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PREFACE

THIS BOOK IS THE STORY of two American presidents who set off for their inaugurations on the same day, early in 1861, starting from two different places and heading to two different cities: the one to Washington to try to hold the United States together as a single nation, the other to Montgomery to establish a separate, independent nation of the South: the Confederate States of America.

This unprecedented situation featured, on one side, Mr. Abraham Lincoln, the recently elected, self-educated lawyer-cum-politician from Illinois; on the other, the born soldier from Mississippi, General Jefferson Davis. Both men were roughly the same age, both unusually tall, and both traveling as competing presidents-elect: girding themselves to wield their rhetorical, executive, and military power from two different capitals. Their solemn inaugurations would be followed, only weeks later, by open warfare—and after that, inexorably, by an epic military struggle for the true soul of America: a war that would result in more casualties on American soil than any other in American history, before or since, and which would fundamentally shape the nation’s destiny.

The Civil War itself, to be sure, has been the focus of many thousands of books, chronicles, articles, films, and documentaries. My chief focus, however, has been on the two presidents themselves, Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis—along with their wives, Mary Todd Lincoln and Varina Howell Davis—as they struggled to manage their respective sides of the fatal conflict. This story has been told many times, but always from the viewpoint of just one of the rivals: either that of Abraham Lincoln or Jefferson Davis. Lincoln vs. Davis: The War of the Presidents is my attempt, as a biographer, to tell it for the first time from both men’s perspectives. As far as possible, I’ve attempted to get into their warring minds and hearts—hopefully supplying enough context, meanwhile, to judge their actions and decisions, both at the time and in retrospect.

The story of the two competing commanders in chief in their White Houses is, in every way, a unique and unpredictable tale—one that, when viewed close-up, is as mired in treason, treachery, tragedy, and villainy as any Shakespearean history play. It features noble characters, but also egregious ones. A secretary of state plotting a coup d’état; a top commander who switches sides; another who is silenced for freeing the enslaved; a proslavery general who, in opposition to his president, attempts to make the U.S. Army his launchpad to imaginary greatness; a formerly enslaved Black newspaper editor, crying in the wilderness; a passionate woman who threatens a duel with the monarch; a formerly enslaved seamstress working for a loyal First Lady who loses a son in one White House, while another First Lady for whom she had earlier worked gives birth to a son in her White House a mere hundred miles away…

In February 1861, many people viewed the struggle between the two impending presidents, Abe Lincoln and Jeff Davis, as a contest of wills, one that would test the qualities of character of the two leaders. That expectation grew only stronger as they assumed the roles of commanders in chief on behalf of their supporters, not only in their respective White Houses but also in the battles they directed their generals and their men to fight: battles that began with the historic bombardment of Fort Sumter on April 12, 1861, and continued with the great clashes of arms—Bull Run, Shiloh, Seven Pines, the Seven Days Battles, Second Bull Run, Antietam…

Underlying that historic wartime confrontation, however, festered a far deeper division, a far greater issue—the matter of slavery. It was, as Lincoln later admitted, both the cause of the war and the marker of its course from the very start. Yet for different reasons both presidents attempted to “shove it under the rug,” as the great Civil War historian James McPherson once put it, for almost a year and a half of increasingly venomous hostilities.

Slavery couldn’t be kept under the proverbial rug, however. And when Lincoln finally stopped trying—when he finally admitted to himself and the world that the issue of slavery was the key not only to understanding the war but to ending it—everything changed. The conflict and the country would never be the same.

The story of how and why the vacillator in chief was compelled at last to make up his mind and counterstrike at the very root of the Confederacy’s mass armed insurrection, is perhaps the most consequential part of this epic drama.

Abraham Lincoln’s decision would stun both his adversary and the world by changing the very terms of the war—its casus belli—and thereby determining its outcome. For, thanks to this extraordinary turnaround, the Confederacy would, in its very hour of triumph, find itself doomed—shorn of any hope of foreign recognition, with consequences that would alter American history forever.

