
ONE-HUNDRED-AND-FIFTY 

YEARS AGO, AMERICANS WENT 

TO WAR WITH THEMSELVES. 

DISUNION REVISITS AND 

RECONSIDERS AMERICA’S MOST 

PERILOUS PERIOD — USING 

CONTEMPORARY ACCOUNTS, 

DIARIES, IMAGES AND HISTORICAL 

ASSESSMENTS TO FOLLOW THE 

CIVIL WAR AS IT UNFOLDED. 

DISUNION

Lincoln taking the oath at his second  
inauguration, March 4, 1865.
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The only thing foggier than 
war itself may be the path 
to its frightening, if too 
often exhilarating, outbreak. 
Indeed, the secession crisis 
and road to civil war took an 
enormous emotional toll on 
Americans of every persua-
sion and in every corner 
of the land. Few, however, 
expressed themselves as 
publicly or eloquently as 
Frederick Douglass. “I have 
never spent days so restless 
and anxious,” he said in an 
early April 1861, lecture at 
Rochester’s Spring Street 
A.M.E. Zion Church. “Our 
mornings and evenings have 
continually oscillated be-
tween the dim light of hope 
and the gloomy shadow  
of despair.”
 It was a time of great 
activity for Douglass. 
Throughout the winter he 
had helped organize a 
weekly series of antislavery 
lectures on Sundays at 
the Spring Street church. 
Although he was himself the 
most frequent speaker, many 
other prominent abolitionists 
addressed the gatherings, 
including Susan B. An-
thony, Parker Pillsbury and 
Jermain Loguen. Douglass 
also wrote fervidly: since 
he could not directly affect 

a policy that might now 
emerge from the turbulent 
atmosphere of Washington, 
he took to his pen for solace, 
and for spirit. As editor, 
orator and autobiographer, 
his words and the example 
of his own story were, after 
all, his only real weapons 
against slavery. But he also 
knew their power: through-
out the 1850s Douglass had 
learned well that words were 
the currency of politics. Now 
even words, though, were in 
flux. “The strangest feature 
of this eventful drama,” he 
proclaimed, “is the complete 
inversion of the sense of…
words.”
 Rochester lay deep 
within Unionist territory, but 
the ebb and flow of national 
politics reached the church 
doors: the meetings had 
moved to Zion, which served 
a community of nearly 300 
blacks, in late January after 
a convention of abolition-
ists meeting in Rochester’s 
majestic Corinthian Hall 
was disrupted by a mob and 
closed down by police. By 
early February, a white work-
ingmen’s convention drew a 
large turnout to endorse sec-
tional “compromise” in the 
crisis, which was precisely 
what Douglass and abolition-

ists most feared. On the other hand, on Feb. 18, a throng 
estimated at 15,000 gathered at the Rochester train station 
as President-elect Abraham Lincoln passed through on his 
storied, whistle-stop journey to Washington.
 To abolitionists like Douglass, who dearly yearned for 
a breakup of the Union that might threaten slavery through 
unpredictable means and events, all was uncertain as Lincoln 
glided through town. A divided nation watched and awaited 
what the new president would do about the wayward “Con-
federate” states of the Deep South, which were busy seizing 
federal forts, arsenals, courts and post offices.
 Douglass minced no words in announcing his own defini-
tion of the secessionists: They were “traitors and rebels” who 
had “robbed, plundered, insulted, spit upon, and defiled” 
the United States government, he angrily wrote in February. 
“Treason” and “Armed Rebellion,” he complained, were “now 
simply the sovereign right of Secession, and the execution  
of the Laws is now called ‘Coercion.’” To Douglass, the 
secessionists were the mortal enemies of the “Government” 
(which he began to capitalize), as well as of his cause of  
abolition. Traitors merited no quarter, and he repeatedly 
insisted on his own label for their movement – the  
“treasonable, Slaveholding Confederacy.”
 But secessionist treason was “exceeded” by Northern 
acquiescence, Douglass contended, in “the sneaking cow-
ardice and pitiful imbecility of the Government [the Buchanan 
administration], and the Northern people, who are mobbing 
down freedom of speech, crying ‘no coercion,’ and whining 
for compromise.” Douglass had been practicing this kind of 
rhetoric about slaveholders for years; by 1861, it was as if the 
secessionists had flipped his switch into overdrive.
 By the eve of Lincoln’s inauguration March 4, Douglass’s 
“doubt and distraction” had all but consumed him. He was 
not yet connected to the Republican Party establishment and 
had no personal ties to Lincoln’s inner circle. He truly did not 
know which impulses or rumors about the new president’s 
impending actions to trust. Whatever Lincoln’s policy would 
be towards slavery and “our nation’s troubles,” he declared, 
it would “be a great relief to know.” Lincoln’s “stately silence” 
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throughout the crisis left 
Douglass guessing, but 
he did take hope from the 
Illinoisan’s “cool and cir-
cumspect” resistance, thus 
far, to all major compromise 
measures bandied about  
in public debate. Grasping 
for confidence, Douglass 
said Lincoln had “not won 
deceitfully the title of Honest 
Old Abe.”
 Tense, and writing from 
his lonely late winter outpost 
in Rochester, speaking for 
radical abolitionists and on 
Sundays to a small black 
congregation, as well as to 
his white antislavery neigh-

