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“I have reached this city of Washington under circumstances considerably differing from those under which any other man has ever reached it.”

—Abraham Lincoln, Response to a Serenade, February 28, 1861
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PREFACE

        There are some books you turn back to again and again. For me, Ted Widmer’s Lincoln on the Verge: Thirteen Days to Washington is one of those books. On page after page of this wonderful book, I have found lessons and inspiration as Widmer tells the story of Lincoln in a new way.

        I have always loved to read American history, especially about the Civil War. My great-great-grandfather, Samuel Fletcher Cheney, enlisted to fight with the 21st Ohio Volunteer Infantry and fought for four long years to defend “the unity of our Nation, and the perpetuity of institutions,” as a regimental historian wrote. Every generation of Americans has been charged with defending our institutions and our freedoms.

        I read Lincoln on the Verge in the weeks after the 2020 election when our institutions were indeed threatened. In Widmer’s book, I learned for the first time the details of the counting of electoral votes in 1861 and the concerns that Confederate sympathizers might try to seize the mahogany boxes holding the votes or attack the Capitol itself. Perhaps it was Providence that led me to read this only a few weeks before January 6th when the Capitol was invaded and the electoral votes in mahogany boxes were again at risk.

        The story of our nation is, in many ways, a story of leaders who have appeared at precisely the moment we needed them. There is no greater example of this than Lincoln. Widmer’s gripping tale is about Lincoln’s perilous 1861 train trip to Washington—and so much more. It is about Lincoln the man, and how he thought about America. It gives us insight into how he saved the Union and provides an invaluable perspective into threats we still face today.

        I have always revered Lincoln, and I was eager to learn more abouthis railroad odyssey, at a moment when the slightest misstep might have doomed his presidency. This is a stunning story and the details are immensely important. How did Lincoln make it to Washington when so many people were trying to stop him? How close did his opponents come to succeeding? What was the source of his iron will to preserve the Union?

        I found all that and more in Lincoln on the Verge. As a reader, I was drawn into the mounting drama of Lincoln’s struggle to make it through the heartland to Washington, against so many obstacles. I was moved reading again about Lincoln’s reverence for our founding principles and the power of his fidelity to our founding documents.

        Widmer also recounts Lincoln’s final train journey, when his coffin was carried back to Springfield in a passenger car named The United States. In these pages, readers feel the emotion of standing by the side of the tracks in mourning as our forebears did all those years ago.

        As we face the challenges of our time, Lincoln offers sublime wisdom to a nation that still needs him. In a speech to another Ohio regiment, in 1864, he explained the ongoing work of America, in a way that any of those young soldiers could understand. They were fighting not for any individual cause, but to give everyone “an open field and a fair chance.” They were fighting “not merely for today, but for all time to come.” In particular, they were fighting for family members they might never know—as Lincoln phrased it, “our children’s children.”

        That speech is quoted in Lincoln on the Verge and has great resonance still today. We all have an obligation to read American history and learn from it. I hope new readers will find here what I did – the lessons of a great leader to guide us into the future and renew our faith in ourselves.

        —Liz Cheney




    
CAST OF CHARACTERS


	
HENRY ADAMS: historian and observer, son of Representative Charles F. Adams (Sr.) of Massachusetts

	
JOHN WILKES BOOTH: successful actor with Southern sympathies

	
JAMES BUCHANAN: fifteenth president of the United States

	
ANDREW CARNEGIE: assistant to Thomas Scott of the Pennsylvania Railroad

	
LUCIUS CHITTENDEN: Vermont delegate to Washington Peace Conference

	
JEFFERSON DAVIS: president-elect of the Confederate States of America

	
DOROTHEA DIX: mental-health advocate with extensive political connections in the South

	
FREDERICK DOUGLASS: antislavery advocate, author

	
ELMER ELLSWORTH: organizer of Zouave militias

	
SAMUEL FELTON: president of the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad

	
CYPRIANO FERRANDINI: Corsican immigrant and barber in Baltimore

	
MILLARD FILLMORE: thirteenth president of the United States

	
HANNIBAL HAMLIN: vice president-elect of the United States

	
JOHN HAY: assistant secretary to Abraham Lincoln

	
GEORGE W. HAZZARD: captain in the United States Army
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MARY ANN CUSTIS LEE: great-granddaughter of Martha Washington, and wife of Robert E. Lee

	
ROBERT E. LEE: lieutenant colonel in the United States Army

	
ABRAHAM LINCOLN: president-elect of the United States

	
MARY TODD LINCOLN: wife of Abraham Lincoln
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TAD LINCOLN: son of Abraham Lincoln
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FREDERICK SEWARD: son of and assistant to William Henry Seward

	
WILLIAM HENRY SEWARD: New York senator and future secretary of state

	
ALEXANDER STEPHENS: vice president-elect of the Confederate States of America

	
CHARLES P. STONE: aide to Winfield Scott and colonel in the United States Army
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JOHN TYLER: tenth president of the United States

	
EDWIN SUMNER: colonel in the United States Army
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ELIHU WASHBURNE: friend to Abraham Lincoln, Illinois member of the House of Representatives

	
THURLOW WEED: New York political boss
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    Troy, Kansas






PROLOGUE THE HOLY TOWN OF TROY



Tell me about a complicated man.

Muse, tell me how he wandered and was lost

when he had wrecked the holy town of Troy,

and where he went, and who he met, the pain

he suffered in the storms at sea, and how

he worked to save his life and bring his men

back home….

Tell the old story for our modern times.

Find the beginning.

—Homer, The Odyssey, book 1, lines 1–111



The wind whips across the prairie in late November, hinting at the wrath of winter to come. In 1859 a German immigrant, Henry Villard, was fighting the cold as he drove his wagon east from Colorado, where he had been living among gold prospectors. Villard had a long way to go—650 miles in all—snaking along the Platte River, through Nebraska and Kansas, as he made his way back toward the Missouri River, and civilization. He survived by constantly gathering buffalo chips, or dried dung, which he burned to stay warm and cook his meals. At night, he slept outdoors, covered with buffalo pelts. “The prairie traveler is not particular about toilette,” noted an English traveler after meeting a rough specimen in the same parts, who unsheathed a long knife he called his “Arkansas toothpick.”2 One night it snowed eighteen inches, but Villard kept going, desperate to reach his destination before more storms came through.

Thirty miles west of Saint Joseph, Missouri, Villard saw a distant speck on the immense horizon, growing larger, kicking up dust. As it came closer, the speck grew into a horse and buggy, with two occupants. Surprisingly, Villard recognized one of the passengers. He had been in Illinois a year earlier, during the excitement of the Lincoln-Douglas debates, and as the carriage approached, he began to make out the ungainly form of Abraham Lincoln himself, four hundred miles west of where he normally could be found.3

Lincoln laughed when he realized that Villard had transformed himself into a full-fledged pioneer. A year earlier, Lincoln had known him as a clean-shaven reporter for the German-American press. Now he was almost unrecognizable beneath a luxuriant beard and all those buffalo pelts. For his part, Villard was amazed to encounter Lincoln, still smooth-faced, with nothing to protect him from the prairie wind except a short overcoat and no covering for his long legs. To make matters worse, he was heading directly into the rough weather Villard had put behind him.

It was a frigid morning, and the wind blew in from the Northwest—“cuttingly,” as Villard put it. Not far away, in Leavenworth, the Missouri River was beginning to freeze as the thermometer plunged toward zero. Lincoln was already shivering in his exposed buggy, with no roof and a great distance still to go. But he was determined to continue, for he had a speaking engagement, and there could be no rest in the struggle to prevent the spread of slavery into these wide-open spaces. Villard offered one of his buffalo robes, which Lincoln accepted gratefully.

After a short chat, they separated, two ships passing in opposite directions. Travelers often compared the prairie to a vast inland ocean—Herman Melville thought it looked like “the bed of a dried-up sea,” with its undulating grassy billows resembling waves.4 In his prairie schooner, Lincoln kept sailing into the cold.

A different account picks up the thread soon after. A young writer, Albert Richardson, was crossing the prairie along a different vector that same day. His destination was a small cluster of wooden structures ambitiously called Troy. The tiny Kansas settlement (population 131) aspired to be a city someday, but “save a shabby frame courthouse, a tavern, and a few shanties, its urban glories were visible only to the eye of faith.” In the piercing cold, it looked even worse than usual. Richardson wrote, “The sweeping prairie wind rocked the crazy buildings, and cut the faces of travelers like a knife.”

The English traveler, Richard Burton, was even harsher. He recorded, “Passing through a few wretched shanties called Troy,” the very name of which was an “insult to the memory” of the ancient citadel described by Homer. Burton had been through the desert wastes of the Arabian Peninsula and the jungles of Africa, but he considered these prairie landscapes among the most desolate he had ever seen, and likened them to “the ends of the earth.”5

Troy was Lincoln’s destination as well. He had been invited to talk about slavery, in the heart of the Kansas Territory that had seen so much bloodletting. The small town with the crazy buildings was not much more than a smudge on the map. But it was on the front lines of an argument that had raged across Kansas for five years, pitting slavery’s critics and defenders against one another. In small towns like this, from door to door, the great question of America’s future was being settled. Would this country be free, in keeping with the Declaration of Independence and its hymn to human rights? Or would it would be a permanent slave society, with no rights of any kind for the wrong sort of humans?

As Lincoln had noted a year earlier, it could not be both at the same time. Did all people have rights, as the Declaration claimed? Or was that an elaborate deception—a bit of pretty writing designed to obscure a harsher reality, like the Corinthian columns that they thrust in front of their courthouses and penitentiaries?

Was democracy a sham? Did the words mean anything at all?

It was hard to draw confidence from Washington, D.C., where there were plenty of words, most of which meant nothing. As the year was ending, the president of the United States, James Buchanan, was finishing his third annual message to Congress. It was a remarkable document, full of the contortions that were necessary to believe that America stood proudly for both slavery and freedom. Buchanan praised a recent Supreme Court decision, in the case of Dred Scott, a slave who argued that he had become free after years of living in Northern states. The Court denied his petition, and went on to rule that African-Americans held no rights of any kind. The president tried to claim this as a humane act, one that would enshrine slavery as a national institution, radiating “kindness and humanity.”

Then Buchanan tacked in the opposite direction and piously celebrated the end of the African slave trade, an atrocity could never be permitted in “a Christian and moral nation.” Except that it was permitted all the time. The slave trade had never been suppressed, despite its apparent end five decades earlier. Slavers routinely plied the waters off Africa, flaunting the American flag, as if they, and not their critics, were carrying out the true purpose of the nation.

As Buchanan was writing, a huge ship, the Clotilda, was in Mobile, Alabama, being fitted out for a journey to capture slaves from Africa. Its owner had wagered that he could easily avoid any punishment from a federal government too weak to notice and too corrupt to care. It would set sail on March 4, 1860, exactly a year before the next president would be inaugurated.6

For all of these reasons, Lincoln had shivered his way across the prairie. He understood that these insults would simply never end unless Americans restored meaning to the words and began the long journey of reclaiming their republic.

As he came into Troy, Lincoln may have found the hamlet underwhelming. If so, the townsfolk were all too happy to say the same thing about him. When he arrived, they noticed that the awkward visitor was turning “blue with cold,” despite the buffalo robes.

That night, forty people came out to hear him speak inside the bare-walled courthouse. It was not a large crowd, but out here, every vote counted. Without knowing his political future—he had not held office for more than a decade—Lincoln was pulled toward these places, not yet defined, where he could argue for a better America. He had been reading the words of the founders, looking for references to slavery, like a doctor seeking to isolate a bacillus. Here on the front lines, he wanted to share what he knew.7

Albert Richardson had vaguely heard of Lincoln and was curious to hear him. As he began his remarks, Richardson was surprised that Lincoln had ever run for anything. Even before the first words came out, his physical awkwardness was evident, as he struggled to appear dignified at the podium. Audiences expecting immaculately clad politicians were invariably disappointed when Lincoln arrived in his rumpled suit, and his strange body language made things worse. He seemed shy at first, as if he would rather be anywhere else. He spoke with few gestures and none of the operatic drama that audiences expected from their orators—the verbal crescendos, the quavering accusations, the pointed fingers and arched eyebrows. He simply conversed with them, like a farmer from the next county, sprinkling his remarks with pungent, rustic stories.

If the Illinoisans considered this a great man, Richardson wondered, their ideas must be “very peculiar.” But slowly Lincoln drew him in, then overwhelmed him with the clarity of his logic, the depth of his research, and the growing force of his argument against slavery. Richardson said that it felt like watching a blacksmith forge a chain, link by link. It was irresistible.

Lincoln spoke to the small gathering for an hour and three-quarters. When it was over, the audience turned to a prominent local slave owner, from Kentucky, for his rebuttal. He stood up and said that he could never agree with the doctrines that had just been argued, but that it was “the most able—the most logical—speech I ever listened to.”8

That same evening, John Brown was enjoying his last few hours on earth. The antislavery crusader had been captured after his raid on Harper’s Ferry, and condemned to death. The next morning, he was executed. Before the sentence was carried out, he wrote, “I, John Brown, am now quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with blood.”9 Among the people watching him die were Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and John Wilkes Booth.10

The next morning, Lincoln was asked to speak again, in Leavenworth. There he made a startling prediction, speaking aloud to the South. “If constitutionally we elect a president,” he began, and in response, “you undertake to destroy the Union,” then “it will be our duty to deal with you as old John Brown has been dealt with.”11 It was as if he could already see the future. Somehow he knew that the South would secede if it lost its stranglehold on the presidency. It would pull out of the Union, not because it had been invaded, or coerced, but simply because it did not like the result of an election.

In fact, that very morning, a remarkable blueprint of the future was offered to the reading public. As Lincoln was turning blue on the prairie, an article in the New York Herald described a secret plan already hatching. With grim precision, it explained how the South’s political masters were preparing for the possibility that a “black Republican” would win the upcoming presidential election. If that happened, they would be ready, on short notice, to declare an “independent Southern confederacy.” One by one, the Southern states would secede, while taking care to leave a quorum of Southern politicians behind in Washington—just enough to immobilize the federal government. During the long four-month interregnum between the election and the inauguration, they would organize a new country around a resurgent Slave Power. A civil war would soon follow—the article used the phrase—which the South would win.12

The South always won. Southerners had won most of the presidential elections, they controlled the lion’s share of the patronage, and they dominated the Southern city where the government resided. They were adroit political insiders, skilled at getting their way. To start a new country in 1860 was almost an afterthought for these cynical operatives; they could do it simply for “the fun of the thing,” as a Washington newspaper put it, after reviewing news of the secret plan.