As such, this is not just a book about the past. The extraordinary presidential duel that Presidents Lincoln and Davis fought has acquired uncanny resonance more than a hundred and sixty years later: a time not only of increasingly contentious, often violent division between American citizens espousing contrasting ideologies, but the clash of opposing leaders over the very concept of democracy and—acknowledged and unacknowledged—the matter of race and racial justice in America still today, just as emancipation had been in the Civil War.

A Shakespearean drama indeed—for their time and ours.







PART ONE

THE RIVALS







1

Competing Presidents

TRAVELING BY TRAIN, two tall Americans set off on the morning of Monday, February 11, 1861, starting seven hundred miles apart from each other from two western American towns, Springfield, Illinois, and Vicksburg, Mississippi, to their respective inaugurations as competing presidents in Washington, D.C., and Montgomery, Alabama.

The first inaugural, ironically, was to be that of the president-elect of the newly formed, treasonous Confederate States of America, General Jefferson Davis—a ceremony slated to take place immediately after Davis’s arrival in Montgomery. In this way, hoped the leaders of the convention being held to establish the new “nation,” Davis’s inauguration would preempt by several weeks that of the president-elect of the United States of America, Abraham Lincoln. For Lincoln’s inaugural in Washington was set by the U.S. Constitution to take place only on March 4, 1861, four months after his victory in the 1860 presidential election.

Two men, then, setting forth to become presidents in what, since 1776, had been one country.
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Whether either of the two presidents-elect would even reach his appointed destination was questionable as they left their homes in Illinois and Mississippi, given the partisanship, secession, and dissension riving the country since Mr. Lincoln’s election on November 6, 1860. Assassination had been threatened against both men in their roles as standard-bearers of their sections of the country: “Black” Republicans (so called because their party opposed slavery) versus Southern Democrats (who were intent upon preserving slavery if not forever, then for as long as possible).

Both individuals were already well known nationally. Though the legitimacy of secession by seven Southern states since the election might be disputed, none of their supporters appeared to question their leaders’ entitlement to travel to their capitals in their upcoming roles as presidents of their opposing factions. Two adversaries-in-waiting, therefore—waiting to don the mantles of command and political rule as their nations’ commanders in chief, if indeed the young Confederacy could be called a nation.

“Honest Abe” Lincoln, born in a log cabin: a former Illinois rail splitter, a pioneer farmer, who’d turned lawyer and had become a sensationally gifted political orator over recent years.

And “Jeff” Davis, a national hero from the Mexican War, then a U.S. senator and U.S. secretary of war in Washington in the 1850s.

In some ways, the two Americans were remarkably similar.

Mr. Lincoln and Major General Davis were almost exactly the same age, born in Kentucky within eight months of each other, little more than 100 miles apart.

Both men had been U.S. congressmen in the 1840s: Davis serving first, for two years in the House of Representatives, then Lincoln immediately after, for two years.

Both men were married with young children who would live with them in their white mansions.

Both had already lost a son and would lose one more in the following struggle.1

Both were tall and imposing: Davis six-foot, Lincoln six-foot-four.

Their long, zigzagging train journeys—1,904 miles for Mr. Lincoln, 700 miles for General Davis—would make their names even better known in an America boasting more than three thousand newspapers.2 Also, however, subjecting them to greater and greater curiosity, support, hostility, and potential violence as the country willfully undertook its most challenging test of democracy since the American Revolution that had expelled the British in 1783.

It would be, therefore, quite a contest.

A quasi-duel between the Northern, democratically elected politician, Mr. Abraham Lincoln, ranged against the distinguished Southern soldier and slaveholder, appointed by Confederate representatives, General Jefferson Davis.

Under these two opposing presidents a civil war, rather than a negotiated settlement, seemed to many observers to be inevitable.

In which one was a trained and experienced warrior, however, the other was not.
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Mr. Lincoln’s train was the first to start, from Springfield, Illinois, at 8:00 a.m. on February 11, 1861. Given the distance to be traveled and its itinerary, it would also be the last to arrive at its final destination, the U.S. capital.