bors and allies, Douglass 
worried that the “atmosphere 
of the Capitol” would yet 
infect the “moral health” of 
Lincoln and the Republicans. 
But with only days to wait 
for the inaugural message, 
Douglass simply offered that 
“all our hopes” were with the 
new president’s resolve. All 
along, he had yearned that 
the South’s “gigantic and 
systematized Treason” had, 
with time, irrevocably “bound 
up the fate of the Republic 
and that of the slave in the 
same bundle.” Neither he, 
nor anyone, quite knew yet 
the deep irony of that truth.
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THE UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT  
WILL ORDER THE EVACUATION OF  
FORT SUMTER BY NEXT WEEK.

That, at least, is the news that is all over Mont-
gomery, where officials are striving to temper the 
inhabitants’ euphoria, and also all over Charleston, 
where they are not. “Sumter is to be ours without 
a fight!” cried a jubilant Charleston Mercury. “To 
those who have troubled themselves with vague 
fears of war on a large scale … the relief will be as 
great as the apprehensions have been grievous.”
The report came first from Texas Senator Louis 
Wigfall, who is still clinging to his office despite ef-
forts this week to unseat him (an all but pointless 
exercise, since he will almost certainly resign next 
week once Texas officially recognizes the results 
of a referendum approving secession). Taking 
time out from drinking sprees with Robert Ward 
Johnson, who until his resignation on inauguration 
eve had been a senator from Kentucky (reportedly, 
after their first bibulous encounter last week, John-
son remembered slapping Wigfall and expressed 
his regrets, adding that he would understand if 
Wigfall felt obliged to seek satisfaction on the field 
of honor; Wigfall, professing no memory of the 
incident, magnanimously forgave Johnson, and 
invited him to go for a drink), Wigfall wired both 
President Davis and General Beauregard, the 
newly appointed commander of the armed forces 
in Charleston.

