared down the sandy streets leaving them deeply rutted, and caved in the banks alongside the gutters. Clayton Street was especially susceptible. A main avenue leading into the city, it deserved beautification. They were working on it.9Meanwhile, the council also looked after the city’s two artesian wells, long since expanded into basins in the middle of Commerce Street, and surrounded by ornamental iron fences. Here the city shone, for few visitors came to Montgomery without experiencing what a New Orleans journalist called “the purest and best water I have ever drank.”

But everyone complained about the streets. The layout of the town bewildered many of a newcomer. Commerce Street started down at the city wharf, climbed up the steep bank to the top of the bluff, crossed the Montgomery & West Point tracks, and ran in a wide boulevard back some three blocks, past Water, Tallapoosa, and Bibb streets, to open onto a wide triangular space called Court Square despite its shape. In its center sat the main artesian basin. Calling a triangle a square provided a fair hint of what was to come in Montgomery’s street plan, for hereafter it became a jumble. Commerce and Montgomery streets formed the right angle of the “square,” but then Court Street made the diagonal on the east, and virtually all of the street plan from there eastward formed rectangular grids based on Court. The main thoroughfare here was Market, another wide avenue that ran east six blocks, past streets named for heroes of the young nation—Perry, Lawrence, McDonough, Hull, Decatur, Bainbridge—to terminate on Goat Hill and the capitol. Beyond the state house ran Union and a few other lesser streets to the outskirts.

Meanwhile, to either side of Market the streets honored more American immortals. Monroe, Madison, Jefferson, Columbus, and Randolph ran off to the north, while on the other side lay Washington, Adams, and Alabama. Here came one problem at once. Montgomery had two Washington Streets, this one, and another parallel to Commerce and one block south, and they did not connect. Indeed, but for Market meeting Commerce at the square and Monroe meeting Coosa, one block north of Commerce, none of the streets in the two grids interlinked. Moreover, where Jefferson did extend west of Court Street, its name changed to Scott. And the situation on the opposite side of town was no better. The streets intersecting Commerce ran southwest past Washington, Molton, Catoma, Wilkinson, and State, to bump abruptly into yet another diagonal street, Goldthwaite, that ran parallel with Court on the other side. The same thing happened to the southeast where Molton, Catoma, and the rest came to an end in a series of triangular blocks formed by their junction with Clayton, which soon changed its name back to Alabama on this stretch and eventually extended across Court and then ran directly alongside the other Alabama Street.

Small wonder then that visitors complained, some acidly remarking that Montgomery must have been laid out before the invention of the surveyor’s compass, while others warned that a stranger could lose his bearings and wind up in Georgia or Mississippi.10

People groused not just about the layout of the streets, either. Despite the city ordinance prohibiting throwing trash or filth into the roads, they generally looked a mess. Paving was a rarity, and most were just sandy soil that easily washed away in rain, or else stayed where it was and turned into mire. In late January, after winter rains, the street to the post office sat knee-deep in mud, and in a section unilluminated by street lamps. Two weeks before the great convention assembled, Hooper at the Mail worried that such conditions might “give to strangers a most unfavorable impression in regard to our city,” and he was right.11One reporter from Georgia scarcely arrived before sending back a report that the city looked woefully undeveloped, and that “it needs some candid, impartial and fearless man to speak the truth and tell this people wherein they are derelict.”12

Yet Montgomery offered much to admire. A visitor in 1855 gloried in the pretty cottages perched on its hills, the stately capitol, and the profusion of gardens. Seemingly every home sported plantings, flowers, shrubs, and wide shade trees, making Montgomery in springtime especially fragrant. Downtown along the principal streets most of the businesses and homes were brick, testimony to lessons learned from a number of fires over the decades. The elegant mansions of the wealthy like Watts, Judge Benajah Bibb, Gilmer, Charles Pollard, president of the Montgomery & West Point, and more especially impressed the eye. So, too, did their occupants. “This place is made up of the sharpest and shrewdest men in the world,” said one visitor. “The accumulated point of a diamond is no sharper than their wits.” They offered a cultivated and agreeable society, while their women showed more than the ordinary beauty. If there was a complaint, it lay in the way Montgomeryites displayed their considerable wealth. More than thirty of the leading men held estates valued at $100,000 or more. It showed in their houses, and on their wives, who wore a profusion of jewelry that some thought in bad taste, and silk and satin dresses that cost upwards of $100. Looking on, one stranger quickly concluded that “this is a decidedly fast place.”13

Thus newcomers found much on which not to agree. To some Montgomery could never hope to be a major city, nothing more than a “great inland village,” while others still found that “on the whole, the effect of Montgomery upon the newly arrived was rather pleasing.”14

Once there, whether at the landing or the depot, a twenty-five cent ride in a hack took the visitor to one of several hotels, the most imposing being the great Exchange at the corner of Commerce and Montgomery, facing Court Square and the artesian basin. It accommodated at least three hundred guests on its three upper floors, the ground level being given over to shops and stores. Lodging cost $2.50 a day including meals, and amenities included a barroom, reading and smoking rooms, and a ladies’ entrance on Montgomery Street for those who preferred not to enter by the main doors through the Oriental Billiard Parlour at 98 Commerce, beneath a great red lamp. The dining room offered some of the best fare in Montgomery—oysters, turkey, lobster salad, cakes, fruits and nuts, candies and confections of all kinds, and an extensive and international wine and champagne cellar.15

Less elegant, and not so well regarded, was Montgomery Hall at the corner of Market and Lawrence, its accommodations for 150 more subdued, but its rates the same. John Floyd kept a good bar, and was known to put on a fine spread for special dinners occasionally, but newcomers complained of the high prices when they saw the ill-kept and dirty rooms. Many of Floyd’s and partner Hugh Watson’s guests were semipermanent residents, clerks, storekeepers, omnibus conductors, stagecoach drivers, country merchants, and livestock men, with a smattering of attorneys. For the more genteel, Montgomery Hall offered at best a second choice when the Exchange register was full.16