Southerners had threatened to walk out before, and the author of the article wondered if this was another example of the “Southern scarecrow”—more bluster than reality. But scarecrows could be plenty terrifying. A witness to John Brown’s execution thought that he resembled a “corn-field scarecrow” as he dangled from his noose, with his body twisting and his coat skirts fluttering in a light breeze.13

As he came through Troy, Lincoln was a distant long shot for higher office. He had lost his bid for the Senate a year earlier, and he would be left off all the lists of possible presidential candidates prepared at the end of 1859. But as travelers noted, the wind could shift quickly in the West. A year earlier, Lincoln’s friend Elihu Washburne, an Illinois Congressman, had noticed the strong gusts “sweeping down the prairies” as he came into Freeport, Illinois, to hear a momentous debate between Lincoln and Stephen Douglas, whose sparkling career had always seemed so impressive next to Lincoln’s.14 Thousands of years earlier, the Greeks had named the western wind Zephyrus. They considered it a harbinger of change.

Less than a year later, Lincoln would be elected president of the United States. He had encountered many rivals, of much greater sophistication. They had access to more money than he did; superior political networks; greater national stature. He had destroyed all of them.

It was not merely the blacksmith’s chain of unassailable logic or the way he looked—awkward, yet American. It was also his willingness to go the extra mile for a cause he believed in. That was no figure of speech: Lincoln was traveling in an ever-widening circumference as he argued for the nation’s soul. To press his case, he raced across the continent’s great distances, to meet the people in all of the neighborhoods where they lived—in Troy and a hundred other places.

Each locality deepened him and bolstered him for the longer journey to come. He went to Cincinnati to meet with German immigrants and to Wisconsin to speak to farmers. As he made his way across Kansas in late 1859, a newspaper reported that Lincoln’s legs were so gangly that his knees “stood up like the hind joints of a grasshopper’s legs.”15 Gangly, but strong from leaping from one prairie town to the next.

Soon he would jump all the way to New York, where he would give his biggest speech yet, in February 1860, at the Cooper Union, before an audience of urban sophisticates. It was chock-full of all the ideas that he was testing out before these frigid Kansas audiences. Troy was little more than a tiny settlement at the edge of the map, but all of these places mattered. Here at the western fringe, the country’s future was being determined. Against the backdrop of a vast sky and a horizon that stretched as far as the eye could see, Lincoln pleaded for a better version of the United States.

As it turned out, this trip marked the farthest west he ever came.16 The next day, he visited a few more small towns, then returned to Springfield, ready for a new year to begin, full of promise. He had important work to do. Eighteen days after his visit to Troy, Lincoln sent an autobiographical sketch to a friend. In it, he remembered how far he had come since he, too, lived on a frontier. His schooling had been sketchy in southern Indiana, where teachers were hard to come by. If someone wandered into the settlement with a rudimentary knowledge of Latin or Greek, he was looked upon as a kind of “wizzard”—a word Lincoln spelled with two z’s, as if to stress the point.17

But Lincoln had overcome these obstacles the way he overcame so many others: by simply walking in search of what he needed. Locomotion had never failed him. As a youth, he gathered knowledge in all the ways he could, reading voraciously in the meager private libraries that he could find. Stories abound of long walks Lincoln took to find books, many miles from home. In these simple journeys, he grew, and as he read, he grew more, as if one kind of journey led to the other. Many of his cherished books described long quests. Robinson Crusoe was an early favorite; he likely read Don Quixote as well. An old neighbor later recalled that a dog-eared copy of Homer was passed around from settlement to settlement.18 Even after thousands of years, the strange stories of the Iliad and the Odyssey had lost none of their power to bewitch listeners.

Perhaps no book inflamed Lincoln’s imagination more than John Bunyan’s The Pilgrim’s Progress, and its story of an epic voyage through a sinful nation. Although written in seventeenth-century England, the book was widely read by Americans, and, in some ways, its geography seemed to fit the United States. The object of the pilgrimage was a shimmering Celestial City, which, like Washington, was perched upon a hill. Its resplendent buildings could be glimpsed from a great distance, but the actual approach was treacherous, thanks to a River of Death that ran adjacent.

To even get close, a traveler had to cross interminable swamps and bogs, all too familiar to Americans used to terrible road conditions. Even worse were all the sinkholes of sin, tempting pilgrims away from the straight and narrow path. Bunyan described a wicked city called Vanity Fair, which resembled New York in uncanny ways, with citizens who obsessed over their luxuries, and realtors who were unapologetically in league with Beelzebub.

With his imagination fired by his reading, a teenage Lincoln went out into the world; tentatively at first, but then further, almost as if an unseen hand were guiding him forward. He was often described as slow moving and slow thinking when he was younger, but a raw energy coursed below those deceptive surfaces. As a flatboat pilot, he earned his first few coins ferrying people across the Ohio River, an apprenticeship inside the very boundary that separated the North from the South. Then he earned his independence with longer trips downriver, toward New Orleans. It was there, according to family lore, that he saw slavery in its ugliest form, with a young woman for sale on an auction block, and rival bidders probing her to determine how high they would bid. His “heart bled” at these scenes, and he resolved that if he ever had a chance to strike back at slavery, he would “hit it hard.”19

He continued to move, overcoming obstacles and clearing them so that others might follow. Lincoln was a natural leveler, with a talent for smoothing away snags and hazards. A student of rivers, he invented a flotation device to help lift a boat over a sandbar if it ran aground. In his legal work, he helped to remove obstacles for the railroads that were bringing so many families into the West. All of that fit his vision of a flat society, welcoming to all. It was a vision of a moral universe, in which hardship existed, but people could eventually make their way, on life’s journey, toward a safe haven. The arc of that journey might be long, but it ultimately bent toward Troy, and a thousand other hamlets where people were hard at work, tilling the earth and building new lives.

Slavery had no place in such a vision. It made democracy look absurd. It violated every one of the rights proclaimed by the Declaration—not just life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, but the general idea that a government derives legitimacy from consent. It could not be legislated away from the Southern states where it had always existed, but it could be kept out of great spaces of the West. Here at the edge, it was possible to find a better path.
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Alexander Gardner, On the Great Plains, in Kansas, Near Monument, 385 Miles West of the Missouri River, 186720



But to hit slavery hard, he would need to complete a difficult journey of his own. Sometimes the journey was literal, as in late 1859, when Henry Villard encountered him, turning blue with cold, on his way to Troy. At other times, it was a reader’s journey, as he sorted through the writings of the founders, seeking reliable landmarks to steer by. Sharp observers noted how much the words meant to him; he became even taller as he straightened himself to read the Declaration of Independence.

Yet as Lincoln entered the labyrinth of their writings, he often encountered impediments they had left behind. It was not merely that the founders contradicted one another—and themselves—changing their stories as they aged.21 In other ways, as well, they made it difficult for anyone to alter the edifice that they had built. One was the decision to locate the edifice in a Southern place, at a sleepy bend in the Potomac River. Somehow, Washington was a part of the problem. On the morning that John Brown was executed, a New York newspaper noted that the noose and a sixteen-foot rope of cotton had been “carefully knit” in neighboring Alexandria.22

It had always been like that: the thread always led back to Washington. Just when it seemed like slavery might be on its way toward extinction, a toxic exhalation would belch from a gaseous air pocket near the Potomac, to protect it for another generation. In his reading, Lincoln had found many instances when the nation’s architects expressed a private hope that the peculiar institution might, someday, expire. But there was always the problem of this capital, chosen by the founders, which had turned into a citadel for the very institution that they claimed to despise.

To hit at slavery, it would be necessary to somehow penetrate the citadel’s defenses. That would require a great deal of cunning. To begin, it was not easy to reach, even for a river pilot who could get his flatboat around just about any obstacle. The capital had been at Washington since 1800, after a deal that was brokered over a mysterious dinner party at Thomas Jefferson’s rented dwelling in Lower Manhattan around June 20, 1790. It is remarkable how many of the details remain shrouded in secrecy, from what may have been the most important bit of horse trading in American history.

We know that Alexander Hamilton and James Madison were there, and we have other details, adding flavor. The meal was prepared by James Hemings, an enslaved chef, who had spent years in Paris, along with his younger sister, Sally, serving Jefferson’s complicated needs. On a windowsill, Jefferson was growing seedlings, “luxuriantly,” as part of a project to diversify Southern agriculture. These included a sample of East Indian mountain rice gathered on the Pacific island of Timor by British Royal Navy captain William Bligh, who a year earlier had endured a mutiny on his ship, the HMS Bounty, and a 3,600-mile ride in a twenty-three-foot launch. It is possible that a few grains of that heroic rice enhanced the dinner.23

There are no transcripts of the conversation that evening. But soon after, Hamilton’s economic program was funded by a Congress that had been opposed to it. Coincidentally, the Southern dream of moving the capital to a permanent location along the Potomac was approved around the same time. In all likelihood, a deal was struck.

Yet it was a curious location for many reasons, far less accessible than its promoters had boasted. They had predicted that a great city would spring into existence with no labor at all, and an immense traffic would simply flow down the Potomac from the interior. Jefferson promised that the river would “pour into our lap the whole commerce of the Western World.”24

Unfortunately, they had taken some liberties with the truth. Above Washington, the Potomac was impassable, because of waterfalls and dangerous rocks that Lincoln’s flotation device could never get over.25 Below, the river meandered inconclusively for more than 160 miles before reaching Chesapeake Bay, ensuring that it would never be an important artery. Not that it was entirely useless: George Washington noted that the Potomac held “an inexhaustible fund of manure.” That would help local farmers, but a shallow, brackish river was less ideal for a sparkling new seat of government.26

Yet if Washington was ill-suited for commerce or industry, it compensated with a remarkable ability to talk about itself as if no other place existed. This may be the only city that lobbied itself into existence. An early indigenous name for the region was Cohongarooton, or Honking Geese, and loud claims of self-importance were audible from the start.27 The boosters promised that the new city would be larger than London within a decade. It would soon be the greatest city of all time, so virtuous that its mere existence would bring comfort to people around the world, including “sufferers in the wilds of Siberia.”28 The “children of future ages” would someday regard it with “rapture” as “the only imperial city ever yet founded on the immutable and eternal principles of liberty and reason.”29

Still, doubts lingered. “Liberty and reason” seemed a stretch for a capital that openly embraced human servitude and exploded into a rage as soon as anyone noted the fact. Enslaved African-Americans were ubiquitous in Washington, performing the labor that kept legislators comfortable in the sweltering Southern city. By locating their capital here, the founders conceded an enormous advantage to the Slave Power at the birth of the republic. Since then, politicians had come and gone, promising that slavery would disappear someday. But it had only grown stronger, thanks to the machinations of insiders and lobbyists, growing like weeds in this congenial habitat.

For Northerners, it was a challenge to even get to Washington. The roads south of the Mason-Dixon Line were treacherous, as a New Yorker, Gouverneur Morris, found on his way to Thomas Jefferson’s inauguration in 1801. It took him ten hours to travel the twenty-five miles from Annapolis, Maryland, after his carriage became stuck in the mud. Facetiously, he wrote, “This is the best city of the world to live in—in the future.”30

For Westerners it was even harder, especially as the frontier kept moving across the continent, and the distances grew longer. Predictably, presidents began to arrive from the newer states. But the trip was nearly as punishing as the job itself. Indeed, the hardship of the journey may have killed William Henry Harrison, coming in from the far West of his day. In 1841 Harrison took fifteen days to travel from Cincinnati to Washington (where he arrived in a snowstorm on his sixty-eighth birthday). His progress was impeded when his steamboat hit a rock at Pittsburgh, and by a constant stream of local receptions, which weakened him well before he arrived. He died a month into his presidency.31

Eight years later, it took Zachary Taylor a full month to get from Baton Rouge, Louisiana, to Washington. Along the way, the presidential party was detained over and over again. A rudder accident stopped his progress on the Mississippi, near Memphis. They went aground again near Marietta, Ohio. In Madison, Indiana, he was injured by a falling trunk. Near Moundsville, in what is now West Virginia, he and his entourage were reduced to trudging through snow. The endless journey seemed like a grueling foretaste of the presidency itself, a kind of death march toward a city that barely existed.32

These continuing problems raised existential doubts about democracy, nagging at Americans despite their voracious appetite for more territory. Was the country simply too big to govern itself? Were the regions too far apart? These were legitimate questions, going back to the founding of the republic, when many wondered if smaller republics would work better. Could the people’s representatives work together over a great distance? Had the founders not complained vociferously against England’s King George III, in the Declaration of Independence, for summoning legislators to inconvenient locations?

One of the two guests at Thomas Jefferson’s dinner party, James Madison, had pondered these questions as he and Jefferson’s other guest, Alexander Hamilton, wrote most of the Federalist Papers, the essays that explained the new form of government they were creating. In Federalist 14, Madison argued that distance was not a problem. As long as the elected representatives could get to one spot, all would be fine, and in theory, “a republic may be extended over a large region.” How large, exactly, would depend on how often they had to meet, and how good the roads were. Madison tried to be exact: “The natural limit of a republic is that distance from the centre which will barely allow the representatives to meet as often as may be necessary for the administration of public affairs.”

But how often was “barely” enough?33 And how far could the line be drawn? Across the Mississippi? The Rockies? To the North Pole? To the equator? Could a president someday be born halfway across the Pacific—say, in the Sandwich Islands, as Hawaii was then known? That seemed unlikely, but American sea captains were already girdling the earth.

The decision to move the capital to a sleepy, shallow river with poor roads did not solve these riddles. This was “the centre”? Madison put the best face he could on the situation by promising that Americans would spend the money necessary to build roads from one distant part of their huge territory to another.34 But that was hardly a foregone conclusion in a country that had recently completed a revolution over excessive tax measures and was simmering with resentment over new levies to support the federal structure coming into existence. By placing their capital in such an inaccessible place, the founders increased the burden of proof. There might come a time when the simple act of getting to Washington would become so difficult for a president-elect that it would place the entire experiment in jeopardy.

What if all the difficulties anticipated in the Federalist Papers—regional tensions, unscrupulous leaders, and a dysfunctional Congress—happened at precisely the same moment? What if the person elected to solve them was forced to travel over the greatest distance yet, only to arrive at a capital filled with people who wanted to kill him? What if his election was the cause of shattering the Union that the founders had built with a jeweler’s precision? What if these turbulent emotions stemmed from slavery, the deepest problem of them all, so rarely mentioned by the founders in their visionary pronouncements, but so enmeshed within the edifice?

Surely these difficulties would give reason to believe, as so many foreign observers did, that the United States of America was at best a forlorn aspiration. Was it not doomed to end like so many of the other imperfect republics cited by the Federalist Papers—Carthage, Rome, and Venice—in a pile of toppled Corinthian columns, broken under the weight of their ambition? In fact, that is what Washington looked like as the United States entered the greatest crisis in its history. Its buildings were as crazy as Troy’s, half finished, built too far apart, at strange angles. To the untrained eye, it was unclear if this city of ruins was on the way up or down. Perhaps the glorified people were simply not up the challenge? In Federalist 39, Madison argued for “the capacity of mankind for self-government.” But he seemed unsure, and who could blame him? As he admitted, no genuine republic had ever been created.