A Letter from  
the Postmaster
By Jamie Malanowski

 His news: Sumter is out of supplies, 
and Washington will yield the fort in 
five days, although Beauregard should 
keep his guard up in case this is a ploy 
to help rescue the fort.  That unlikely 
possibility seemed to grow even fainter 
after the same information was re-
ported by John Forsyth, one of the three 
commissioners who had been sent to 
Washington by Davis in the unavail-
ing quest to negotiate the purchase of 
Sumter and other federal properties ly-
ing within the new Confederacy. Lincoln 
has refused to meet the commissioners 
in any capacity, even privately, but they 
were able to meet with a government 
official who in turn spoke with a cabinet 
official, who confirmed that an evacua-
tion order was nigh.
 And if these private communiqués 
were not convincing enough, they 
were further legitimated by reports in 
Northern newspapers. “There is but 
little doubt that the Government will 
order the evacuation of Fort Sumpter,” 
reported The New York Times, who, dis-
regarding the preferences of the man 
whom the stronghold was named after 
(General Thomas Sumter, the Carolina 
Gamecock who plagued Lord Corn-
wallis), uses the same idiosyncratic 
spelling for the building that President 
Lincoln uses.
 The identity of the Cabinet offi-
cial who conveyed the information to 
Forsyth has not been learned, but the 
commissioners have informed Mont-
gomery that they have had conferences 
at the highest level, including an unof-
ficial meeting with Secretary of State 
Seward last week. Nor is it known 
whether the source of Mr. Forsyth’s 
information is different than the source 
of Senator Wigfall’s, or of the news-
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paper’s, but in some ways, it doesn’t 
matter. Though there is disagreement 
about the political value of holding 
Sumter in the face of this challenge 
from the South, the word from through-
out the government, including the War 
Department and the Treasury, is that 
the preponderant opinion of the experts 
deems reinforcement neither practically 
possible nor militarily desirable.
 One of the few who does not seem 
entirely convinced, however, is Abra-
ham Lincoln. The president seems to 
have slow-baked a strategy while await-
ing the official start of his administra-
tion, and it is weighted heavily against 
overreaction. “There is really  
no crisis except an artificial one,” 
he said last month, and it has been 
fomented by “turbulent men, aided by 
designing politicians. My advice, then, 
is to keep cool.”
 And cool he remained in his inaugu-
ral address: “The power confided to me 
will be used to hold, occupy, and pos-
sess the property and places belonging 
to the Government and to collect the 
duties and imposts; but beyond what 
may be necessary for these objects, 
there will be no invasion, no using of 
force against or among the people any-
where. … The government will not as-
sail you.” It is, in other words, a strategy 
of sitting tight. But from the moment the 
president learned from Major Ander-
son that Fort Sumter would be out of 
supplies in a month’s time, his carefully 
considered strategy was defunct: either 
he would have to yield on the pledge to 
“hold, occupy and defend,” or he would 
have to yield on the pledge not to in-
vade, as Confederate authorities would 
define a reinforcement. Lincoln can’t sit 
tight; he has to make a move.

 In his letter, Major Anderson as-
serted that because of the batteries 
and fortifications that had been erected 
all around Charleston harbor, it would 
take 20,000 men to effect a reinforce-
ment of Sumter. Twenty million would 
be no less a fantasy number, since 
there are fewer than 20,000 men in the 
entire Army, the vast majority of whom 
are stationed on the western frontier. 
Lincoln asked General Scott for his 
view of the matter, and Scott agreed 
with Anderson. An invasion force would 
be needed to suppress the shore bat-
teries, which would otherwise demolish 
the relief vessels, and a lengthy siege 
would likely ensue.
 Passing his response through 
Seward — the two veterans of Washing-
ton policy-making have seemingly com-
bined their wisdom to help steer the 
neophyte president — Scott told Lincoln 
that this was President Buchanan’s 
fault, that the government had missed 
its best opportunity to reinforce Sumter 
right after Anderson took possession.
Now, alas, the president’s options were 
limited to four: first, adopt a compro-
mise like the one suggested by Senator 
Crittenden in order to hold the border 
states, and wait to see if the disunion 
fire burns itself out; second, collect 
customs duties offshore and blockade 
Southern ports in hopes of slowly bring-
ing the rebels to heel; third, invade the 
South with an army and defeat them on 
the field of battle; or fourth, said Scott, 
“Say to the seceded States, go ye way-
ward sisters, depart in peace.”
 After receiving this analysis, Lincoln, 
whose military experience consists of 
12 weeks of service in 1832 as a volun-
teer who never saw battle in the Black 
Hawk War (“I had a good many bloody 