A block away, at Market and Perry, stood the Madison House, with beds for another 150. Smaller still were the American Hotel on Tallapoosa and the Campbell House on Commerce, just down from the Exchange, run by South Carolinian J. D. Campbell. For those planning longer stays, and wanting both economy and less bustle, about a dozen boarding houses like the Dillehay House at Bibb and Washington, Josephine Scott’s on Perry, Stoudenmier’s at Tallapoosa and Court, and Mrs. Cleveland’s on Montgomery offered room and board at around $30 a month17

Handsome stores in solid brick buildings lined the main streets, chiefly Commerce and Market. The Great Wardrobe on Court Square offered the finest in ready made clothes, and as well proclaimed itself “the Pioneer of Low Prices,” to set it apart from the fourteen other clothiers in town. Phister and White sold books beneath the Exchange, as did Ben Davis, and not far away on Commerce was Giovanni’s Confectionery for the sweet toothed. Along with the four other candy makers in town, Giovanni indirectly provided plenty of custom for Montgomery’s three dentists, and a steady demand for oil of clove and other pain killers from the half-dozen druggists.

Joseph Pizzala’s restaurant at Montgomery and Washington consistently garnered the highest praise, but three other downtown eateries did a fair business, and for the residents who dined at home some thirty-four grocers provided fresh fruit and produce, while butchers added their wares, and both grocers and fishmongers sold virtually the freshest in sea foods, especially oysters, brought daily from Mobile.

For entertainment, four billiard parlors presented heavy slate tables, and sold cigars and newspapers as well. Ale houses and lager saloons clustered around Court Square and the hotels, and along the streets coming into town from the depot and wharf. The Hutchinson Brothers Gym at Market and Perry gave the ambitious a place to sweat away the beer and whiskey or Giovanni’s candy, while elsewhere the more sedentary could sit for their portraits. J. Massalon painted in oils, but instantaneous images came from the cameras of the photographers. Davis and Gerrish operated their studio on Court Square near the Exchange, while A. B. Hutchings took portraits upstairs at 23 Market. M. J. Hinton opened a new “Sky-Light Gallery” above Belshaw and Co., jewelers, across from the Exchange, and offered “ivorytypes” for $3.



The largest share of the sittings went to Montgomery’s premier photographer, A. C. Mclntyre, established there since 1849. Like the rest, he kept his studio on Market Street on a second floor where a skylight provided sufficient illumination for his exposures. He offered the new “Mahanotype” process for $5, and kept his gallery open from morning until the sun went down. Moreover, thanks to the painting skills of his assistant, young Culver from Vermont, he could offer lifelike tinting on portraits. Townspeople all knew his black servant Henry, who went to the artesian basin every morning for water. They would see him return, leading a procession of black water bearers, women with tubs on their heads, and children carrying pails. A more than clever fellow, Henry gave them praise and flattery, and the youngsters marbles, in return for carrying his water. At McIntyre’s he also cajoled the other servants into doing most of his work for him. The photographer hired him from his real owner, and often gave him considerable responsibility by leaving him in charge of the studio when called away. As he could, the mulatto saved extra bits of cash until he could buy his freedom for $1,000—from his own white father.18

Of course Montgomery was a slave town. Four dealers kept sales rooms and living quarters for blacks in the city, most of them on Market between Lawrence and McDonough. Bernard and Co., Mason Harwell, and Thomas Powell all acted both as dealers and auctioneers, as did S. N. Brown at Perry and Monroe. The negroes, with little to do, generally lounged about inside the auction rooms, or sang to the tune of their rude instruments. One visitor thought they actually enjoyed remarkably little restraint from their dealers until he remembered how truly difficult escape would be here in the midst of the slave South.19When a prospective buyer appeared, however, they quickly returned to benches lining the walls, ready to be inspected. Most went as field hands, bought by planters come to town on market day, but now and then the wealthy city folk found domestics here as well, and at least one with, apparently, a touch of American royalty. In 1855 one of the dealers advertised a “nice, plump, modest little girl” of just fourteen. Rumor said she was the daughter of the late President Zachary Taylor.20

Advertisements for slaves and a great deal more ran regularly in the city’s press. Montgomery was a very literate community, and to all appearances its newspapers thrived. The Confederation, the Post, the Mail, and the Advertiser all published both dailies and weekly editions, and competition ran keen. All charged about the same rate, $8 for the daily for a year, and $3 for the weekly—$5 for a tri-weekly edition. But after that they differed considerably. The Confederation never entirely kept up with the others, not least most recently when its editor supported the unpopular candidacy of Stephen Douglas in 1860. J. E Gaines’s Post did only a little better, not helped by its 1860 backing of the pointless Constitutional Union Party. The real sheets of record were the other two, both staunchly Southern rights in character, and outright secessionist in the case of the Mail.21George Shorter, a slim, gentlemanly Georgian just twenty-three years old, entertained great hopes for his Advertiser. Behind his wide-rimmed gold spectacles he calculated the prospect of becoming the official organ of the new government to be formed in Montgomery. That could bring a prosperity that at the moment eluded him, and might even make it possible to move out of restauranteur Pizzala’s home and into one of his own.22As for the Mail, “Jonce” Hooper shared the editorship with Henry Coyne and J. F. Whitfield, but he was always the guiding light of the sheet. He, at least, had his own home at the corner of Monroe and Lawrence, but it was mostly for show. Montgomery thought him delightful, a comical figure who wore a shabby hat and shirts with no collar, only accentuating a prodigiously bulging Adam’s apple. He bore a physique that reminded some of the hated Lincoln, and showed a wit to match, but behind his perpetual smile lurked impending hardship. Despite renting quarters in his building to a baker, and having his own steam printing press, Hooper’s Mail was going broke. The only way to keep the newspaper and himself afloat was to find a supplemental job somewhere.23