In such a situation, the journey to the White House would become something more perilous—it would become a quest to save the very form of government that the founders, with all their imperfections, had bequeathed. It would become an odyssey to save democracy, as it were, from itself.

Much depended on the outcome. Democracy was in retreat around the world, and the failures of the French Revolution and the revolutions of 1848 had not exactly increased confidence in the people. But if Americans could conquer their demons, they might show the world a better way. A daring claim for human dignity had been proclaimed, along with independence, at the beginning of the experiment. The two aspirations reinforced each other, like architectural counterweights, bearing the mass of a cathedral. Government of the people depended, in theory, upon a decent respect for all people.

But it was not clear that democracy would survive, especially if the United States broke apart. It had failed so many times, John Adams seemed to expect it. In 1814 he wrote, “Democracy never lasts long. It soon wastes exhausts and murders itself. There never was a Democracy Yet, that did not commit suicide.”35

Within a year of Lincoln’s visit to Troy, that prophecy seemed to be fulfilling itself. The very act of selecting a leader had nearly destroyed the people’s government. It was not simply that the Southern states were seceding; they were also spreading contempt for the basic assumptions of democracy. Hostility to the Declaration of Independence, with its soaring claim of human rights, was as fundamental to the Confederacy as Lincoln’s embrace of the Declaration was to the Union. It was, in short, a race between two competing philosophies. That race would become literal in February 1861, as Lincoln tried to reach Washington, while his rival, Jefferson Davis, hurried toward his own inauguration in Montgomery, Alabama.

The stakes could not have been higher. If Lincoln succeeded, the United States would endure a bit longer and perhaps inspire others around the world to seek freedom in their own ways. If he failed, the country would splinter into at least two fragments, and probably more, after the logic of secession sheared off Texas, Utah, and California. But the time had come to decide, once and for all, what kind of country this was.

Later, Lincoln’s admirers would seek to explain his achievement in almost mythological language. His secretary, John Hay, called him “an earth-giant, like autumnus,” who “always gains strength by contact with his mother earth.” Ralph Waldo Emerson eulogized him as a “native, aboriginal man,” “an acorn from the oak,” as if he had grown out of the western mud. That description might have fit on the day he arrived in Troy, clad in a heavy buffalo skin. But Lincoln was not an earth-giant, or a tree. He was simply a clear thinker who studied his country’s past, charted the best course he could, and stayed true to it. His moral compass worked.

That gave him a remarkable assurance as he endured setbacks that would have overwhelmed most. He was canny, he was lucky, and he was stubborn. As America’s problems mounted, in the summer of 1860 he wrote to a young man, disappointed by a rejection, “You can not fail, if you reasonably determine, that you will not.”36

From Troy, Lincoln came back to fulfill his destiny. But even after winning the presidency, he faced a great challenge. He would need to complete an odyssey of his own, simply to reach the Southern city where he would be inaugurated. The 1900-mile journey through a divided country would be as arduous as any quest he had read about in his childhood. He survived by the slenderest of threads, thanks to a voice that reached him from a most unlikely source: a specialist in mental health, working overtime during America’s descent into madness. His survival ensured that of the republic.

The next five years imposed a terrible cost—John Hay called it “our Iliad.”37 In many ways, we are still paying for it. But Lincoln’s success at reaching his destination saved his country, and ours. It made his presidency possible, and all of our subsequent history.
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Lincoln in Chicago, October 4, 1859, seven weeks before his trip to Troy38
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1 THE LIGHTNING



he drilled

through every plank and fitted them together,

fixing it firm with pegs and fastenings.

As wide as when a man who knows his trade

Marks out the curving hull to build a ship…

—Homer, The Odyssey, book 5, lines 246–2502



NOVEMBER 6, 1860

Abraham Lincoln was in the headquarters of the Illinois & Mississippi Telegraph Company, on the north side of Springfield’s public square, when he received the news that he was likely to win New York, and with it, the presidency.3 It began with a sound—the click-clack of the telegraph key, springing to life as the information raced toward him. A reporter for the New-York Tribune heard the returns begin to “tap in,” audibly, with the first “fragments of intelligence.”4 Then, a flood, as more returns came in from around the country, bringing news as electric as the devices clattering around the room.

All wires led to Springfield that evening, or so it felt to John Hay, who wrote that Lincoln’s room was “the ear of the nation and the hub of the solar system.”5 As dispatchers danced around the suite, Lincoln sat languidly on a sofa, like a spider at the center of an enormous web. That word had already been used to describe the invisible strands connecting Americans through the telegraph.6 Every few minutes, the web twitched again, as an electromagnetic impulse, transmitted from a distant polling station, was transcribed onto a piece of thin paper, like an onion skin, and handed to him.7 Not long after ten, one of these scraps was rushed into his hands. The hastily scribbled message read, “The city of New York will more than meet your expectations.”8

Immediately after, he crossed the square to meet his rapturous supporters, when he was handed another telegram, from Philadelphia. He read it aloud: “The city and state for Lincoln by a decisive majority.” Then he added his all-important commentary: “I think that settles it.” Bedlam ensued.9

Lincoln elected!

It was the headline of the century, and Americans sent it all night long, tapping out the Morse code for Lincoln as quickly as possible: the single long dash, for L, beginning the word that would be repeated endlessly through American history from that night forward. It was already so familiar that many just compressed his name to a single letter, especially when paying to send a telegram. “L and H were elected,” James A. Garfield noted into his diary, omitting needless letters (the H stood for Hannibal Hamlin of Maine, Lincoln’s running mate). “God be praised!!” he wrote when he finally heard the news, wrested from the wires, in a rural Ohio telegraph station. The future president had driven his horse and carriage fifteen miles in the middle of the night, just to be connected.10

In newspaper offices, editors struggled to find type sizes big and bold enough to match the import of what they were hearing. Across the country, crowds stayed up late, hoping to glean new scraps of intelligence from the wires that thrummed with the sensational news. In New Haven, Connecticut, people flat-out screamed for a full ten minutes when the result was announced.11 In Port Huron, Michigan, a thirteen-year-old boy, Thomas Alva Edison, was so eager to get the news that he put his tongue on a wire to receive its electric impulse directly. In Galena, Illinois, young Republicans held a spontaneous “jollification” inside a leather shop, where they were served oysters by the owner’s son, Ulysses Grant. Despite the fact that he leaned toward Democrat Stephen Douglas, the younger Grant seemed “gratified.”12

In Springfield, it seemed like the entire town was out in the streets, as a crowd described as “10,000 crazy people” descended upon the square, “shouting, throwing up their hats, slapping and kicking one another.” The last stragglers went home around dawn, after yelling themselves hoarse.13

But the news did not go to sleep; it traveled all night along the wires that stretched across the oceanic expanse of the United States. The word telegraph derived from Greek, to connote “far writing,” an accurate description of an American grid extending from the frigid wastes of northern Maine to tropical Florida. No one built them more quickly: not far from Troy, Kansas, an English traveler was astonished to see new lines racing across the prairie, six miles closer to the Pacific each day.14

Not everyone had welcomed the clunky overhead lines when they were first introduced; New York City had briefly refused, for fear that “the Lightning,” as the telegraph was called, would attract real lightning.15 The wires were not always reliable in the early years; the news might vanish along the way, due to storms or atmospheric disturbances. A year earlier, at the end of August 1859, an intense solar flare known as the Carrington Event wreaked havoc on the grid, causing flames to shoot out, and machines to turn on and off, as if operated by witches. In a small Pennsylvania town—Gettysburg—a minister recorded his observation of “a mass of streamers,” red and orange, streaking across the sky.”16

In the years leading up to the election, the Lightning had become a part of the republic’s bloodstream. Readers thrilled to the “telegraphic intelligence” that filled newspaper columns, with hard information about stock prices, ship arrivals, and the movements of armies around the world. They also enjoyed news that was not quite news, describing royal birthdays in Europe or the arrival of visiting “celebrities”—to use a term that was coming into vogue to describe people who were known simply for being known.17

But even if the Lightning could race across great distances, it could not bring Americans closer together. Some worried that it was actually driving them apart. In 1858, three days after the first Atlantic Cable connected New York and London, the New York Times asked if the news would become “too fast for the truth?”18 Two years later, as Lincoln ran for the presidency, hateful innuendoes were streaking from one end of the country to another, accelerated by the Lightning.19 Many observed that the first word in the country’s name—United—had become a glaring misnomer. Things got so bad that the Architect of the Capitol, Benjamin Brown French, began to put quotation marks around it.20

Every day, the news made one side or the other angry. In the North, law-abiding citizens were sickened by the never-ending degradation of African-Americans, as the Slave Power stretched its tentacles into the other sections.21 It was one thing to ignore slavery, as many Northerners were perfectly content to do. But when the federal government sent U.S. marshals into free states to find runaways, readers in the free states wondered what had happened to the moral purpose of the republic.22 Southern politicians never stopped asking for more: more slave states, more empire, to encircle the Gulf of Mexico and the Caribbean. In their conclaves, they began to fantasize about a new kind of realm, modeled on the ancient Mediterranean, to be funded by the open plunder of Mexican silver and an inexhaustible supply of Africans.23 That did not sound much like the United States of America.24

But Southerners were no less wary of the news, particularly when they heard about John Brown’s bloody raid on Harpers Ferry or simply read the 1860 census returns that were already coming in. Since 1850, the population of just one state, Lincoln’s Illinois, had shot up more than the combined increase of South Carolina, North Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, and Virginia. Who were all these people? Were they even American?

Could these two versions of the same country be reconciled? No one would ever expect a thoughtful answer from the White House. It almost seemed as if Buchanan’s regime was leasing the country’s name, as his friends enriched themselves and presided over a machinery of government that was lubricated with bribery, brandy, and insider deals. In New York, a lawyer, George Templeton Strong, wrote in his diary that he felt like he was reliving “the Roman Empire in its day of rotting.”25

Younger Americans, especially, felt estranged. A few years earlier, in Brooklyn, a carpenter had poured out his feelings of rage in a language quite unlike the curious poems he sometimes published at his own expense. Walt Whitman brimmed with anger as he wrote of the “crawling, serpentine men” who held office in Washington, “gaudy outside with gold chains made from the people’s money.”26 The Capitol had turned into a hiding place for nocturnal creatures (“bats and night-dogs”) and swamp-dwellers (“lobbyers, sponges”). Instead of reporting on corruption, the administration’s pet journalists were “spaniels well trained to carry and fetch.” Supplying much of the money was the largest lobby of all, the Slave Power, the “freedom sellers of the earth.” So pervasive was the culture of fear and intimidation that Whitman found an unusual word to describe it: terrorist.27

It was not merely that slavery seemed unstoppable; even more insulting was the fact that the Slave Power now claimed to be the genuine voice of America. It was almost as if the other parts of the story were being erased, as the ink faded a little more from the Declaration of Independence every year. Whitman complained, “Slavery is adopted as an American institution, superior, national, constitutional, right in itself, and under no circumstances to take any less than freedom takes.” The country was being run by “blusterers” and “braggarts,” “screaming in falsetto.” “Where is the real America?” he wondered.28

But even as he despaired, Whitman had a vision of the kind of leader he longed for. In his mind, he imagined a westerner, bearded, speaking words as straight as the prairie grass. Whitman could see him as clearly as if he were already standing before him:

“I would be much pleased to see some heroic, shrewd, full-informed, healthy-bodied, middle-aged, beard-faced American blacksmith or boatman come down from the West across the Alleghanies [sic], and walk into the Presidency, dressed in a clean suit of working attire, and with the tan all over his face, breast, and arms; I would certainly vote for that sort of man.”29

Remarkably, Whitman’s daydream grew real in the spring of 1860, as a new candidate stepped into view. Lincoln did not yet have a beard, but the former boatman fit the poet’s description in almost all other ways. To many easterners, he seemed to have sprung out of the western clay fully formed, with barely any known history. He was unlike anyone who had ever run for president. But could such a strange candidate actually win? Whitman spoke for many: “No man knows what will happen next, but all know that some such things are to happen as mark the greatest moral convulsions of the earth.”30

Even the heavens seemed to portend great change. A little before ten o’clock on the evening of July 20, Americans were astonished to see the skies light up, as a meteor procession flew over the country before exploding in a shower of sparks. The meteors were followed by a long tail, which one observer described as “a great glowing train in the sky.” Another stunned eyewitness called it a “train of fire.” To many, it was a sign of Lincoln’s impending victory, since the meteors originated in the upper Midwest before sweeping over the East.31

On November 6 the Lightning struck quickly. Only four years earlier, it had taken up to ten days for some remote sections of the United States to learn the result of the presidential election. In 1860 Lincoln’s triumph was absorbed in one night. But as the news spread; a second wave of false stories followed closely. The New-York Tribune reported that “gigantic” rumors were spreading like a prairie fire through Lincoln’s Springfield, already fearful for its native son. It was whispered that Washington, D.C., had been set ablaze; slaves were rebelling in Virginia; Jefferson Davis had declared independence for Mississippi; James Buchanan had resigned the presidency; blood was running down the gutters of New York City.32 None of it was true, but the rumors conveyed as well as any fact that democracy had reached a breaking point.33 “God help me, God help me,” Lincoln sighed, as the news finally settled in.34



As he trudged home to his family, with celebrants firing off guns behind him, the president-elect had a great deal to ponder. No doubt a change was coming: he saw two shooting stars on his way home, as if nature, too, wanted to join in the fireworks. The people had spoken, but in so many voices that it would take some time to process what they had said.

The phrase e pluribus unum had been adopted by the founders for the Great Seal of the United States, suggesting a whole greater than the sum of its parts. It rang true when the poet Virgil wrote it, centuries earlier, to describe a pesto he was assembling from cheese, garlic, and parsnips.35 But what if the people proved to be less compatible? In New York, George Templeton Strong confided to his diary that the country would need to change its motto to “e pluribus duo.”36

The lessons of history were hard to ignore. Every democracy ever known had failed, beginning with the Greeks twenty-four centuries earlier. They had succumbed, one by one, to all the well-known vices of the people: corruption, greed, lust, ethnic hatred, distractibility, or simply a fatal indifference.

On his walk home, Lincoln passed a Greek Revival capitol, a Greek Revival courthouse, and a Greek Revival insurance building.37 The persistence of the ancient forms may have offered a momentary comfort—a reminder of the power of an idea to endure. But no underwriter could offer the slightest assurance that government of the people would survive. Even before the night was over, great forces were arrayed against this solitary figure making his way home in the dark.