Decorated with much patriotic bunting, Mr. Lincoln’s Special was pulled by a 4-4-0 Hinckley locomotive, the L. M. Wiley—named, ironically, after a Southern slaveholder.3 It comprised a comfortable car for the president-elect, with two cloth-covered tables and leather-backed chairs, together with, initially, only one ordinary passenger car.4 It would soon add more cars, however, and grow to three carriages: the president-elect’s own car; a second, yellow-painted carriage for the president’s staff, bodyguards, and doctor; and a third car for the press and others.

Its first major stop was to be in Indianapolis on the evening of February 11—though with many a station halt (and brief speech made) in between.

At full steam, the clattering Special made about thirty miles per hour: its noisy swaying motion rendering it impossible for the president-elect to write down for an accompanying journalist, the twenty-five-year-old, German-born Henry Villard (né Frederick Hilgard, an émigré under sentence of death in Bavaria for subversion against the monarchy), exactly what he remembered of the wording of his farewell speech at the Great Western depot in Springfield. From memory Mr. Lincoln therefore dictated to Villard what he recalled having said extempore.5

“My friends,” Mr. Lincoln had begun. “My Friends: No one not in my position can appreciate the sadness I feel at this parting. To this people I owe all that I am. Here I have lived more than a quarter of a century; here my children were born, and here one of them lies buried. I know not how soon I shall see you again. A duty devolves upon me which is, perhaps, greater than that which has devolved upon any other man since the days of Washington.”6

George Washington, Lincoln continued, “never would have succeeded except for the aid of Divine Providence, upon which he at all times relied. I feel that I cannot succeed without the same Divine aid which sustained him, and in the same Almighty Being I place my reliance for support; and I hope you, my friends, will all pray that I may receive that Divine assistance, without which I cannot succeed, but with which success is certain. Again I bid you all an affectionate farewell.”7

Mr. Lincoln wasn’t old—in fact he was the third-youngest president ever elected, and slightly younger than his opposing president-elect, General Davis—Mr. Lincoln turning fifty-two the next day, when the two men would be the same age.

Both men seemed, however, oddly reticent over their new status—each humbled at the enormity of the task facing them. The one to preserve the Union of the United States, as established in 1776 when casting off its embarrassing title of “United Colonies.” The other threatening to do the very opposite: namely to preside, in the Deep South, over the disunion of the United States.
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Given the situation in America, it was understandable that Mr. Lincoln looked somber and a bit depressed. He was.

Six states had seceded from the Union, with a seventh awaiting only its governor’s signature. President Buchanan’s lone attempt to take military action to stop the secessionist cascade by force, in South Carolina, had been a fiasco in January 1861, while efforts to find a political compromise, pressed by Senator John Crittenden, had been a failure too.

To make matters worse, Mr. Lincoln’s wife, Mary Todd Lincoln—whose mental stability had been an issue before their marriage and worse still during it—had had a debilitating tantrum at the hotel in Springfield, just as the president-elect made to leave for the station.

Henry Villard—reporting on Mr. Lincoln for the New York Herald since December—had already noted for the newspaper how, understandably, “the close approach of the departure has made him unusually grave and reflecting”: the president-elect’s mind drawn “to his cherished past rather than the uncertain future.”8

That future, however, was inescapable: the country, as a union, seemingly hurtling toward an abyss like a runaway train, traveling far faster than thirty miles an hour. Hearing rumors of murder plots, and daunted by what he considered a national “mission,” as Villard put it, Mr. Lincoln had told his old law partner, William Herndon, that he should keep their sign hanging outside the practice—yet he had also confided that he didn’t think he would come back alive.9

John Hay, the president-elect’s young new assistant personal secretary, who was writing anonymously for the New York World on behalf of Mr. Lincoln, also reported the president-elect’s mood: how he “exhibited much sadness at his approaching departure,” rather than joy or excitement. In fact he’d seemed “to have been quite forsaken by his usual hilarious good spirits.”10

In truth, Mr. Lincoln’s melancholy had reached its nadir half an hour before the Special left. With an omnibus carriage waiting at the Chenery House hotel to take Mr. Lincoln to the station at 7:30 a.m., no president-elect had been found downstairs.