Hooper, like most men in Montgomery, belonged to at least one of the host of clubs and societies in town. Several volunteer private military companies paraded at the fair grounds and on the streets from time to time, the True Blues, the Mounted Rifles, the Independent Rifles, and more. Some got their impetus from the fledgling Montgomery Military Academy, and the flower of the city’s young manhood filled their ranks.24For those disinclined to the uniform and march step, seven Masonic lodges and three Odd Fellows groups offered male comradeship.25

Then there were other pursuits. Known as a lawless town in the 1820s, Montgomery still retained elements of the raw frontier edge even by 1861. The criminal dockets were always heavy. Violence never lay too far under the surface. Fistfights, drunken brawls, pistol duels, and more happened often enough that they held no novelty for the residents, though some complained that certain elements still behaved as if this were the edge of the frontier, not a prosperous state capital.26In 1860 Alabama as a whole ranked ninth of the thirty-four states for the number of murders, and Montgomery saw its share.27Less violent misdemeanors abounded, drunkenness most of all, despite $a5 fine for being on the streets inebriated, and double that for saloons that got too rowdy.28And the pleasures of the flesh had their merchants. Only a few blocks from the state house sat the city’s best-known brothel, the Macon House, which more than once saw fighting and violence erupt. The mayor’s court even had to deal with what Hooper called two “fair, frail, fat and fancy” prostitutes for plotting the death of a third. Not so frail after all, apparently.29

Withal, dust and mud, wealth and squalor, pure water and less than perfect street plan, Montgomery watched the approaching sectional storm as did most other Southern cities, and could not avoid being drawn into the vortex. Being a trading center, it attracted a number of Northern merchants, and as Lincoln’s election became more and more a certainty, some of them took fear of a backlash and went home.30Yet there was no violence. Indeed, the only real outburst came just before the election, on November 1, when Stephen A. Douglas brought his candidacy and his appeal for the Union to the South. As he stepped out of the Exchange and into his carriage, unseen hands threw three or four eggs at him, prompting Hooper to condemn the hooligans despite his own aversion to Douglas.31

When the election itself came, the fever that was always there mounted. Citizens called a secession meeting of their own at the capitol on November 17, and within days renewed rumors of Yankees inciting slaves to flee or, worse, murder their masters, flew from lips to ears.32That overwhelming two-to-one ratio of slave population to white in the county came dramatically to mind now. Local statutes already provided a drastic fine of $500 from any planter found not properly feeding and caring for his slaves, and more than humanitarian motives lay beneath. Unhappy, ill-fed, or badly treated slaves thieved from other plantations what they did not get on their own. Worse, it made them resentful, and mindful that they had little more to lose by open revolt.33

It took but a week after the election before specific rumors of a plot came out in Pine Level, just twenty miles away in the southwest part of the county. Details were sketchy at first, but substantial enough for locals to organize themselves into the Line Creek Sentinels, a vigilante committee armed with revolvers and shotguns. One by one they began interviewing the slaves on neighboring plantations.34Grimly one of the Sentinels wrote that “we are now whipping the negroes taking them as they come,” and soon the outline of the plot emerged, though none could say how much was real and how much invented to stay the lash. First reports said two white men incited the blacks to rise at Christmas, kill their masters and their families, divide any moveable property and livestock, and disappear into the hills, awaiting the march of an abolition army from the North when Lincoln took office.35A few days later, on December 16, more came out. The leader was a “nominal” white man named William Rollo—or Roller or Rolan, none could agree—abetted by his brother, and now it appeared that they meant the slaves to march on Pine Level after doing in their masters, killing indiscriminately as they went. Any blacks who refused to join them were to be murdered as well. Eventually the army would march on Montgomery itself, where the optimistic—if impractical—Rollo would distribute500 and land and livestock to each slave, and then open a store so they could trade with him!

The vigilantes hanged a mulatto and one slave on December 16, then executed Rollo and four more two days later, but not before they extracted the most damning evidence of all. Quite probably the terrified blacks simply read into the Sentinels’ questions the answers the vigilantes wanted to hear. Knowing themselves doomed anyhow, they just invented in order to halt the whips. In addition to the broad out-line of the plot, they said, they intended to kill all children but only the old or ugly women. They would spare “the young and handsome white women for their wives.”36Then on Christmas itself another plot came out, this in Autaugaville twenty miles west. Planters took handmade pikes from the hands of nineteen slaves and two white leaders, and found strychnine that a local miller purportedly intended to put into flour to sell in Montgomery. The day after New Year’s the miller and two blacks swung.37

Throughout December and January new rumors abounded. Usually no source ever appeared, but hysteria supplied all the verification most needed.38The week before Christmas Hooper warned his readers: “Be on the alert—remember that fire, poison and the knife are supplied to bad negroes, by our pious brethren in the North.”39They must keep strangers off their plantations, especially free blacks. Moreover, the usual Christmas festivities for slaves ought to be canceled, and Lincoln should be blamed to dampen spirits and any notion that he would try to free them. And whenever a white man was found inciting the slaves to unrest, “hang him to the first tree.”40