THE REVOLUTION OF 1860

Far from Springfield, the Lightning continued to do its work. By the time the news sparks had traveled down the wires to the South, they might as well have been a lit fuse. Seven hundred miles away, one of Lincoln’s rivals, Stephen Douglas, was in Mobile, Alabama, where he too heard the results as they tapped into a telegraph key, clacking inside a newspaper office. On the last day of the campaign, he had come down the Alabama River from Selma, after a bruising tour through the South. Douglas was injured in a dockside mishap, taunted by crowds, and targeted by “a shower of eggs.” In a suspicious accident, his train was nearly derailed.39
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Two days after Lincoln’s election, the citizens of Savannah held a rally around a bonfire with a flag that read “Don’t Tread on Me”38



It was a lonely crusade for the Illinois Senator, whose friendliness toward the South had once seemed likely to propel him to the White House. As joy was spreading above the Ohio River, rage was fanning out below it, as fast as the Lightning could carry the news. In fact, the Lightning seemed to be part of the problem, as far as Southerners were concerned.40 For many, the speed of modern life was yet another reason to hate the North. It was all too fast—too much information, coming too quickly, from too many people. The New Orleans Bee editorialized, “The election of Abraham Lincoln is a fixed fact. The telegraph made known the disastrous result almost before the expiration of the day on which the contest took place.”41 Another Southern editor harrumphed, “Newspapers and Telegraphs have ruined the country.”42 That was a curious view for a newspaper editor, but Southern opinion shapers had painted Lincoln in such lurid colors before the election that they became unhinged as the result crackled through the wires.

Inside their hothouse, Lincoln was a monster, a tyrant, a would-be dictator—that is, when he was not a weak and vacillating politician, the creature of others. No rumor was too extreme: the Republicans were Communists, they wanted to redistribute wealth, they even shared their wives. Lincoln’s running mate, Hannibal Hamlin, was falsely described as a mulatto; it was said that he “looked, acted, and thought so much like a Negro” that he could be sold as a field hand. A sexual hysteria simmered close to the surface, as Republicans were accused of embracing “free love, free lands, and free Negroes.” Northern newspapers were not above hysteria, either: the New York Herald warned that “hundreds of thousands” of fugitive slaves would come north if Lincoln won, specifically to consummate “African amalgamation with the fair daughters of the Anglo Saxon, Celtic, and Teutonic races.”43

But the worst fear of all was that four million slaves would rise up and slit the throats of their masters if Lincoln won.44 All summer, as the election drew nearer, observers had noticed a rising independence among African-Americans, merely because of the possibility that he might win. In addition to the underground railroad, there was also an underground telegraph—an informal network of gossip, spread from one plantation to the next, by African-Americans eager for any scrap of information about the election. As November 6 approached, they were awakening to the possibility of a Day of Jubilee. Booker T. Washington was a four-year-old child in southwestern Virginia, enslaved and illiterate. But he recalled later, “The slaves on our far-off plantation, miles from any railroad or large city or daily newspaper, knew what the issues involved were.”45

Slave owners did their best to distort the news. To their slaves, they told lurid tales of a monstrous Lincoln, a cannibal, “with tails and horns,” who would “devour every one of the African race.” Unafraid, African-Americans began to tell stories of a Lincoln who was larger than life, coming soon “on the train” to liberate them.46

After the result came through, a wave of terror swept over the Southland. In the early hours, it was difficult to separate what was real from what was feared, as rumors swept from one plantation to the next. In Texas, the wells were thought to be poisoned. In Virginia, slave owners claimed to have uncovered an insurrection. In Alabama, plantation owners prepared for fires—in part because of a drought that seemed to be punishing the South at the same time that weather conditions had favored the North with a historic harvest. In rural Georgia, a group of sixty slaves wandered from their plantation, believing that they had been set free.47 Not far away, in Augusta, a four-year-old boy named Tommy overheard a stranger pass by his house, speaking with “intense tones,” saying “Mr. Lincoln was elected and there was to be war.” Decades later, Woodrow Wilson would identify this searing moment as his earliest memory.48

In Florida, Mary Chesnut was traveling by train to see her mother, when the Lightning brought the news. Immediately, the car was in an uproar. She called it an “earthquake,” shattering all known reality. “The excitement was very great,” she wrote. “Everybody was talking at the same time.” She resolved to keep a new journal, as if conscious that a new age had begun. “From to-day forward, I will tell the story in my own way,” she explained to herself. It would become one of the great documents of the war.49

Another train was carrying Edmund Ruffin, one of the South’s so-called fire-eaters. All night long, as he traveled from Virginia toward South Carolina, he saw people gathered around the stations, eager for any scrap of information. “It is good news for me,” he wrote triumphantly in his diary, so ready to leave the United States that he could barely write the name. Emotions were running high, and in Charleston, angry citizens borrowed the language of the Boston Tea Party, even as they rushed to separate from Boston and everything associated with the North. A local paper wrote, “The tea has been thrown overboard—the revolution of 1860 has been initiated!50 Each district of the state soon had a branch of “Minute Men,” and they were quickly arming themselves. Volunteers gave “a pledge of honor to provide a rifle and revolver to march at a minute’s notice to Washington for the purpose of preventing Lincoln’s inauguration.”51

Other secret societies sprang up as well, particularly in Maryland. Baltimore was the largest slaveholding city in the country, and proud of it. In saloons and back alleys, angry young men fueled by alcohol, money, and a blind fury against Lincoln were enlisting in furtive organizations. One secret society, the Knights of the Golden Circle, had originally formed to promote Southern expansion into Mexico and the Caribbean. But the election results transformed it into a more extremist group, with the specific purpose of preventing Lincoln from arriving in Washington. John Wilkes Booth was likely a member.52

Many Southerners simply rejected the news as unacceptable. In Charlottesville, Virginia, a newspaper tried to argue that Lincoln’s supporters were guilty of undermining democracy by daring to outnumber Southern voters, an offense the paper tried to pass off as “numerical tyranny.” In Washington, after hearing the results, a group of Democrats stormed the Republican headquarters, firing pistols, throwing rocks through its windows, and destroying its furniture, flags, and printing type, as if to prevent any more news from flowing.53

Could the news of Lincoln’s election be turned back as if it were a piece of mail delivered to the wrong address? Many Southerners thought so. To them, Lincoln was not only unlikable, he was unthinkable. A New Orleans newspaper reported soberly to its readers that they could relax because he would never become president—it was not possible to conceive.54 The paper urged its readers to continue going on as before, as if no election had taken place at all.

Even many Northerners found the news difficult to believe. Nathaniel Hawthorne was a specialist in fantasy, and yet his creative powers simply shut down when he tried to imagine a Lincoln presidency. It was the “strangest” thing, Hawthorne wrote, and a true measure of “the jumble” of the times, that Lincoln, “out of so many millions,” had prevailed. He was “unlooked for,” “unselected by any intelligible process,” and “unknown” even to “those who chose him.” How could such a nonentity have found a way “to fling his lank personality into the chair of state?”55
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SECESSIA


The morning after the election, Lincoln surveyed the new political landscape from his parlor, where the chair of state was likely in need of upholstering. He was undeniably the president-elect, but of what? A very hard road lay ahead, beginning with the challenge of persuading his fellow Americans that he had actually been elected. That would take some doing, given the modesty of his victory and the intensity of the South’s emotions.

It was not simply that Lincoln threatened slavery’s expansion. He also struck at its vitals, because a new party could offer jobs and contracts to supporters, in the time-honored tradition, and chip away at all the protections that Southern politicians had so carefully built into the architecture of power. That would send the lobbyists scurrying—and the Slave Power had many, eager to do its bidding. Controlling the War Department meant abundant jobs to give out in the shipyards of New York and Philadelphia, and all the advantages in presidential elections that stemmed from that. The New-York Tribune believed that Southern politicians were more interested in protecting “the spoils” than in anything else. Or, as a Washington insider put it, more graphically, they would secede simply because they could not “have all the old sow’s teats to suck.”57

Since the beginning of the United States, the South had controlled the lion’s share of the patronage. Its politicians were skilled at deploying the language of states’ rights whenever slavery was threatened, but, in fact, the South had a far more sophisticated understanding of federal power than the North did. The future vice president of the Confederacy, Alexander Stephens, admitted as much when he urged Georgia not to secede, saying, “We have always had the control of it.” In the first sixty-one years of the government, slaveholders held the presidency for fifty years, the Speaker of the House’s chair for forty-one years, and the chairmanship of the House Ways and Means Committee for fifty-two years. Eighteen of thirty-one Supreme Court justices hailed from the South, even though four-fifths of the actual business of the court came from the North. No Northern president had been reelected. Most of the attorneys general and military officers had been Southerners, along with a vast majority of the officers of the Senate and House: the doorkeepers, pages, and sergeants at arms.58 In the executive branch, two-thirds of the collectors and clerks came from the South, even though the North earned three-quarters of the revenue.59 That was now going to change, with the most far-reaching consequences.60

With this new reality dawning, the two sides began to separate. Well before Lincoln’s inauguration, the tectonic plates were shifting, out of view, heralding the earthquake to come. More than ever, it felt as if there were two alternative versions of the same country. Southern papers began to report news from the North under a heading for “the Foreign Press.”61

But what would this new geography look like? Where would one America end and the other begin? Which version did Washington, D.C., belong to? All around the slaveholding section, including the capital, young men wore cockades and ribbons signaling their sympathy for the Palmetto Republic, as South Carolina was beginning to describe itself. A flag was designed and soon fluttered on South Carolina’s vessels, even in Northern harbors. Step by step, the protocountry grew. Nathaniel Hawthorne would later call the Confederate states “Secessia”—as good a name as any for a place that often seemed to be a state of mind as much as a working government.62

Secessia became more real six weeks later, on December 20, 1860, when South Carolina became the first state to withdraw from the Union. It was followed by Mississippi (January 9, 1861), Florida (January 10), Alabama (January 11), Georgia (January 19), Louisiana (January 26), and Texas (February 1).63 That brought some clarity, but much remained to be determined, as the two Americas coexisted uneasily in the weeks after the election. Secessia was not entirely its own country—many Southern buildings remained in federal control, including the forts guarding the entrances to Charleston and other Southern cities.64

But the United States was not entirely its own country, either, as Southern officials still working inside the Buchanan administration did all they could to subvert federal authority. So many future Confederate leaders were sprinkled throughout the Cabinet and Congress, it was as if a parasite were occupying the organism it sought to displace, eating away at its host.

Oddly, Washington acted like the capital of both Americas. From the Capitol, Southern senators spoke ramblingly about their intention to start a new country centered around slavery, and began to resign. But they lingered in their farewell speeches, as if they did not want to leave, and continued to attack Lincoln as the root of all evil. A senior Cabinet official, Treasury Secretary Howell Cobb, called the president-elect “an enemy of the human race.”65

Northerners, too, were restless. In an essay titled “E Pluribus Unum,” the writer James Russell Lowell wondered if the stars on the flag represented “a grand and peaceful constellation” or something far less ordered, with no gravitational pull of any kind—a chaos of “jostling and splintering stars,” more like the universe we know.66

One thing was certain: the antidote to secession was succession—a normal transfer of power. It would require meticulous planning to assemble a new government and to determine a safe route to Washington, nestled so uncomfortably between two slave states. With the world watching, it was essential to preserve continuity between the regimes. If Lincoln failed to arrive, it would signal to the world that democracy was little more than a pretty daydream—an idealistic footnote, from ancient Greece, like one of Plato’s airy dialogues—but no blueprint for a working government.

All eyes now turned to the agent who had precipitated the crisis. To solve the gravest challenge in American history, the people—all 31,443,321 of them—began to wait for the unlikely victor of the presidential contest. Abraham Lincoln had not won an election since 1846, when he became a U.S. congressman for a grand total of two years. Since then, he had failed in two attempts to become a senator, after indifferently pursuing a few other offices earlier. He had never been the executive of anything. Yet somehow, from this litany of underachievement, he had assembled the victory that had eluded so many better-known politicians. All knew that a giant was needed to solve the immense problems looming over the republic; but to most Americans, the incoming president seemed to be more of a “tall dwarf,” as even a supporter, Carl Schurz, admitted.67

Could anyone live up to these expectations? George Templeton Strong wrote in his diary that Lincoln’s election was “an experiment that tests our Boiler.”69
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THE RAIL CANDIDATE

As the results were tabulated over the next few days, it was evident that Lincoln’s victory concealed some anemic numbers. A huge percentage of voters, 81.2 percent, had gone to the polls to choose one of four candidates in the most charged political contest Americans had ever seen. The Democratic Party had split into Northern and Southern wings, led by Stephen Douglas and the current vice president, John Breckinridge, respectively. A new party named after “Constitutional Union,” whatever that was, had divided the country further, peeling off Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee from the rest of the South behind its candidate, John Bell.

Those fissures had helped Lincoln but did not build confidence in his mandate. In fact, he won only 39 percent of the vote; the lowest margin any victor has ever received, except John Quincy Adams in 1824. He won almost no votes in the South, even in the five states where he was on the ballot, and most of that came from German-Americans in Saint Louis. In Virginia, where he was on the ballot, he received a pitiful 1 percent of the state’s total. In his native Kentucky, he received less than that.70 He won California by only 734 votes. In Illinois, he won by only 12,000 out of 350,000 cast, and he lost his home county, Sangamon, though he won his hometown, Springfield, by a whisker: 73 votes.71

A strategy of silence had worked during the campaign, when Lincoln avoided campaigning and let the Republican platform speak for him. Though moderate in many ways, it was firm on an essential point: that slavery must not be extended out of the states where it already existed.72 That was the rock that now loomed before the ship of state.

As president-elect, Lincoln needed to reassure an anxious people that all was well. Yet there were few tools available to him, and his strengths in the campaign turned into liabilities as soon as the result was known. Lincoln’s distance from Washington—attractive in a candidate—now made it difficult to coordinate policy with his allies. The newness of the Republican apparatus—founded only six years earlier—added to his weakness. Not yet grand or old, the party remained a work in progress, organized state by state, and woefully unprepared for the national crisis that came with victory.

For all their foresight, the founders had never anticipated a threat as fundamental as the one that began the day after Lincoln’s election. His victory made the outgoing president, James Buchanan, seem even more irrelevant, but it did not bring Lincoln any real power. Through a long interregnum, stretching from November 6 until March 4, the government would be rudderless at exactly the moment leadership was most needed. In such a vacuum, it was far easier to secede than to hold the country together. Stuck in Springfield, Lincoln could do precious little to slow the momentum of disunion. To his secretary, John Nicolay, the soon-to-be sixteenth president worried aloud about his predicament. Surely any government had the authority to maintain its integrity; but in a democracy, the people were supposed to come together voluntarily. Ominously, he added, “The ugly point of the matter is the necessity of keeping the government together by force, as ours should be a government of fraternity.”73

Foreign observers had marveled at the chaotic way in which Americans elected their presidents. The French writer, Alexis de Tocqueville, saw it as a quadrennial “crisis,” like a recurring fever in an otherwise healthy patient. “Artificial passions” could be easily stoked, he wrote, raising the temperature. A self-absorbed president, catering to the “worst caprices” of his supporters, could easily distract their attention from plodding matters of governance, and whip their enthusiasms into a frenzy, especially if he divided his supporters and his critics into “hostile camps.” With the cooperation of the press, all conversation would turn to the present rather than the future, until the nation would begin to “glow” with its “feverish” obsessions.