struggles with the mosquitoes,” he has said), politely asked 
the hero of Chapultepec, a man who has spent more than a 
half century in uniform, to please consider the problem again.
 When next he met with the president at a meeting with 
the Cabinet three days later, the 74-year-old Scott brought 
along 73-year-old General Joseph Totten, the army’s chief 
engineer. The cabinet was disturbed to hear their gloomy 
assessment, especially Gideon Welles, the secretary of the 
navy, who believed a relief mission was still feasible, mostly 
on the word of his chief adviser, the 63-year-old Commodore 
Silas Stringham, another monument whose 52 years of ser-
vice to the Navy began as a midshipman at age 11.
 Stringham believed reinforcing Sumter could be done, 
and had in fact approved two relief plans back in January, 
one fashioned by a naval commander named James Ward, 
the other by a former lieutenant named Gustavus Fox. (The 
difference in the assessments between Army and Navy 
comes down to whether one has more confidence in the 
ability of shore batteries to sink ships, or the ability of ships 
to evade shore batteries.) Seward, with customary wiliness, 
suggested a clever way to split the difference: Relieve Fort 
Pickens in Pensacola Bay in Florida, which, like Sumter, is 
occupied by federal troops in defiance of state authorities, 
but which, unlike Sumter, lies farther from land and thus can 
be reinforced by sea with comparative ease. That way, says 
Seward, the principle of federal authority is established, and 
Sumter could still be honorably relinquished, which would 
help the efforts to hold on to the border states.
 Perhaps the cabinet member most distressed by the 
news of Sumter’s vulnerability was the postmaster general, 
Montgomery Blair. An ardent Union man and a West Point 
graduate, Blair was one of the attorneys who represented 
Dred Scott. His influence is amplified by his connection 
to his father, Frank, the editor of the Washington Globe, a 
member of Andy Jackson’s kitchen cabinet and a founder of 
the Republican Party. The next day, after hearing his son ex-
press his dismay about the possibility of losing Sumter, Frank 
left his breakfast table and hied over to the White House, 
where he bucked the lengthy line of office seekers and all 
but demanded to see the president. The surrender of Sumter 
would be the surrender of the Union, Blair said in a fury, and 
passionately argued against yielding. The old man acted 
impertinently, but the president was impressed.
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 Later, when Frank Blair cooled down, he asked his son to 
convey his apologies to Lincoln. But Monty had something 
more persuasive in mind, and had summoned his brother-
in-law to Washington. The brother-in-law, as it happens, is 
Gustavus Fox, the same former lieutenant who had formu-
lated a plan to relieve Sumter, and on the very next day, he 
was sitting with the president, explaining an ingenious plan 
involving a couple of tug boats and a steamer.
 The president was sufficiently impressed that he asked 
Fox to present his plan to the Cabinet. Afterwards, Lincoln 
asked each member of the Cabinet to place in writing his 
views on reinforcing Sumter. Smith of Interior said “it would 
not be wise.” Welles of the Navy said “failure would be 
attended with untold disaster.” Cameron of the War Depart-
ment said that surrendering the fort later would still be “an in-
evitable necessity.” Bates, the attorney general, discouraged 
“any act which may have the semblance … of beginning a 
civil war.” Chase of Treasury equivocally advised against it, 
and said the administration instead ought to consider “the or-
ganization of actual government by the seven seceded states 
as an accomplished revolution.” And Seward predicted 
that the maneuver would propel the remaining slave states 
straight into the Confederacy. “I would not initiate a war to 
regain a useless position on the soil of the seceded States.  
I would not provoke a war in any way now.”
 No doubt it was the near unanimity of the Cabinet’s 
opinions that fed those reports that caused such jubilation 
in Confederate hearts, for only the postmaster general took 
a hard line in favor of reinforcement. “Every new conquest 
made by the rebels strengthens their hands at home and 
their claim to recognition as an independent people abroad,” 
wrote Montgomery Blair. “The rebellion was checked in 1833 
by the promptitude of the President in taking measures which 
made it manifest that it could not be attempted with impunity, 
and [the current rebellion] has grown to its present formi-
dable proportions only because similar measures were not 
taken. The action of the President in 1833 inspired respect 
whilst in 1860 the rebels were encouraged by the contempt 
they felt for the incumbent of the Presidency. But it was not 
alone upon Mr. Buchanan’s weakness the rebels relied for 
success. They for the most part believe that the Northern 
men are deficient in the courage necessary to maintain the 
Government. … No men or people have so many difficulties 
as those whose firmness is doubted.”

Sources:  
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