In this highly charged atmosphere a negro named Elias saw a thin trail of smoke curling up from the capitol on the evening of November 29. Going inside and climbing to the third story, he found some smoldering wood leaning against a door and extinguished it before a blaze could start. Hooper quickly published his conclusion, based upon no evidence at all, that “some lurking abolitionist” did the deed. He demanded an investigation “and prompt judgment in the case of every man of doubtful fidelity, among us.”41While the editor and others set neighbor looking warily at neighbor, and endangered the safety of any strangers in town, Culver and a few others suspected that secessionists had actually set the fire to produce just such a response, and to incite the people. An arsonists really intending to burn the building would have started a blaze on the bottom floor, not the top.42If extremists did set the little fire, it worked to their advantage. Mayor Noble already had authority in the city code to hold all males between eighteen and forty-five liable for watch and patrol duty, and now he used it. Moreover, for weeks to come an armed guard stood post at the doors to the state house.43

The resulting panic, coming as it did just before the secession convention, helped to persuade the wavering, and embitter the rest. At Montgomery Hall Culver boarded next to a woman who kept a loaded shotgun at the head of her bed, a butcher knife and a revolver beneath her pillow, and still she did not sleep, warning that “the niggers might come fooling around any night.”44Hooper, already an extremist, turned almost apoplectic. “On all sides we have insurrectionary plots, instigated by the North,” he screamed to a friend. The hangings, though necessary, destroyed thousands of dollars worth of negro property. The attempt at poisoning typified Yankee perfidy. “I am bitter towards them and I often regret that I cannot in some way help to destroy them. I hate them instinctively—I hate the race and the blood from which they spring.” He would teach his two sons to hate them as well, and if resistance to Northern tyranny ever failed after his own passing, he would make them leave their homeland despoiled before surrendering.45

Amid the mounting tension and paranoia the people of Montgomery still managed to enjoy themselves. A large New Year’s celebration dinner was served at Estelle Hall on Market and Perry, and a few days afterward George Christy’s famous minstrels commenced a series of concerts. Drama and farce, always popular in town, flourished at the Montgomery Theatre, with a rather overacted Hamlet opening on January 17 and running nightly.46But even the drama now felt the tinge of politics. The summer before Daniel Emmett had come to town with Bryant’s Minstrels to perform at the theater. Among their repertoire was Emmett’s own composition “Dixie’s Land.” When the theater’s orchestra conductor Harman Arnold asked for a copy of the score, it turned out that Emmett had never written it down. There, as the composer hummed the tune, Arnold scratched the score with charcoal on a backstage wall. He copied it the next day and arranged the first band score of the tune that now came increasingly to be the anthem of secession. All the while the fading charcoal transcription remained on the wall.47

It was still there when the rising actor John Wilkes Booth came to the theater in December to join celebrants of the local St. Andrew’s Society in an annual dinner at the Post Office Restaurant where they toasted “Bobbie” Burns, the haggis, and “The Southern Confederacy.”48And it was there a few days later on December 19 when a huge audience tramped through the muddy streets and the rain to see Maggie Mitchell, Montgomery’s favorite actress, perform in The Cricket on the Hearth. The play done, she stepped out for her bows and the manager Sam Harris presented her a new lone star flag of Alabama, praying that beneath its folds beauty and innocence might “carol upon Southern soil the lays of the pure and the brave.” By prearrangement, immediately afterward she sang a new song, “The Southern Marseillaise,” backed by a chorus that formed a tableaux with flags. In honor of South Carolina’s vote to secede two days before, she wore a blue cockade, and as she sang she strode across the stage, grasped the Stars and Stripes where it hung from a box, and ripped it down to trample it beneath her feet. The crowd roared.49

They cheered almost daily now, and the flags appeared everywhere. Maggie Mitchell gave hers to Hooper to hang in front of the Mail office at 94 Commerce Street. The next day the proprietors of the Exchange set out a huge blue, yellow, and black banner with fifteen stars on one side and the lone star on the other, made for them by their wives. The day after Alabama’s secession, when the steamboat Le Grande arrived at the wharf flying an eighteen-by-twelve-foot flag of blue with a six-foot silver star, local ladies secured it to present to Hooper as well, in honor of his pen’s efforts toward the glorious occasion. In the center of the star sat a huge scarlet letter “A” for Alabama. Apparently Nathaniel Hawthorne was not popular reading in Montgomery.50

Already the muddy streets sounded the splash of boots. On January 10 the True Blues, the Metropolitan Guards, and the Independent Rifles left on the still-incomplete Alabama & Florida for Pensacola and the growing force facing Fort Pickens. The Montgomery Rifles and the Montgomery Greys departed the next day for Mobile.51In the growing ferment of euphoria and fear, and from his own commitment to annihilation before subjugation, Hooper suggested opening a shooting gallery to teach Montgomery’s women marksmanship, and thereby “double our force of effective fighting-men.”52Even Montgomery’s black population felt the stir of their blood. After all, they may have been slaves, but the South was their home, too. A slave named John contributed $10 of his own money to buy uniforms for the militia. Of course he could not go to Pensacola himself, but “his money, his hogs, his cows, and his corn, were all at their disposal.”53

Those who stayed behind speculated, made great plans, and worried great worries. Taking the formation of a new government for granted, Hooper began suggesting that the infant nation be called “Washington,” or perhaps “Columbia.” Of course, Montgomery should be the capital, and under the new regime “no point has a finer prospect.”54Amid all the bold plans and predictions, one boarder at Montgomery Hall felt less sanguine. While his wife continued to sleep fitfully surrounded by her arsenal, he grimly held any optimism in check. Montgomery might feel high hopes, but he had seen domestic disputes large and small before, and he knew better. “Did you ever know of a family feud or quarrel between brothers,” he asked Culver, “that was not bitter?”55Just how bitter this family spat was to be would depend very much upon the two score and more of men even then readying their departure for Montgomery.