All of these symptoms would be bad enough in normal cycles; but Tocqueville warned that America’s hatreds could become “perilous” if left unchecked. He used a vivid metaphor, that of a river dangerously overflowing its banks. After an election, he expected that the river would recede back to its usual level. But still, the potential for lasting damage was always lurking.74

Tocqueville knew something about surging rivers. He had seen many of them during his travels in the interior, in 1831 and 1832, and had gone a considerable length of the Ohio and Mississippi Rivers—the very rivers that Lincoln was navigating when Tocqueville arrived. It is hard to imagine what they would have said to each other if the diminutive Frenchman had encountered the towering youth. Lincoln later described himself at this time as “a strange, friendless, uneducated, penniless boy working on a flatboat—at ten dollars per month.”75

How did that strange and friendless boy transform himself into a mighty instrument of change? There were glimmers of a special destiny—presentiments among friends and neighbors, frontier people who often consulted oracles and soothsayers. An early acquaintance, remembering Lincoln’s mother, recalled the day when she arrived in their Kentucky settlement, pregnant with the future president, or as he put it, “enceint [sic] with Abe Lincoln the man of destiny yet unborn.”76

But the man of destiny took a long time to prove himself. Already, artists were complaining that there was something difficult to capture about Lincoln. Despite the fact that all eyes were upon him, they noted certain features that were nearly impossible to get right: the quick mood changes, the dreamy look in his gray eyes, the melancholy that “dripped from him as he walked,” in the words of his law partner, William Herndon.77 With the advantage of hindsight, it seems fitting that our most bipolar president arrived at the moment the country was splitting in two.

A few months earlier, the mere possibility of Lincoln’s election would have struck most Republican insiders as inconceivable. Near the end of 1859, a New York publisher had printed a list of Twenty-one Prominent Candidates for the Presidency in 1860, and Lincoln’s name was not among them.78 While attending early meetings of Republicans to plan the 1860 campaign, he had to put his own name forward as a possibility, because the thought had not occurred to anyone else.79 There had been other dark horses, but few whose fortunes changed as dramatically in so short a time.

As he himself furnished the details, in the various autobiographies that he provided for the 1860 campaign, it was clear that he came from an unusual background: the poverty deeper, the setbacks more severe, and the upward thrust more surprising than that of the first fifteen presidents. Lincoln remembered arresting moments from his long obscurity. At age ten, “He was kicked by a horse, and apparently killed for a time.” At nineteen, he took a flatboat to New Orleans, and below Baton Rouge, he was “attacked by seven negroes with intent to kill.”80 Any one of these brushes with mortality could have quietly removed him from consideration.

The nearness of death was a fact of life on the frontier, but Lincoln retained his fatalism to an unusual degree for a working politician. He wrote odd poems about trees that were shedding dewdrop tears, and described the sound of a funeral dirge that followed him, which only he could hear, “as if I dreamed.” In fact, Lincoln did dream, intensely, and his verses also spoke of a “midway world” that he liked to visit, where he could be a “companion of the dead.” It was a well-known political trick to register the names of deceased voters; but Lincoln seemed to be actually conversing with them. In his poem, he was “living in the tombs.”81

In 1860 he emerged from these shadows quickly, and the fact that he was so unlikely began to turn into an advantage. A westerner was appealing, and a nonincumbent even more so, as Washington sank deeper into the swamp of its dysfunction. Lincoln also benefited dramatically from a decision to stage the Republican Convention in Chicago. That had been arranged only a few months earlier, at a conclave held at New York City’s Astor House, on December 21, 1859, only weeks after his visit to Troy. As a gesture to Chicago’s surging importance, it was chosen over Saint Louis by a single ballot.82 Without that vote, Lincoln might never have been nominated.

In other ways as well, the doors seemed to open at just the right moment. Before the Chicago convention, a meeting of Illinois Republicans was held in Decatur, the same town where Lincoln had arrived from Indiana, thirty years earlier. His friend Richard Oglesby was seeking to lift him and, with a flash of insight, came up with the perfect lever. With a relative of Lincoln’s, he visited a nearby field and liberated two old fence rails that had possibly been split by Lincoln as a young man. At a dramatic moment, they carried them into the crowded convention hall, with a banner that proclaimed Lincoln as “The Rail Candidate.” According to the Weekly Illinois State Journal, “the effect was electrical.”83

A future House Speaker, Joseph Cannon, was a young man at the time and never forgot the moment. To Cannon, it was almost as if Lincoln had walked out of an enchanted forest to save his country. He used the word forest often as he remembered the frame Lincoln walked through, “with posts cut from the forest, stringers cut from the forest, and covered with boughs cut from the forest.”84

The rail was the perfect symbol for the lanky nominee, straight and true, easily drawn by the caricaturists of the newspapers. They showed Lincoln handling rails in every imaginable context: sitting on a fence, playing the newly popular game of baseball, or, as tensions heightened in the fall, wielding a sharpened wooden stake that looked decidedly lethal.

The “rail enterprize,” as Lincoln called it, worked on many levels.85 Rails spoke of honest labor, self-sufficiency, and well-marked boundaries, all relevant to the argument over slavery.86 There was something rough-hewn about Lincoln, too.87 Henry Villard, the same pioneer whom Lincoln had met on the prairie a year earlier, described him as “lean, lank,” and “indescribably gawky.” Villard was horrified by a glimpse of democracy up close, when two young farmers carried the Rail Candidate on their shoulders, a “grotesque figure,” with “his legs dangling from their shoulders, and his pantaloons pulled up so as to expose his underwear almost to his knees.”88

That kind of indignity did Lincoln no harm in the West and advertised to people that this was a new kind of politician. He did not speak with the formal gestures that so many politicians still used: neoclassical poses, stiff gestures, hortatory words delivered formally. Instead, he spoke to Americans in their own language, with an exquisite moral clarity. When talking about human dignity, he could transport himself—and his audience—into a higher realm. A journalist listening to him in 1856 wrote, “At times Lincoln seemed to reach up into the clouds and take out the thunderbolts.”89

Even in New York, Lincoln’s homespun style won over the sophisticates, although one of them recalled that the first impression was “wild and wooly.”90 When the Westerner came to speak at the Cooper Union, a reporter commented on his disheveled clothes (“ill-fitting, badly wrinkled”), and a body that seemed out of place in the East: “His bushy head, with the stiff black hair thrown back, was balanced on a long and lean stock, and when he raised his hands in an opening gesture, I noticed that they were very large.” A snide comment followed: “Old fellow, you won’t do. It is all very well for the wild west, but this will never go down in New York.” By the end of the speech, the writer himself had been westernized: “Forgetting myself, I was on my feet with the rest, yelling like a wild Indian.”91

Over the course of a frantic year, “the Rail Candidate” evolved into “the Rail-Splitter.” Rails seemed to be everywhere, carried by Lincoln supporters in cities and towns throughout New England, New York, and the Northwest. Lincoln stayed at home in Springfield, where he kept a home that was quite far from frontier conditions. In fact, most of his political career had been dedicated to eliminating those conditions, as Springfield grew into a modern state capital with well-appointed hotels and elegant homes on “Aristocracy Hill.”92

But if wooden rails were hard to find in Springfield, iron ones were never far away. Railroads brought thousands of Lincoln partisans to Chicago during the Republican Convention, held in a huge barn called the Wigwam.93 It was a marvel of light and speed, brilliantly illuminated, and wired with telegraph lines to get its result out to a nation hanging on its deliberations.94 On the third ballot, a reporter felt the weather change and described a leveling gust that seemed to come straight off the prairie—a “great wind” clearing everything before it. As he put it, “There was a silence for a moment, and the next instant there was a noise in the Wigwam like the rush of a great wind in the van of a storm.” In another breath, he continued, “the storm was there,” and “thousands were cheering with the energy of insanity.”95

That noise, “the Lincoln yawp,” soon swept across the entire United States.96 As quickly as the Lightning could carry the news, a huge noise followed, with church bells tolling, factory whistles shrieking, locomotives blasting their horns, and cannon fire.97 Within minutes, in Springfield, Lincoln was notified by a small boy, running from the telegraph office.

From relative obscurity, Lincoln went quickly to the opposite extreme. The information economy demanded fuel, and his supporters supplied it with prints, speeches, and human interest stories. One paper wrote, “Mr. Lincoln’s admiring friends will be delighted to hear that he eats, sleeps, coughs, sneezes, and obeys the other calls of nature regularly.”98 Another paper wrote that Lincoln had received fifty-two applications to write his biography. He joked that he was being besieged with “attempts on my life.”99

Unfortunately, that was all too true. In the toxic climate of 1860, there was a long list of people ready to stop Lincoln’s bandwagon. Even in the North, the newspapers could be cruel, and they routinely insulted his appearance. A Massachusetts newspaper wondered half-jokingly if it was safe for expectant mothers to purchase his image. The New York Times opined that he could split rails simply by looking at them. A Republican newspaper amused many when it misprinted a headline: “Hurrah for Old Ape!”100 In the South, it was far worse, as Lincoln was hanged in effigy, over and over again.101 In Baltimore, the Republican headquarters was gutted, and his image shredded.102

In the final days of the campaign, the Democrats made a furious push. They were willing to use all tricks at their disposal, including racial taunts, patronage, and rivers of alcohol. Charles Dickens, who happened to be in New York for a campaign event, wrote a lurid account of democracy in America, darker than anything Tocqueville had seen. To the author of A Christmas Carol, it felt almost as if he were wandering in his nightshirt through a nightmare. The “Monster Democratic Rally and Ox-Roast” broke down into chaos as soon as the ox and pig carcasses were wheeled out. Thousands of people, squinting through “rowdy eyes,” tore down fences to get at them, tearing the meat off in a carnivorous rampage. The strongest and “most brutal” got there first and helped themselves. Nearby, stumbling drunks bumped into one another, and gangs such as the Rough Skins, the Dead Rabbits, and the dreaded Double Pumps of Baltimore looked for trouble. Orators called for Lincoln to be hanged, and the crowd roared its approval, “seething,” its angry faces illuminated by torchlight.103

But the Republican rallies were equally intense, as Lincoln’s partisans rejoiced in the feeling that their moment had come. The candidate hardly spoke a word during the campaign, but it mattered not to his supporters, swept up in the whirlwind. It kept blowing, right up to the day of the election. As Lincoln voted, a reporter wrote that the crowd cheered with an intensity that bordered upon mental derangement. When the Lightning finally brought its tally of “the Republican thunder” rolling in from New York and Pennsylvania, there was a final yawp, and the crowd responded with “a forty-horsepower shout,” like a locomotive.104

Four decades later, John Hay remembered the force of those winds. In 1902, near the end of his life, he stood up in the Capitol to give the memorial address to another assassinated president, William McKinley, shot in the abdomen by an anarchist in Buffalo the year before. McKinley’s murder might have led Hay to conclude that democracy, for all of its good intentions, was too idealistic for a world of such visceral hatred.

Instead, he said something close to the opposite: democracy was worth the struggle to get right. As he looked back on McKinley’s career, he found himself remembering the fall of 1860, when so many young people were awakened by the dignity of Lincoln’s appeal. It was an awakening as spiritual as it was political, in Hay’s retelling. Democracy had been tarnished by corruption, insider deals, and broken promises. It had been degraded, specifically, by the Slave Power, aggressively intensifying its assault on the basic human rights that the republic had been founded upon. With Lincoln’s election, the people had drawn a line.

Transporting himself backward in time, Hay recalled vividly the night the Lightning struck, and Lincoln was elected. The atmosphere changed that evening, much as it does when real lightning flashes, in the electric moments that precede a thunderstorm. Hay described it as a landscape painter would, as an excitement that “filled the earth and sky when the long twilight of doubt and uncertainty was ending and the time of action had come.” In towns and villages across the North, they had decided: “The country was worth saving; it could be saved only by fire; no sacrifice was too great; the young men of the country were ready for the sacrifice; come weal, come woe, they were ready.”105

But even with victory in hand, a great ordeal remained. The people had spoken, but no one had ever been elected from so far away, with so small a mandate, in a climate of such hatred. How exactly would Lincoln claim his distant, thankless office? Before his presidency could begin, he would have to travel through the heartland of a country that simmered with resentments along every mile of his route. The New York Times quoted a French observer, who said that he had never seen a government trying so hard to end its own existence. America seemed “on the verge of the precipice,” in his words, and a step in any direction was dangerous. Lincoln was about to enter a peculiar no-man’s-land, the not-quite-president of a disintegrating nation.

To make matters worse, he faced an existential dilemma: Could he even reach his capital? And if he did, would it still be in the United States?106
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2 WAITING FOR LINCOLN



Great Captain,

A fair wind and the honey lights of home

Are all you seek. But anguish lies ahead,

The god who thunders on the land prepares it…

—Homer, The Odyssey, book 11, lines 112–152



In the days that followed his election, Lincoln tried to maintain the semblance of a normal life; he was observed buying hair tonic at the drugstore on November 10. But he was in the maw of history now. Every act commanded attention as the storm clouds gathered.

In ever-greater numbers, the people came to “Mecca”—Hay’s and Nicolay’s term for Springfield—in order to gaze at him.3 Often they brought storm clouds of their own. Henry Villard described the haze of cigar smoke that would begin to envelop Lincoln as he welcomed a constant stream of western visitors. Sitting near the president-elect, “puffing away,” they would try to “gorgonize” him with their “silent stares.” When satisfied that they had seen enough of him, they would head home, after a brief touch of “the presidential fingers.”4

In the weeks that followed, Lincoln tried to reach out to Southerners. But few were looking to ease his predicament. Even before the election, Jefferson Davis said it would be a “disgrace” to live under a “Black-Republican.”5 An Atlanta newspaper swore that the South would never permit the “humiliation” of Abraham Lincoln’s inauguration, even if it meant that the Potomac would flow crimson with “human gore,” and Pennsylvania Avenue would be “paved ten fathoms deep with mangled bodies.” In Nashville, the paper predicted “war to the knife.”6

As these grisly futures were predicted, in lurid detail, the act of waiting for Lincoln became a long agony. It would be four months until his inauguration, and every passing day deepened the darkness the country had plunged into. Over dinner tables and bar counters, all of the Gothic nightmares that haunted the Southern imagination were now brought to life. If Lincoln succeeded in launching his presidency, they feared, the Republicans would soon march into the South and “distribute the white females among the negroes.” Then, to further his goal of racial amalgamation, each invader would carry off “an ebony beauty to ornament and grace his home in the North.”7 Week after week, fresh hate mail was delivered to the president-elect’s home, explaining all the ways that he would be killed if he dared to come to Washington.

Lincoln must have sensed intuitively that it would help his administration to cohere if he were seen in public, unafraid. He was now liberated from the artificial requirement of staying home, silent, as if unaware of the election. Accordingly, he began to move.

The great journey to the White House began with small steps. Two days after the election, on November 8, he wrote to his running mate, Hannibal Hamlin, asking for a meeting on “as early a day as possible.” That day came on November 21, when Lincoln journeyed by train to Chicago to meet his soon-to-be vice president. Mary Todd Lincoln joined him, and the outing yielded a number of healthy effects.8 Out among the people, Lincoln seemed to breathe more freely. After months of disciplined silence, he gave three short speeches from the train. In one of them, he complained about having been “shut up in Springfield,” a sign that he was enjoying himself in the open air.9 As he and Hamlin toured the federal structures of Chicago—a customhouse, a courthouse, a post office—the idea of a Lincoln presidency began to seem real.

In other ways, too, Lincoln seemed to be in transition. As if girding himself for battle, he had begun to acquire a protective layer. If his features appeared fuzzy to the people as he flew through the Illinois countryside, that’s because, upon closer inspection, they were. On November 22 an Illinois newspaper reported that “Old Abe” is “commencing to raise a beautiful pair of whiskers.”10 A suggestion to grow them had come from an eleven-year-old girl, Grace Bedell, of Westfield, New York, and that charming story would soon enter the national folklore. Most agreed that the beard improved his appearance—although an Illinois newspaper added this postmortem: “Still, there is no disguising the fact that he is homely.” Lincoln joked privately that “apparent hair” was improving the “heir apparent.”11

To the young, beards spoke wordlessly of generational change, even revolution. Americans had thrilled to the speeches of a bearded freedom fighter from Hungary, Lajos Kossuth, who toured the country in 1851 and 1852, hoping for support from Americans eager to see new democracies sprout in Europe. He was more successful at growing a beard than a government, but his message stirred Lincoln, who offered a resolution in support of the would-be liberator.12 Walt Whitman, who was suspicious of fresh-faced men (“foofoos”), argued that beards were necessary for orators because they offered “a great sanitary protection to the throat.”13 The absence of beards among the cadaverous Cabinet of James Buchanan was all the more reason to explore this hairy new frontier.14

Day after day, Lincoln kept moving. He often went to his improvised office in the state house, where he tolerated the swarms of people trying to get a look at the Rail-Splitter. Many were office seekers, following the crumbs that led to his door, intruding into his shrinking time. With what little remained, the president-elect worked on his inaugural address and did his best to keep up with his correspondence.15

But the long wait was frustrating, especially as it became clear that South Carolina would carry out its threat to secede. As it did so, on December 20, it sent a shudder through the entire government of the United States, which appeared to go into shock and then paralysis in the days that followed. From Washington, the messages grew more insistent that Lincoln should come soon.16

Still, it was no simple matter. To come too early might seem presumptuous and cause more damage, allowing Southern fire-eaters to argue that a Northern “invasion” was under way. To come too late might mean missing the opportunity to set things right. So he waited, past the first phase of secession, then past the second, well into the new year. A carefree song from the campaign, “The Lincoln Quick Step,” had suggested a Rail-Splitter who was light on his feet, but reality was proving otherwise.
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DECLINE AND FALL

In Washington, the weather was getting cold, and the days were short, adding to the prevailing gloom. Southern politicians muttered vague threats about stopping Lincoln, and there were still ways that they might use their guile to alter the election result. A month after the election, an Ohio congressman wrote to Lincoln from the capital, “The sky is overcast. No one can foresee clearly what is in the future.”18

So began “the Great Secession Winter,” to use a phrase coined by a young historian who had just moved to Washington. Henry Adams was only twenty-two but already steeped in history, thanks to a bookish upbringing and his pride of descent from two American presidents. He remembered his grandfather, John Quincy Adams, for his library full of documents, pistols, and jars full of caterpillars that never quite turned into butterflies. The other, his great-grandfather, John Adams, had already sailed into the mists of history (in their correspondence, Thomas Jefferson used a nautical term, Argonaut, to describe their long journey together). But he was still alive to his descendant, who embraced the family legacy as if anointed to a priestly caste.

The elder Adams had not been invited to the famous dinner party at which Jefferson, Hamilton, and Madison relocated the capital. But he was president when the move actually happened, in 1800, and it was he who gave the order to pack up the government records, load them onto the backs of animals, and haul them to the new Federal City. Given the state of the roads, the caravan’s success in finding the Potomac must be counted as a major achievement of the Adams administration. Adams was also the first president to live in the swampy new location, before learning, shortly after his arrival, that he had been voted out of the house he had gone to so much trouble to move into.19

The approach to Washington still seemed difficult fifty years later, when Henry Adams first made the trip, as a twelve-year-old boy, visiting his grandmother. Looking out his train window, he noticed the “raggedness” of the Maryland landscape, as if it were cursed. He sensed a kind of cosmic despair, as he saw pigs, cows, and enslaved children roaming without purpose, dangerously close to an unfenced train track. Toward the end of his life, as he remembered this trip, he realized that he had received his first impression of “what slavery caused.”20 But he loved the South, too: the smell of catalpa trees, the warmth of the sun, and the “softness” of his gentle grandmother, a former first lady, as they lay in bed chatting. Like Lincoln, his bloodlines drew from both sides of the divide.21

As the Great Secession Winter came on, Washington’s thoroughfares seemed even more forlorn than usual. Adams noted how muddy the deeply rutted streets were. A Jeffersonian slogan had been repeated in happier days: “that government is best which governs least.” Now it appeared to be the guiding mantra of a city that ceased to govern at all. It was as if a ruin was forming before his very eyes.

Henry Adams was drawn to ruins. A few months earlier, in May 1860, he had been happy, visiting Rome for the first time. In the same month that Lincoln was nominated, and events began to accelerate, the young historian was trying to slow them down so that he might absorb the centuries. He was especially drawn to the Capitoline, the hill that had administered the Roman Empire. Its ruins had famously inspired one of the greatest works of history ever written. In 1776, as the American empire was rising, the British historian Edward Gibbon began to publish his monumental work on the question of how empires disintegrate.22

The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire began with a vision of barefooted friars chanting Vespers in what remained of the old Temple of Jupiter. The young Adams went to the Capitoline many times to relive the moment and contemplate the moral collapse of Rome in the years before its sacking. It was a capital that had forgotten what its monuments even stood for, with temples “no longer inhabited, either by gods or men,” empty libraries, and theaters that sought to excite rather than enlighten the people. The latter-day Romans robbed materials from their older buildings to build new ones, more cheaply, from stolen materials. In so doing, they “demolished, with sacrilegious hands, the labors of their ancestors.”23 It would be hard to find a phrase more resonant for a young Adams.

A half year later, he found himself in Washington, contemplating another Capitoline, dilapidating in real time. He had arrived with his father, Charles Francis Adams, a Massachusetts congressman, as they, like everyone else, awaited Lincoln’s arrival and the great unknown that would follow. He was soon joined by his older brother, Charles Francis Adams Jr., another recent graduate of Harvard University. There they had studied the classics with a kindly professor of Greek, Cornelius Felton, now elevated to the university presidency. Felton was a gifted Hellenist who, unlike most, had actually been to Greece.24 Such was his influence that one of his students, Henry Thoreau, read Homer in the original throughout his idyll at Walden Pond.

But Felton’s brother Samuel may have done even more to influence Thoreau’s reading time. As a railroad official, he put through the train track that ran a hundred yards from the writer’s cabin, noisily intruding into his reverie in the woods. Samuel Felton was far less interested in the Greek gods than his brother was, but the fates would pull him into the story nevertheless. Indeed, he would be instrumental in saving Lincoln’s life as he approached the American Capitoline.25

The Adams brothers often reverted to classical antiquity as they sought to convey the desolation of a city that feared the invasion of the Northern hordes in the final weeks of the Buchanan administration. Like Gibbon, they saw a decadent capital, dominated by warring tribes, with very little memory of its founding ideals. Thanks to their grandfather, John Quincy Adams, Washington had a scientific institution, the Smithsonian, but its ambition was so modest that it could do little more than measure the decline and fall of the thermometer each day.26 The great orators had come and gone; now the leading politicians just spoke more loudly, while saying less. Charles Francis Adams Jr. described the House of Representatives as a “national bear-garden,” because of the congressmen who liked to stand on their hind legs and roar.27 Lobbyists were everywhere, like “cormorants,” skilled at diving down deep in the muck to feed themselves.”28 Job seekers resembled “vultures,” tearing at their carrion “on the very steps of the White House.”29

But the most depressing problem was the one that struck countless European visitors as the central paradox of American democracy. The ideals of the Declaration were hardly self-evident in a city that still enforced racial subjugation with the constant threat of violence. Slavery was slowly waning in the district, but the South refused to abolish it, and coffles of men continued to shuffle along in chains near the Capitol.30 Near, but not too near: African-Americans were not allowed to desecrate the sanctity of “the Capitol inclosure,” unless they were “performing menial duties.”31

The Adams brothers saw these shortcomings clearly, as they surveyed a city that had not come together as magnificently as its earliest boosters had hoped. Washington was another caterpillar that had failed to become a butterfly. Henry Adams described the capital as a rude colony camped in the forest, littered with “unfinished Greek temples,” set apart along pockmarked roads as if they were “in the abandoned gravel-pits of a deserted Syrian city.”32

That might have been a disservice to the Syrians, who had actually completed their buildings before the centuries did their work. In Washington, it seemed like everything began to decompose as soon as it was commenced. The Washington Monument was a disaster. As any child could see, it was built in the wrong location. Instead of dominating the landscape from the point where it was intended to be—at the axis of the Capitol and White House—it stood a few hundred yards away, up a small hillock, where the ground was less swampy. Then it was abandoned after political disputes interrupted its funding. There it stood, a stump in search of a point.

To many observers, a trip to Washington felt like a journey to a nullity more than a place. When Charles Dickens paid a visit in 1842, he found a city more notable for what was missing than what was there, with “spacious avenues that begin in nothing, and lead nowhere.” There was no trade, no commerce, and no potable water, thanks to its “dull and sluggish” creeks, which flowed far less freely than the spit Dickens noticed everywhere he looked. He saw so much of it that he called Washington the “head-quarters of tobacco-tinctured saliva.”34
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Congress was an especially bleak house. The House and Senate chambers could quickly become overheated during a debate, and the worst place to be was in the gallery, where visitors had to endure a constantly rising cloud of hot air, emanating not only from the speeches but also from a faulty ventilation system. One horrified visitor described how “the effluvia of human bodies and of tobacco-juice greet the nostrils and afflict the lungs” as soon as one entered the shrine. Ladies, given seats in the front row, sometimes fainted from the privilege.35

Even getting there was a challenge. The buildings were too far apart, as Dickens noted, and, in other ways, democracy appeared to be an uphill struggle. To travel from the executive to the legislative branch was not a task for the faint of heart. The city’s chief artery, Pennsylvania Avenue, was “full of mud-holes, some of them axle-deep,” and its red clay was churned into “thick mortar” by the heavy traffic of horses. John Randolph, a witty Virginian, had called it “the great Serbonian bog,” after a lagoon on Egypt’s Sinai Peninsula, known for its prolific insect habitats.36

That was all too accurate, thanks to a rivulet that brought stagnant water nearby and became even more fetid after its diversion into a canal that did not work. Goose Creek had been renamed the Tiber, after Rome’s river, but the resemblance ended there. It was so shallow that it was difficult to tell whether it was actually a river, or simply a wet place for animals to slink off to and die. An observer in 1860 cast an eye on the city’s canals and glimpsed “dead cats and all kinds of putridity” in a pool “reeking with pestilential odors.”

This public ossuary could not have been better designed to attract mosquitoes, and many legislators, especially Northerners, fell ill as a result. Full of raw sewage, the Tiber’s odor was as disturbing as its appearance. As it wound its way toward the Capitoline, it could be smelled all the way into the Senate chamber.37 To an abolitionist such as William Lloyd Garrison, Washington was a moral swamp as well as a physical one, which “stinks in the nostrils of the world.” Sewage backing up into a kitchen may have explained why many guests, including President Buchanan, came away from one of his inaugural dinners stricken with dysentery and diarrhea.38 Walt Whitman may have been more accurate than he knew when he wrote, “The President eats dirt and excrement for his daily meals, likes it.”39

The Capitol had fared better than the Washington Monument, but its dome was still not finished, and many wondered if it ever would be. Everything felt temporary atop an incline that had already known many names, dating back to the seventeenth century, when Capitol Hill was part of a manorial estate known as New Troy. Inside the building, the work was never finished; there was an ongoing debate over whether to call the central chamber a rotunda or a “rotundo.” The statuary strained to summon imposing attitudes, but as one critic observed, the statue of Peace represented “a matronly dame, somewhat advanced in life and heavy in flesh, who carries an olive branch as if she desired to use it to keep off flies.” Around the grounds, visitors could see large blocks of marble and stone carvings that did not quite work, or were simply too heavy to lift into place. There they remained for years. Of the hundred Corinthian columns needed to complete the porticoes, a grand total of three had been set into place.40

Seventy years after George Washington laid its cornerstone, the central edifice of American democracy failed to cohere. In so doing, it all too accurately reflected the political realities of late 1860. The Tiber may have been filthy, but it paled in comparison to the rivers of ill-gotten wealth that greased nearly every deal that was conducted inside these gilded chambers. Still, they were not as gilded as they might have been: one reason that it was so difficult to finish the Capitol is that its valuable artifacts were being stripped and sold for private gain by cronies hired to protect the building.41

As the Buchanan administration was sinking under the weight of its corruption, the public learned that it had awarded contracts for work on the Capitol to insider friends, who then outsourced the labor and pocketed the profits. Indignant, a prominent senator from Mississippi tried to steer the project back onto the right course. But his attention began to fade on the day that Lincoln was elected—for Jefferson Davis suddenly had a new project to absorb his interest.42 It was as if this strange city—and by extension, democracy—had been built on a foundation of mud, silt, and sand.