THEY ARE SELFISH, AMBITIOUS, AND UNSCRUPULOUS
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THE FIRST TO ARRIVE actually came twice. Patton Anderson arrived in Montgomery from Florida on a cloudy, cool January 24 and easily found a room at the Exchange before the flood of visitors to come. Sent by Governor Perry as an envoy to Moore, he might have seen no sense in returning home when that mission finished, just to come back again as a delegate to the convention, but that is what he did, departing for Montgomery once more at the beginning of February.1

The following Tuesday morning Robert H. Smith boarded one of the Cox, Brainard & Co. steamers that daily departed Mobile, and after a trip of nearly forty hours up the Alabama, stepped off the landing stage on the evening of January 30, and onto a wharf so run down that even city officials thought it wretched.2He probably stayed in a private home with friends, being well acquainted in Montgomery. People liked Smith. Short, bald, dark complexioned, and stout enough to be called “chuffy,” he projected agreeability, and a few even thought him handsome after a fashion. Despite his vote against secession, his colleagues easily selected him as a delegate to the provisional convention, and now that disunion was a fact, his loyalty lay with Alabama, as always.3

The next morning, a warm, fair, sixty-degree day, he walked up Market to the capitol to talk with Alabama’s leaders in the legislature and the secession convention, both of which still sat. On the way he passed stores doing a brisk business in selling crude woodcut diagrams of Charleston and Pensacola, showing the growing numbers of batteries facing the Yankee-held forts, ample enough evidence of the growing interest and fear over what might happen there any day now.4All of the men he spoke with shared that interest; only a few yet seemed apprehensive. Most assumed that the coming meeting of delegates would do no more than organize a temporary government, adopt a constitution, choose a president, and then go home, leaving the work of framing a permanent working establishment to await the secession of all the remaining slave states. On the one hand, it hardly seemed worth the bother, for what would they have accomplished? But when Smith pointed out the alternative of commencing at once to create a full, working government, the contemplation exhausted him. They had no treasury nor any machinery in place to raise revenue, no established national existence on which to pledge credit to borrow from other nations, no commerce for duties, no customs houses, and no navy to protect a nonexistent carrying trade. The forts they had seized would be all but empty with no army to fill them, and in the absence of a postal department there was no system in place for conveying the mails. Where to start? “I feel really like I was called on to build a great edifice in a short time without any tools or materials to work with,” he mused that evening. “I do not yet see my way out.” Still Alabama and the rest had taken their stand and there was no backing away now. A crisis confronted him and the rest of those on their way to Montgomery, and they had no choice but to meet that daunting prospect. “If any one has a fancy for such a position as I now occupy,” he moaned, “he must be a very different man from me.”5

Even as Smith sat lost in introspection that night in his room, at the Mills House in Charleston Rhett packed to leave on the morning train for Montgomery.6Despite the recent slaps of rejection from fellow South Carolinians and the state convention, he still stood at the head of his new delegation so far as he was concerned.7And with that as a base, he already had plans for exerting a dominating influence in Montgomery by being better prepared than the rest. Into his bags he put a fat notebook already prepared containing his proposed amendments to the old United States Constitution. Armed with this, he could preempt much debate by taking the high ground at once in the framing of a new provisional document, and that in turn must naturally form the basis of any permanent constitution. After exerting this kind of influence as a founding father, he could expect a cabinet post at the very least. His gaze sought a higher summit.8

Friday morning, February 1, Rhett and his kinsman Barnwell boarded the cars on the South Carolina Railroad for the long trip to Atlanta. With them came E. G. Dill, “phonographic reporter” for the Mercury who intended to transmit verbatim accounts of the debates to Charleston. Rhett meant for his people to watch his actions from afar. Moveover, in any other editorial accounts sent back by the reporters, he could expect them, as his employees, to say what he wished. A few hours out, in Branchville, former Governor David Swaim and a team of commissioners from North Carolina boarded the train, and late that evening they reached Atlanta.9Already Rhett fretted. He felt nothing personal against Swaim or any other Border State men coming to Montgomery as observers. But he feared their moderation. They might try to delay declaring a new government in favor of the “wait and see” approach. They might even act as cooperationists, hoping to see the seceded states back in the Union.10

More delegates joined them in Atlanta for the overnight run to West Point, and these men looked exhausted. Wiley Harris and a few other Mississippians, Brooke, Harrison, and Wilson, were just then on the last leg of a virtual circumnavigation of Alabama. The heavy winter rains had washed out the rail bridge over the Tombigbee some days before, severing the most direct connection between Jackson and Montgomery. Instead, after conferring with Pettus and Davis and taking final instructions from their convention, the delegation—minus Clayton and Campbell—took the Mississippi Central north to Grand Junction, Tennessee, changed to the Memphis & Charleston to steam east to Chattanooga, then boarded the Western & Atlantic to head south again to Atlanta. Now, with Rhett and the rest, they nodded through the night on the Atlanta & West Point before finally catching the Montgomery & West Point at eight o’clock on February 2 for the last push through the morning rain to their destination. When they stepped onto the platform of the rather slovenly station, Harris and the others finished a trip of more than nine hundred miles while Jackson actually lay barely a third of that distance to the west.11

Montgomery in the rain did not impress them after they each paid their quarters for hack hire, and another for their baggage. Court Street was one continual slush. The mud covered horses and mules from head to tail as they drew their alarmingly rickety omnibuses.12Moreover, they saw no crossings for pedestrians, and the sidewalks, such as they were, appeared more dangerous than convenient. Gaping cellar doors threatened to swallow the unwary as walkers dodged around stacks of shipping boxes piled about indiscriminately. A reporter from the Charleston Courier mused that the city’s attorneys must do a brisk business in suits for damages. Even Montgomery’s innumerable dogs found it challenging to navigate the street. One leaped from a sidewalk to harass a passerby and almost immediately disappeared in the mire. It opened its mouth to bark, only to choke on the mud. As the hacks slowly passed on, the animal frantically wiped the mud from its head with a foreleg, then shook its head wildly to get the slime from its eyes. Dill saw in it a metaphor for the South trying to clear abolition muck from its own eyes.13