[image: image]
A recently discovered photograph of a column being eased into position at the Capitol on the day Lincoln was elected, November 6, 186043



END DAYS

In the aftermath of Lincoln’s election, Washington fell apart a little more. The Adams brothers had front-row seats and wondered if these were the end days of the republic.44 Every day brought a fresh outrage, as the edifice that their great-grandfather had helped to build began to crumble before their eyes. William Seward was a frequent guest in their household. The “wily old scarecrow,” as they called him, always brought the latest gossip, which he distributed like canapés before dinner.45

Week after week, the old rituals of civility broke off, like vandalized pieces of statuary. Northerners were jostled and shoved by crowds of angry young men loitering on sidewalks, and pro-Southern militias paraded with their weapons.46 Henry Adams wrote that there was a feeling of treason in the air, worthy of ancient Rome.47 When Congress convened in early December, he thought it would be its last session.48 In a letter to his brother, he wondered if the city would spontaneously combust.49

It was difficult to know which part of the government would ignite first. The Supreme Court had plenty of dry kindling: most of its justices were old men born in the previous century. Congress was eternally bickering. And no executive had ever underperformed quite as spectacularly as James Buchanan. As November turned to December, he began to fail. Henry Adams thought that the government’s dysfunction was taking place inside his body, as he lost any form of initiative, and contradicted himself on the rare occasions he said anything.50

Buchanan had never radiated a great deal of charisma; George Templeton Strong called him an “old mollusk,” not quite in the vertebrate class.51 Many of his photographic likenesses are little more than smudges, suggesting that the camera detected a certain chemical deficiency. But he and his cronies were energetic in one respect. In his inaugural address, the new president had insisted that he intended to avoid “the taint, or even the suspicion of corruption.”52 Soon after, it was reported that “enormous sums of money” had been spent to bribe election officials in Indiana and Pennsylvania. They offered no-bid contracts to their cronies; they rewarded political supporters with no experience; they outsourced government printing contracts for profit; and they participated enthusiastically in the gluttonous feeding that Washington’s ecosystem encouraged.53

Money had never been all that far from politics, but corruption deepened in the 1850s, with the arrival of a flourishing lobbying culture, centered around gambling houses and other dens of iniquity. One establishment, the Palace of Fortune, was especially lavish. Every night, its parlors filled with cigar smoke, and a great deal of political business was transacted over the sound of clinking glasses, as African-American waiters kept suitors plied with toddies and whiskey-straights carried on silver trays. Presidential candidates, senators, Cabinet members, and journalists all could be found there late into the night. One Democratic appointee was forced to ask for a loan from the Palace of Fortune after losing a large stake, in order to make it to China, where he was to be Buchanan’s envoy. The proprietor was a Virginian who easily guided bills through Congress that favored his business interests. When he died, President Buchanan attended the funeral.54

But Lincoln’s election imperiled the subterranean world of influence peddling. It was impossible to imagine him in a gambling house, and that was one of the reasons he had won. The voters were exhausted by years of scandal and fraud.55 They longed for a president capable of speaking from the heart, or speaking at all—in four years, Buchanan had given just three speeches, including his inaugural.56

So ingrained were the lobbying habits that many expected them to survive long after the government had folded. As South Carolina was preparing to secede, it was also trying to negotiate the “most-favored” trading benefits of equal powers. Accordingly, it did what all great nations do: it sent a diplomatic representative to its “embassy,” a large house on K Street. A fashionable young man was sent to represent the interests of this new country. Years later, he was remembered as a young “ambassador” whose tailoring was better thought through than his mission. With an imperial mustache, patent leather shoes, and a cane topped by a golden horse head and tapered into a horse’s hoof, he left no doubt that he was “the dude of the dudes.”57

That was a long distance from Abraham Lincoln. But as the weeks went by, it was not at all clear that the old order would give way. Resistance was concentrated in the Senate and the Cabinet, where people were acting strangely. For some time, Northerners had noticed that three Cabinet secretaries always seemed to be standing near Buchanan, as if trying to prevent his escape from the White House. They were Howell Cobb of Georgia (Secretary of the Treasury), John B. Floyd of Virginia (Secretary of War), and Jacob Thompson of Mississippi (Secretary of the Interior). It was said that they wielded an “occult influence” over the president.58

All three would serve the Confederacy in high offices. In effect, they already were Confederated, as they conferred with leading Southern senators and intentionally undermined their own departments. Cobb left the Treasury empty before quitting in early December 1860. Thompson crossed the South, drumming up support for secession, which would remove enormous swaths of public land from the United States.59

Floyd may have been the worst. As Secretary of War, he had sworn to defend the United States against all enemies. Instead, he surreptitiously shipped arms from Northern arsenals to the South. (The Confederacy would later brag about his disloyalty.)60 If Pittsburgh’s citizens had not protested a shipment of heavy guns, the damage would have been even worse.61 Floyd was also found to have indulged in massive fraud and crooked land deals.62 One newspaper, disgusted by how much he had stolen, called him “the $6,000,000 Man.”63

The details of these swindles were coming out the same week that South Carolina seceded, in late December, leading to a crisis of confidence. Floyd was forced to resign—which helped—but it also added to the instability. The Secretary of State, Lewis Cass, had also resigned, leaving the country with no official to shape its foreign policy.64 The situation deteriorated further in the last week of 1860, as bitter disputes raged over what to do with South Carolina, especially after Major Robert Anderson improved his position by retreating to Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor. It was later alleged that Interior Secretary Thompson secretly telegraphed the details of Cabinet meetings to South Carolina officials.65 Buchanan’s attempts to please each side exasperated everyone, and after an angry Cabinet meeting on December 29, he more or less ceased to function.66 The final hours of the year seemed to signal the utter collapse of civility. From the Senate balcony, unruly mobs jeered, “Abe Lincoln will never come here!”67

It seemed ever more dangerous to try. A stranger wrote to Lincoln from Baltimore that day, saying that it would be “madness” to go through the city on his way to Washington, because of the hatred already whipped up against him. The writer added, “I have had my head shaved twice merely for making the remark that I consider you a gentleman.”68 A friend, writing from Washington, said, “We are in a revolution,” and urged Lincoln to come “very soon”—but in disguise.69

With each passing day, the gloom deepened in the capital, as former friends stopped speaking, and social events turned into a slog. A joke going around town proposed that the government rearrange the letters of its own name, replacing “United” with “Untied.” Henry Adams saw signs of brooding violence everywhere as he wandered through grim receptions, with Washington’s factions glaring at each other. The young historian thought the great experiment was over, and grew depressed at “the ghost of this murdered republic.”70
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COUP D’ÉTAT

Many desperate plans were contemplated during these dark days, as 1860 gave way to 1861, and wild rumors were whispered in the shadows of the Capitol. An ardent secessionist, Senator Louis Wigfall of Texas, was later accused of plotting to kidnap James Buchanan in order to elevate the vice president, John Breckinridge, who had just lost to Lincoln in the election.72 Northern leaders suspected that Southerners were already negotiating with the British. The British government was said to be rejoicing that the “bubble” of democracy had finally burst.73

Another rumor, reported in many diaries and letters, described an imminent invasion of Washington by militias loyal to the South.74 The capital was vulnerable, not only because it was so close to the Southern states but also because roughly two out of three residents supported the secessionists.75 A former governor of Virginia, Henry Wise, was openly advocating for an attack. On December 18 the Richmond Enquirer urged Virginians to resist Lincoln’s inauguration by any means possible.76 On Christmas, its editors asked, “Can there not be found men bold and brave enough in Maryland to unite with Virginians in seizing the capital?” Newspapers as far away as New York joined in, urging Southerners to “save the republic of Washington from the taint of niggerism” and to physically “expel Lincoln and his free-nigger horde from the federal district.” Local conspirators bragged that they could quickly summon a hundred thousand men to surround the Capitol and restore the District to its rightful control by Maryland and Virginia.77

A week later, the governor of Maryland, Thomas Hicks, confirmed that dangerous plans were being hatched by conspirators. In an address to the people of Maryland, delivered on January 3, he warned against these violent schemes. In so doing, he gave all the details of the plot: “They have resolved to seize the federal Capitol and the public archives, so that they may be in a position to be acknowledged by foreign governments as the United States of America.”78 In other words, they did not intend to secede—they planned on taking over the entire project, including the name. Southern senators taunted that the capital would be in the hands of the South on Inauguration Day.79

These fears were corroborated by many others. William Seward heard rumors of an attempted coup d’état.80 Henry Adams maintained that the planners included Cabinet members. News of the plot reached Springfield as well, where Lincoln’s secretary, John Nicolay, noted it with alarm.81 Many of Lincoln’s friends wrote long letters disclosing what they knew of the plan. Lincoln’s close ally Elihu Washburne warned of a “powerful conspiracy to seize the Capitol.” Government of the people hung by a slender thread.82

As the symbol of democracy, the Capitol was an attractive target.83 It held nearly the entirety of the government: both chambers of the legislative branch, the judicial branch, and most of the archives, going back to the country’s earliest documents. No one knew the building better than Jefferson Davis, who had been supervising its renovations. The Mississippi senator was fascinated by national symbols—the last book he checked out from the Library of Congress was a history of the American flag.84 Davis had his eye on the White House as well; his wife Varina told friends in New York that she hoped they would visit her there after her husband returned to occupy their new home in the spring.85

It would have been a simple matter, from a military perspective. The one time Washington had been threatened before, in 1814, it had quickly folded. The American army was still very small, with thirteen thousand men; a tenth the size of Switzerland’s.86 Most of the troops were deployed far away in forts on the western frontier. Nor was the navy in much better shape. There were ninety vessels in the fleet, but only forty-two were in commission. Of the entire navy, only two ships lay at anchor, ready, and one of them had orders to sail for Africa.87 Fewer than five hundred regular troops were available to defend the capital, with perhaps another five hundred who could be called up—but their loyalty was not certain in a city that was more against Lincoln than for him.88 The Columbian Armory, where arms were stored, was guarded by a grand total of two men.89 In the Washington Navy Yard, loyal officers were worried about an amphibious invasion across the Potomac. They knew that it was possible to wade across the river at low tide.90

If anti-Lincoln militias had captured the Capitol in late December, the year 1861 would have begun very differently. Instead of organizing a new country, with its capital a thousand miles away in Alabama, the South might have simply held on to the old one. With whatever rump Congress they chose to assemble, they could have expelled the Northern members, welcomed back South Carolina, and abruptly disinvited Lincoln from his own inaugural. In effect, they would have turned back the news of his election.91

That would have put the responsibility on the Northern and Western states to organize a new government, shorn of the historical documents that do so much to give the United States its sense of origin. The Declaration of Independence, the Constitution, and the Bill of Rights would have remained in the possession of the South.92 So would the other badges of legitimacy—all of the seals, treaties, maps, laws, patents, and census reports prepared by earlier generations. In effect, they would have seized American history itself. It would have been a kind of bloodless acquisition; a corporate takeover organized by a powerful minority interest with a strong sense of its right to rule.93

One set of records was especially valuable to the conspirators, desperate to make sure that Lincoln’s words would never be spoken from the steps of the Capitol. Inside the same building, two boxes held the confirmation that Lincoln had, in fact, been elected. After the election, each state had tabulated its votes and prepared formal certificates, which they sent dutifully to Washington. Remarkably, they were routed to the office of Vice President John Breckinridge, the president of the Senate.94 He had been the South’s candidate in the election, and he was the very person who would gain the most if the boxes were destroyed, or stolen, or simply misplaced. The Capitol had many secret chambers, well suited for the deep storage of idealistic legislation.

Even if Southern militias did not surround the Capitol, there was another way Lincoln’s election could be turned back, striking for its simplicity. On February 13 the two boxes would be taken from Breckinridge’s office and brought into the House chamber, where they would be opened, and the votes counted. But anything might happen in a city that had effectively ceased to play by any rules. Perhaps the certificates had not been signed and sealed properly? Lincoln’s enemies might declare a miscount, throwing the election into the House. In 1824, Congress had denied another Westerner, Andrew Jackson, the presidency after some intense horse trading behind closed doors. Or, leading Southerners might simply ask the vice president to become an “acting president” in light of the collapse in leadership from James Buchanan.95

Yet another plan to prevent Lincoln’s arrival was even starker. It was simply to kill him, either during his long and exposed journey to Washington or, perhaps, on the very steps of the Capitol as he was about to be inaugurated. As it turned out, Henry Adams was not the only young man obsessed with Rome: according to one account, a cabal of plotters had been reading Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. That play offered a blueprint for eliminating a tyrant, killed while entering the Capitoline—one of the plotters was reported to be an actor who would actually declaim from the play in their meetings.96

Lincoln had been receiving warnings for months from friends who had heard rumors about these shadowy cabals.97 Some of the threats even made the papers. In December, the Chicago Tribune reported that $40,000 had been raised in New Orleans to hire assassins.98 In the gambling houses, immense sums were said to be wagered on the result, as if Lincoln’s death were a sporting event. To many bettors, it was not all that different; a battle of wits, between a form of prey and his pursuers. They were used to foxhunts, and duck blinds, and steeplechase rides through the countryside. There would be many opportunities to catch this quarry, none better than the final stretch of his approach.99
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RATS IN A TRAP

Yet a frail hope remained, even in these darkest days of the republic. The simple fact that Lincoln was coming had a galvanic effect on people. After all of the corruption and the constant braying of secession threats, Americans felt encouraged that a transition was imminent. Hay and Nicolay likened it to a barometric change and called it the “first fresh breeze” of a reaction, as if the great prairie wind of the summer were still blowing.101 In small towns and large cities, citizens began to stand up for their country. They went to public meetings, they talked over fences, and they readied themselves for any hardship. They may not have voted for Lincoln, but they now felt a strong interest in his survival.

They felt it even in the South, where there were brave Americans willing to stand up and risk the anger of the Lincoln haters. The country’s leading military figure, Winfield Scott, was a native Virginian but a staunch Unionist. He was older than the capital, and had seen many presidents come and go. Thomas Jefferson had personally interviewed him about his desire to serve, at the beginning of a glorious career. Most felt that career was finished, but on December 12 Scott returned to Washington to do battle once more. Despite his age and girth (he could no longer mount a horse), he knew that a strong hand was needed to save the republic.102

Scott soon took charge of a deteriorating situation. He enlisted the aid of a capable officer, Charles P. Stone and, in their first meeting, explained that the situation was so tense, “a dogfight might cause the gutters of the capital to run with blood.”103 Many army officers were actually taking steps to defend Washington against the North. Until Scott arrived, guns had been given to pro-Southern militias but not to regular companies willing to fight for the United States.104

Stone quickly shored up the defenses of the government buildings.105 Soon he was drilling new recruits: volunteers he had found among ordinary citizens who had worked hard to build up their city and did not want to see it seized by gaudy secessionists. They included firemen, stonecutters, housepainters, and more than a few immigrants.106 Stone wrote of these rank-and-file Americans, “Without them, Mr. Lincoln never would have been inaugurated.”107

The breeze blew in other ways as well. Following the resignation of the disloyal Cabinet members, it became easier to lead the government. James Buchanan remained incapable of action, but the crisis eased as others began to step into the breach. Attorney General Edwin Stanton secretly communicated urgent information to William Seward, the acknowledged head of the Republican Party in Washington. They never met face-to-face at the time, but by cooperating, they were able to keep the government of the United States intact until Lincoln’s arrival.108 “History is being made very rapidly,” Henry Adams wrote breathlessly.109

The South did not give up easily. On January 5, according to several sources, a secret conclave was held at the Washington home of Jefferson Davis to draft a blueprint for the Confederacy. It decreed that Davis would lead the protocountry, and that Southerners would pretend to negotiate with Northerners, to lull them into complacency. But they would sabotage the incoming administration in every way possible. Then, on the morning of Lincoln’s inaugural, they would have cannon ready, and, with help from Virginians, they would take over the capital.110

These claims remain conjectural, but many aspects of the plan track with reality, including the efforts of Southerners to offer a bewildering variety of compromises in the weeks leading up to Lincoln’s arrival. One of these was a peace conference convened by former president John Tyler, which began to deliberate on February 4 inside the Willard Hotel, a well-known shrine to lobbying (the Willard lobby was said to be where the word originated). There the delegates would be comfortable eating and drinking to their hearts’ content.

Throughout January and February, Washington was on pins and needles, waiting for a hostile takeover. On February 3 Lincoln’s friend Elihu Washburne wrote him a confidential letter warning that the evidence of a conspiracy to seize the Capitol was “overwhelming” and that he should “prepare for the worst.”111 Henry Adams wrote, “If the news comes to the North some fine morning that the telegraph wires are down, and the railroad interrupted between here and Baltimore, you may take it for granted that the war has begun and that we are shut up here like so many rats in a trap, to work out our own salvation.”112 He was beginning to appreciate a serious flaw in the apparatus that his great-grandfather had helped to design. The wait for an incoming president was simply too long.
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CITY OF THE DEAD

As the country’s schizophrenia deepened, a specialist in mental health was making her way through the South. Dorothea Dix hailed from New England, but she had forged many Southern friendships during her career advocating for more humane treatment of the mentally ill. In recent months, she had been in Tennessee, Mississippi, and South Carolina, where she had arrived during the frenzy of secession. She called it “insane,” not a word she used lightly. From there she found her way north to Washington, reaching the capital just before Christmas. To her practiced eye, it was as if a plague had struck. She described it as a “city of the dead.114” But it was not simply that the government was in danger of collapse; she had also heard about a plot to assassinate Lincoln as he approached. In response, Dix made a fateful visit to a railroad executive who operated the only track that connected Washington to the rest of the country.

Samuel Felton was the same civil engineer who had rudely disrupted Thoreau’s solitude at Walden by sending a railroad through his sylvan paradise. He was now the president of the Philadelphia, Wilmington and Baltimore Railroad, where he specialized in solving engineering challenges. His brother Cornelius, the Greek specialist, wrote, “Sam is a genius for getting over rivers and difficulties.”115

Felton waited twenty years to describe her visit; Dix never mentioned it. They had a long interview, more than an hour, on a Saturday. Felton noted that it was remarkable, when so many male leaders of the country were “utterly at sea,” that “the keen insight and military decision of mind of a woman should have lighted on the precise point where the greatest peril to the nation lay.”116 She had discovered an “extensive” conspiracy “through the South” to seize Washington, “with its archives and records,” and declare the Southern confederacy “the Government of the United States.” That was identical to the conspiracy that the governor of Maryland and many others were warning against.

But what distinguished Dix’s account was its command of the details. She had hard knowledge that militias were already drilling along Maryland train tracks, ready to kill Lincoln as he drew near. The conspiracy’s leaders had carefully studied the bridges going in and out of Baltimore. They would also cut railroad traffic into Washington, effectively sealing it off, and declare it the capital of a Southern nation called the “United States of America.” She used the phrase that others had: coup d’état.117

With this alarming intelligence, Felton sprang into action and communicated the news to Winfield Scott. The general feared that Lincoln would have to be inaugurated in Philadelphia. Felton then began his own intelligence gathering, using all the resources available to a railroad president. With time, he learned more details. According to one source, the conspirators intended to dress “as negroes” and pour combustible material over a bridge near Baltimore as Lincoln’s train was approaching. In the chaos that ensued, they would kill him with whatever weapons were handy.
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Felton knew exactly whom to call in an emergency like this. Allan Pinkerton was a Scottish immigrant who had been active in the Underground Railroad and developed a comfortable practice as a railroad detective, working out of Chicago. On January 19 he came to Philadelphia to meet with Felton. Eight days later, he agreed to accept the assignment of infiltrating the conspiracy and foiling the plot to kill Lincoln. On February 1 he left for Maryland with eight detectives.

Among them was a recent widow, roughly twenty-seven, who had succeeded in convincing Pinkerton that women could be just effective as men, and often more so. Pinkerton later remembered Kate Warne as “a commanding person, with clear-cut, expressive features, and with an ease of manner that was quite captivating at times.” She was a “brilliant conversationalist” who could be “quite vivacious” but also understood “that rarer quality: the art of being silent.” For all of these reasons, she was a perfect spy. Like Dorothea Dix, Warne would play a large but unsung role in protecting Lincoln.119

Felton also organized a force of two hundred men, whom he stationed at the bridges along the route of his railroad. They pretended to whitewash the bridges but secretly were reporting back all observations of suspicious activity.120 In Washington, Winfield Scott was conducting his own intelligence sweeps. Most of the threats centered around Baltimore. In coordination with Seward, he too hired specialists, including the superintendent of the New York City police, John Kennedy.121

Far away in Springfield, Lincoln’s mail continued to pile up with disturbing messages. Many tried to be helpful. A Cleveland clairvoyant urged him to drink lots of hot milk after seeing a vision of Lincoln being poisoned.122 An Iowa supporter offered to build him a “coat of chain mail,” as if he were riding a steed into battle.123 Others were more graphic, sending drawings to his wife that showed him being lynched, or tarred and feathered. He tried to burn much of it.124

From Maryland, the warnings were more specific. “A Lady” in Baltimore warned him anonymously of “a league of ten persons, who had sworn that you should never pass through that city alive.”125 An army officer whom he trusted also sent troubling reports, including one that predicted it would take fifty thousand men to get him through Maryland and recommended that he simply go incognito.126 It was not entirely clear that Maryland would still be in the Union when he came through; a large public meeting would be held there on February 18 about whether to secede.127

CLOSE-WALKING

Waiting was as difficult for Lincoln as it was for everyone else. He was eight hundred miles away, powerless to stop the country from sliding into something close to anarchy. On the first day of 1861, he wrote a friend, “Every hour adds to the difficulties I am called upon to meet… he [Buchanan] is giving away the case, and I have nothing to say and can’t stop him.” He almost thought the case lost, adding, “I only wish I could have got there to lock the door before the horse was stolen.”129
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But in his own way, Lincoln was already fighting to save his country, with his words, as he diligently wrote out his early drafts of an inaugural address. He too valued an archives, and in the library of the Illinois State House, he consulted earlier speeches from American history, slowly jotting down phrases that he liked. Like a jeweler stringing beads along a necklace, Lincoln’s lapidary writing technique required patience. He would write fragments on small scraps of paper, often thrust into his pockets; then rework them. After enough scraps had been joined into coherent paragraphs, he had an early draft secretly typeset. The oldest scrap remaining comes from the very first sentence. It began, “In compliance with a custom as old as the government itself…”130 Like the secessionists eying the Capitol, he was reaching into the past in search of a legitimacy of his own. But he differed from them, as he sought his way toward a grasp of the founding documents—not merely their possession.

The search for the right language was a good way to prepare for the journey that was looming. The country might be enormous, but it shared a common history. To travel through America’s diverse regions was another way of reinforcing the essential doctrine of e pluribus unum. But time was running short, and communication was difficult, with the mails and telegraph unsafe. No trip this complicated had ever been planned for an incoming president. The challenges ranged from the vastness of the land itself, to the multiplicity of possible routes, and the constant exposure of a vulnerable human being who had engendered more hatred than anyone in American history.

Certainly he would not be safe in the South, where violence was continually threatened against him. As a candidate, Lincoln had written to a friend in Kentucky, wondering if he would be lynched if he tried to visit his birthplace.131 To his friends, he shrugged and said, “If they want to kill me, there is nothing to prevent it.”132

But to save democracy in its hour of darkness, it was essential that Lincoln travel publicly, unafraid, to his inauguration. He never wavered, even if there were flickers of his awareness of the danger. After sending a memo to Winfield Scott urging him to hold the forts, he said, “There can be no doubt that in any event that is good ground to live by and die by.”133 When a visitor mentioned that the secessionists might seize Washington, he answered with heat, promising, “I will suffer death,” before giving in to any compromise that made it look like he was “buying the privilege” of the office to which he had been legitimately elected. Since he would never “concede to traitors,” he was ready, if need be, for his soul to “go back to God from the wings of the Capitol.” On the eve of his journey, he said to an old friend, “I will die before I will depart from any of those things under threats made by traitors and secessionists under arms, defying the government.134

Walt Whitman would later use the term “close-walking” to describe the feeling of holding hands with death, as a companion.135 In his own youthful poetry, Lincoln had expressed a similar thought in his poetry, about the “midway world” where the living and the dead were free to mingle. From the election on, he would never be free from the knowledge that people were trying to kill him as he tried to save the country—that, in fact, his life and the life of democracy were, for a time, running parallel to each other. In a letter to a congressman from Pennsylvania, Lincoln said that he would never give in to the threats: “If we surrender, it is the end of us, and of the government.”136

But if he survived, a successful trip might answer nagging questions about the country. Traveling through hundreds of villages and cities on his way to Washington was a danger, but it also presented an opportunity to unite Americans and reflect on the deeper purpose of the republic. In many ways, the country remained fissiparous, more pluribus than unum. It was not merely that North and South were pulling apart; there were countless other Americas as well. The West stretched so far that it included vast expanses with barely any awareness of the United States at all. There were self-governing indigenous peoples, and Mormons in Utah, reluctant to acknowledge any government except their own. California was a universe unto itself. Texas might easily return to its earlier status as an independent republic. Even in the East, there were fragments of states that had belonged to other states, when the ink was not quite dry on the old maps. An alarming report sent to Lincoln by Winfield Scott on the eve of the election expressed the old general’s fear that the country would split—not into two but four confederacies.137

But Lincoln was conversant with James Madison’s cheeky assertion in Federalist 14 that republican government could survive as far as people were willing to go. There is evidence that he was reading it at precisely this moment, as he wrote his inaugural address. Madison’s “cords of affection” reverberate in Lincoln’s “bonds of affection” and “mystic chords of memory.”138 The country desperately needed to feel those cords of affection again.

Many centuries earlier, when the kings of England and France traveled through the countryside, they were believed to possess magical healing powers. If those afflicted with scrofula drew near, they might, if they were lucky, receive the “the royal touch”—a laying on of hands that was widely believed to cure the people’s suffering.139 Of course, not many clung to these old superstitions in a country as modern as the United States of America. Yet some kind of laying on of hands was needed. In desperation, a woman wrote to Lincoln on the last day of the year, asking him to speak and to give Americans “the inspiration of a new hope.”140

A well-conceived journey could remind Americans, in this perilous hour, just how much they had in common. It would not only allow millions of citizens to see him, but also allow him to see them. That education would be useful for an incoming president. Lincoln understood that it would be healthy for the people and their president to have a “closer acquaintance.” As his close advisers knew, there was something about “live sympathy” that made democracy work.141

But could he win that sympathy, with so many challenges before him? From Washington, the distress signals were getting louder. Henry Adams conveyed the gravity of the situation when he worried that Lincoln’s task “was one which might have filled with alarm the greatest statesman that ever lived.”142 Glum, he saw little hope. His brother Charles, even more darkly, saw a ship of state “drifting on the rocks of a lee shore; nothing could save it.” It was remotely possible that “the coming change of commanders would alter the whole aspect of the situation,” but so many questions remained. Adams asked, “where and what sort of a man was the new commander?” He continued, “Abraham Lincoln was an absolutely unknown quantity; and yet he was the one possible Deus ex machina!”143

The phrase deus ex machina was Latin, but the concept dated back to Greek tragedy, and the machine, usually a crane, that would casually drop an actor onto the stage from an unseen location or help spirit the actor away. In Medea, by Euripides, the machine was a chariot, drawn by dragons, that allowed the heroine to leave at a moment when a hasty departure was necessary. Lincoln may have wished such a device was available, to flee the office seekers and a situation that was growing worse by the day.

That prompted the thought that Lincoln would need to leave Springfield soon and that some care should be given to the delicate matter of what sort of machina ought to transport him to the capital. It should project a presidential aura, at a time when the presidency had nearly ceased to exist. It should bring him into contact with the people and restore their confidence in democracy. It should show a firm, implacable purpose, to remind his many enemies that he had, in fact, been elected to lead the country. It should have windows, so he could see the people. And it should go fast.

Fortunately, such a machine existed. The railroad had been carrying Lincoln in a widening radius from his home for years. He knew railroads; he had studied their gear mechanisms; he had charted their routes. They were the vehicle of choice for huge numbers of new Americans coming out west, swelling the census returns, and adding precious votes into his column. This was the deus ex machina he needed to reach his capital. A specially outfitted private car would carry him and his family nearly two thousand miles toward Washington. In effect, this rolling land barge would become the ship of state, for however long it took to get him there. A friend of Lincoln’s wrote, “The car which carries him to Washington carries the welfare of a great nation.”144

As 1861 began, the planning became more serious. On January 3 Lincoln wrote to William Seward that he wanted to arrive after the official counting of the electoral votes on February 13.145 That provided focus. Soon after, Henry Villard reported that a man with railroad experience, William S. Wood, a “former organizer of pleasure excursions,” had arrived to take charge of the trip.146

By late January, the route was nearly finished.147 It was important to visit the governors, as they would be instrumental, especially if soldiers were needed. Accordingly, the route would wind through the capitals of Indiana, Ohio, New York, New Jersey, and Pennsylvania, the states that had elected him. It would be a grueling odyssey, from one Greek Revival state house to the next, until he reached the city of ruins along the Potomac. But that was the only way Lincoln could breathe new life into a republic that had all but given up the ghost.

Just before his inauguration, in 1789, George Washington had written that he felt like “a culprit who is going to the place of his own execution.”148 But his long trip from Mount Vernon to New York had helped to make his presidency real to the people. Now, in order to save the country, Lincoln needed to summon all of his strength for an even longer journey, back to the place Washington had approved as the seat of government. And he needed to get there quickly, while there was a country left to save.
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