At the Exchange they all found rooms awaiting them, though some would have to share a bed. Rhett, of course, got a room to himself, number 6 on the first floor. Ironically, its previous occupant had been his absolute opposite, Unionist-to-the-last Robert Jemison, while a delegate to his state convention.14They sat out the afternoon in the hotel. At word of their coming, some of the Alabama delegates already in town, and those just now arriving, came down to the Exchange to greet them. Chilton already lived in Montgomery, but the rest, like Robert Smith, had more than enough friends and relatives in town to take more comfortable quarters in private homes and evade the bustle and expense of the hotels.15They passed the day in talk, speculation, and probing. Rhett must not have been happy to hear the Alabamians speaking of Yancey as the potential president.16

The evening train brought more South Carolinians, Boyce, Keitt, Memminger, and Miles, and they too came to the Exchange.17Keitt, for one, barely made it to Montgomery. Dashing but flighty, he was no listener, and far too cavalier. One of Miles’s friends quipped sarcastically that Keitt could not remember a thing “half an hour after hearing it,” and just five days earlier Keitt himself confessed he had forgotten when the convention was to meet. Once a heavy drinker, he refused liquor altogether now. He also talked too much, and too intemperately. “He is quick as a flash,” said James Chesnut’s wife, “always original and entertaining.” Too quick for good sense, as it turned out, and too hotheaded. “He covers himself with words—the longest and the finest, as a garment,” she went on. “No one gets the better of him.” In the effort to reform his habit of speaking without thinking, his wife sent him to Montgomery under orders to keep his hair brushed and his mouth shut.18Thoughts of a sick child at home with his wife helped keep him quiet now.19Also, he detested Rhett and had little to say to him.

Boyce’s head, too, seemed more hot than clear. A strong secessionist right up to the signing of South Carolina’s ordinance, he then turned suddenly moderate and begged leaders to do nothing inflammatory toward the North. “After raising the Storm,” complained a critic, “he tells it to blow gently.”20The modest Miles, a handsome fellow despite his slight “student’s stoop,” and his eye for the ladies, still feared that others saw him as Rhett’s foil, even though Pickens sent most of his official communications to the thoughtful, unassuming younger man in preference to anyone else.21

In fact, contrary to Miles’s fears and Rhett’s pretensions, the South Carolinians had no leader. If anyone, they looked to the fatherly Barnwell.22But despite the internal conflict already evident in this portion of the delegation, they remained cordial, and some of them at least still expected to wield heavy influence. That night as they took their rooms, they also rented a private parlor for an additional $5 per day, each to share the expense. Here they could caucus, entertain, cajole.23And here, perhaps, Rhett first learned that Memminger came prepared with a constitutional agenda of his own, and an actual draft of the document itself based on a plan he published anonymously in Charleston a few weeks before.24

That evening, and probably on the same train, the generally well regarded Nisbet reached Montgomery. He too went to the Exchange.25So did Howell Cobb, who arrived not from Georgia, but on a steamboat from New Orleans via Mobile where he had business. He came sporting a new haircut, and still chuckling good-naturedly over the quip of a Creole barber who ran his hands over Cobb’s plump face and intemperately exclaimed, “by gar, you are a fat one. I be tam—but he fat.”26A “fat one” he was, but liked even by his foes. “He was a man of amiable and conciliatory temper,” said South Carolinian William Trescott, “with a clear head, very decided opinions himself but always willing to listen and combine the opinions of others for practical action.” Curry of Alabama found in him “the docility of a child,” suspecting him too fond of convivial company and cheer to devote himself to “severe application and midnight oil.”27Cobb spent five terms in Congress, one of them as Speaker of the House. Ardent Southern rights men considered him a traitor in 1850-1851 when he supported the Compromise of 1850, and then went on to win the governorship the following year at the head of a Union party that he organized.

Sensing that estrangement from the Democratic party would mean his eventual political doom, Cobb tried to return to the fold in 1853, but only left both Unionists and state rights men suspicious. Not until 1856, when he firmly embraced the Southern rights platform, did Democrats grudgingly accept him once more. In Buchanan’s administration he was the only Deep South man of influence, and served in the cabinet right to the moment of secession. In time Cobb felt his strength in Georgia renewing. By late 1859 he even dreamed of a presidential nomination, and only a bitter debate in the state party convention in March 1860 prevented his name from being put forward in Charleston that April. Still he supported the Southern rights candidate John C. Breckinridge in the campaign that followed, and when Lincoln won he quickly declared secession the South’s only alternative.28Ambitious and opportunistic to be sure, Cobb still offered dignity, restraint, and common sense. He was a man of character to match his national reputation. Now an even bigger light than Yancey and Rhett shone in Montgomery. There was little enough bright other than these luminaries and their conversation that night. The drizzle continued all evening and the temperature fell in the darkening hours. Even the street lamps on Market cast only gloomy glows as time after time the delegates in the Exchange went to the windows. “Whilst the rain drops!—drops!—drops!” as the Mercury reporter watched, the men inside wondered just how they would make the half-mile trip up the street to the state house on Monday.29

The Chesnuts left their Camden home on February 2, changing at Branchville to run the same route as the rest of the South Carolina delegation. James Chesnut had just turned forty-six, boasted a Northern college education, and came fresh from almost eighteen years of service in the South Carolina legislature. Not even Rhett stood more dedicated to secession, though Chesnut was at once the smarter of the two, and the more practical. Elected to the United States Senate, he resigned even before secession came, in order to speed its arrival. Well before leaving home, he turned his thoughts to the course South Carolina should pursue at Montgomery, and decided it best that the delegation make no attempt to offer candidates for high office. Unity counted above all else now. Rhett was too extreme, and besides Chesnut liked him little if at all. His state had been the bully boy of secession from the beginning. It was time now to stand aside and put the new government into the hands of more moderate men, just as many of the states turned to moderates for their delegates. Speaking his mind to others in his delegation, he found that they agreed. That, in itself, was unusual. When he thought of the high offices, Chesnut thought of Davis and Stephens, and perhaps—though not definitely—in that order.30

The miles passed uneventfully as the Chesnuts steamed west across the Georgia line. Mary Chesnut was so far the only spouse to accompany a delegate. Where James was serious, uncommunicative, almost dour, she exuded vivacity. Mary Chesnut was not beautiful, though she wanted to believe men when they said she was. Yet she was remarkably intelligent and observant, quick and keen, possessed of a sure insight into character. Always a center of attention, she drew people to her in a way her husband never could. Even on this trip he remained reserved, as usual, and something of a snob, disdaining to ride in the same car with what he called “whiskey drinking, tobacco chewing rascals & rabble.”31With them, too, came her uncle, old Thomas J. Withers. Family stories said that he talked too much as a child, and he simply never stopped, and where Mary might have wished that her husband be more communicative, she prayed that her uncle would shut up. A bundle of prejudices and resentments, he never let them die, nor others stop hearing them. “He had moral courage in a high degree,” said a friend, “and cared not whom he pleased or offended.”32While some thought him quaint, even amusing, in time most found him a dreary bore who thrust himself uninvited into the most pleasant conversation and immediately launched into diatribes that all had heard innumerable times before.

Thus it probably relieved the Chesnuts when their train stopped in Union Point, Georgia, very late on February 2, and among the boarding passengers they met Tom Cobb. He had left his home in Athens a few hours before, nursing a bad cold that the heavy rains did not help, and still felt dismayed that his own wife would not come with him to Montgomery. Indeed, he very nearly resigned from the delegation rather than be separated from her.33After seventeen years of marriage, he was just as much in love with Marion Cobb as when they wed. An odd mixture, this Cobb, and neither in character nor intellect the equal of his brother Howell. At birth he weighed a staggering twentyone pounds, eight ounces! Superstition often governed him, from changing his wedding date that it might not fall on a Friday, to seeing the future in signs.34Super-religion narrowed his mind and judgment, to the point of advocating that trains should not run on Sundays. Hypocrisy blinded him to his own inconsistencies; tomorrow, Sunday, February 3, he would be riding a train into Montgomery.35And bald obstinacy and prejudice ruled his views of any who opposed him. Just thirty-seven, he showed himself an able lawyer, and a voluminous writer on political and constitutional subjects. His dedication to secession, as in all enterprises he adopted, was single-minded. Stephens believed that Cobb, even more than Toombs, bore the chief responsibility for Georgia withdrawing from the Union.



Still, he could be affable enough. Dressed in a homespun suit—with which he saw no problem in wearing kid gloves—he matched his brother for new haircuts, though friends said he looked better before the barber. Perhaps that was because the trim revealed a growing crop of gray not there even three months before. Cobb blamed current events. “The exciting anxiety of these times is telling on me,” he wrote Marion.36Yet others found him youthful still, and admired his clean shaven face. Some thought him a man of brains.37

Before Cobb boarded he conversed politely with others awaiting the same train. Puffed up by his importance in Georgia’s secession convention, Cobb thought he might be a giant in Montgomery But two others waiting with him were giants, and on a national stage, and any cordiality between him and them reached no deeper than their forced smiles.38Little Aleck Stephens visited with his beloved brother Linton in Sparta for a few days late in January, then returned to his home “Liberty Hill” in Crawfordville to pack for the trip to Montgomery Depression and second thoughts still gripped him, and on the very verge of departing he wrote to his brother that he almost wished he had refused his appointment. “It is with great reluctance I leave home.” At least he felt well, for his health generally ran from poor to abominable, and even when fit his hypochondria persuaded him otherwise.39

Surely this was the tiniest “giant” ever to tremble Southern soil. In fact he stood five feet seven inches, an average height, but his body was so frail and perpetually emaciated that most at first took him for a boy.40“A more pinched up, misshapen, dead-and-alive specimen of humanity” could not be found, said one on meeting him.41He weighed as little as eighty pounds much of the time, and never got above a hundred. Arms and hands dangled long and bony, claw-like, the joints swollen from arthritis. He stood stooped thanks to a pinched nerve in his spine. Everything that could afflict man’s internal organs attacked him, from angina to colitis. Migraine headaches incapacitated him. Pneumonia almost killed him three times. Diarrhea robbed his bones of their little flesh. Pasty, pale skin hung about his face, innumerable wrinkles emanating spoke-like from his eyes. Coarse, wispy, graying hair straggled loosely about his protruding ears. Only his blazing black eyes showed life. In nine days he would turn forty-nine, but many at first mistook him for a wizened old woman of eighty.42Typically, he described himself as “a malformed ill-shaped half finished thing.”43And to a life dominated by physical pain, he added near-constant emotional turmoil. He fell in love one time, perhaps more, but for his freakish physiognomy there could be no hope of finding a mate. For him enduring love was restricted to his brother Linton, his dog Rio, and the South. Little Aleck made a most unlikely giant.

Yet he towered on the national stage. Stephens spent sixteen years in Congress, at first a Whig, then a Democrat. Though always a strong proponent of Southern rights at all times, he retained a firm attachment to the Union whenever compromise seemed possible. In 1850 he joined with Cobb in forming Georgia’s Union party, and a decade later supported the Douglas candidacy as the only means to avert calamity. Unlike Cobb, his last-ditch stand against secession and grudging acquiescence in the inevitable cost him little good will among Southern rights men outside Georgia. His chief enemies were the Cobbs themselves, and the hotheads like Bartow. For the rest, friends and opponents alike regarded him as eighty pounds of intellect and principle. He held few hopes for this present mission. There seemed to him to be a “want of high integrity, loyalty to principle, and pure, disinterested patriotism” in the men running this movement.” “My word for it,” he told a friend the day he left, “this country is in a great deal worse condition than the people are at all aware of.” He distrusted men like Rhett, fearing they would dominate the convention. “They are selfish, ambitious, and unscrupulous.”44

The other giant with him seemed his absolute opposite. Robert Toombs, just six months older than Stephens, looked years younger. They had been friends for a quarter-century, a relationship grown into deep and abiding love as Stephens saw in Toombs the physical man he could never be, and Toombs rightly recognized a power of intellect greater than his own. This Georgian was a big man, six feet tall or more, of solid frame and broad shoulders. Long, shiny black hair rimmed a strong face, and flew about like a lion’s mane as he shook his head while speaking. His face perpetually changed from smile to scowl, stopping at every intermediate expression, dominated always by brilliantly white teeth and lawless dark eyes that to Varina Davis betokened his character.45

Toombs invited superlatives. “Bob Toombs!” roared a train conductor who knew him. “His brain is as big as a barrel and his heart is as big as a hogshead.” “Princely, royal, kingly, even god like,” said another, “were the words with which men tried in vain to tell what they saw in him.”46Stephens, usually objective toward Toombs in spite of their deep friendship, thought him one of the most extraordinary men he ever met. He proved a lightning quick study at whatever he undertook. During the 1850 compromise debates in the Senate, Toombs listened to the discussions with one ear, while reading a French play and roaring with laughter.47

Indeed, there lay his tragic weakness. Everything came too easily to him, and that combined with an impulsive nature work against him. Stephens deplored Toombs’s lack of self-control and mental discipline. “He has brain enough, if its energy had been properly directed, to govern an empire.”48Yet he reined neither ambitions nor passions, making his spontaneity both blessing and curse. “No one else has ever made such perfect and telling impromptus as Toombs,” Stephens said, while a much younger friend marveled at his “brilliant snatches, his sudden uprisings, his thawing humor, and flashing wit.” But these same friends saw as well his propensity to lapse into harsh language in the heat of debate, his indiscretion, and an instinct toward hyperbole even in pleasant conversation. He swore profoundly.49Then there was the drink. Stephens sipped alcohol by the tablespoon several times a day, thinking erroneously that it aided his health. All it did was turn him into a latent alcoholic.50Toombs’s consumption was small by comparison with other sober men, but he could not handle the little that he drank.

He, too, joined with Cobb and Stephens in the Union party in 1850, and it did not hurt him. After one term in Congress, he won a Senate seat in 1852 and held it until he resigned on January 7, 1861, now convinced that compromise with the North was no longer possible. From that moment he became an ardent secessionist, and from that time dated his brief estrangement from Stephens. But the bond between them was too great to be broken even by disunion. As they boarded the train, they grew closer again with each day.

Tom Cobb disliked that closeness between two such powerful potential foes in Montgomery. But they were all polite, and during the ride, as he did whenever possible, Cobb bragged on his little one-year-old daughter Maria, and how she could walk, dance, play the toy drum, even talk—and of course pray.51Stephens talked of his plantation, or made gallant pleasantries and quips for Mary Chesnut’s benefit. When the train stopped in Atlanta, he failed even to notice Patton Anderson boarding their car, now on his second trip from Florida to Montgomery in a week. The two served a term in Congress together a few years before, but a western sojourn left the modest Anderson much changed in appearance. During the balance of the trip he often looked at Stephens several seats away, but decided not to introduce himself for fear the great Georgian would not remember him.52



The next morning, February 3, about an hour out of West Point their train stopped at Opelika, Alabama, and Francis Bartow joined them in the last car on the train.53He was a bold, posturing, but lightweight politician. Thanks to being captain for the past four years of the Oglethorpe Light Infantry, a militia company composed of the cream of Savannah society, he fancied himself a military hero waiting to happen. Fully a month before Georgia’s secession he told Governor Brown that he stood “ready for action” and that he and his men meant “to be taken at our word.”54Here, at least, was an ally for Tom Cobb. They shared much the same stature, and they both disliked the giants.

In preference to Cobb and Bartow, Little Aleck and Toombs spent most of the trip talking with the Chestnuts. Mary believed that Southern prospects looked bright, and her husband expressed a conviction that there would be no war, especially if the Border States joined with them.55Stephens argued to the contrary. “I see great troubles ahead,” he would say, and from the first he believed that secession must in the end lead to blood.56

From this their talk turned to the coming convention in Montgomery. Stephens and Chesnut spoke for some time on the pending organization of the new government, and especially the need to get the executive cabinet departments up and functioning as quickly as possible. Both agreed, as did Toombs, that the times demanded more than mere consultations, or simply drafting a constitution and then referring it back to the state conventions for ratification before putting a government into operation. That could take a month—even two months or more. The only way to meet the crisis was for the convention to draft a provisional constitution and thereby assume unto itself the powers of a congress, in expectation that the several states would later ratify their action. It would be a dangerous move. Beyond doubt it represented a usurpation of authority not specifically granted by some of the conventions. And should even one of the several conventions repudiate the actions of such a congress, there loomed the specter of a state or states going it on their own, seceding, as it were, from the seceders. The bundle of sticks would come untied, inviting disaster for them all. But they had before them the example of 1776, when another body of delegates went beyond its mandate. It had worked once. It could work again.57
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