A friend, going to Mr. Lincoln’s room to ascertain the reason for the delay, “found Lincoln seated in a chair,” according to Villard, “with his head bowed and a look of the utmost misery.”11 His wife—who would shortly become the First Lady of the United States and who loved wide crinoline and sweeping silk dresses—was lying on the floor, disconsolate. Not, Villard later maintained, because of the dangers awaiting them in Washington, or even on the way there, but because Abraham had refused to promise to find a position in his forthcoming administration to an office seeker who’d offered Mary a diamond necklace.

“She will not let me go,” Mr. Lincoln had supposedly groaned.12
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The story was thought to have been apocryphal—or mis-chronicled, inasmuch as Mary’s outburst had possibly taken place on another, similar occasion.13 But according to a young well-wisher at the time, Herman Kreisman, it was true: Mary “lying on the floor upstairs, screaming and beating the floor with her hands and feet” over the promised diamond necklace.14

If Mary was anxious, even apoplectic that morning, then, she had abundant cause to be so, however, since Mr. Lincoln had decided to depart without her, taking with him only their eldest son, Robert, sixteen, while Mary would have to follow later with their two younger children, Tad (Thomas), seven, and Willie (William), ten. She’d soon pulled herself together, in any event. Following her husband in a carriage to the station, she’d seen him off, standing under an umbrella together with perhaps a hundred people on the drab platform as Abraham, removing his black stovepipe hat despite the falling rain, had spoken as if in communal prayer—which, in essence, his speech had been.

Harper’s Weekly, reporting on the occasion, recorded that “towards the conclusion of his remarks, himself and his audience were moved to tears.”15 The locomotive’s bell then tolled. With that, and “a final adieu to Mrs. Lincoln and a few near friends,” the L. M. Wiley pulled the cars out of Springfield.

The “crowd stood silent as the train moved slowly from the depot,” Hay reported in the World. There were only “insignificant” numbers of people at the small railway halts on the first stretch, and even at the first real stop in Decatur perhaps only “several thousand people,” if that, given the small size of its population—less than four thousand.16 A strange lack of public excitement observable, then, on the way to Indianapolis, where the president-elect was to stay overnight at the Bates House hotel.

“Something of the gloom” that had hung over the president-elect prior to his journey had “seemed to rest upon the President during the greater part of the day,” as Hay described for the World. “He was abstracted, sad, thoughtful, and spent much of his time in the private car appropriated to his use,” sitting there “alone and distracted.”17

Villard had interviewed Lincoln repeatedly before the train left. “He did not hesitate to say that the Union ought to, and in his opinion would, be preserved,” Villard later recalled. Moreover, he went into “long arguments in support of the proposition”—yet “could not be got to say what he would do in the face of Southern secession, except that as president he should be sworn to maintain the Constitution of the United States, and that he was therefore bound to fulfil that duty.”18

As to slavery, Mr. Lincoln was clearly no radical. He made it “clear that he did not desire to be considered an ‘abolitionist,’” and “still held the opinion that property in slaves was entitled to protection under the Constitution, and that its owners could not be deprived without due compensation.… I think I interpret his views up to the time of his departure for Washington correctly in saying that he had not lost faith in the preservation of peace between the North and the South, and he certainly did not dream that his principal duty would be to raise great armies and fleets, and the means to maintain them, for the suppression of the most determined and sanguinary rebellion, in defence of slavery,” as Villard later put it, “that our planet ever witnessed.”19

Hardly the stuff, in Villard’s view, of a dynamic new presidency—a dynamism which, as the train trundled on to Washington, Lincoln’s supporters hoped they could happily infuse, once he replaced the hapless James Buchanan, the outgoing fifteenth U.S. president.

19







2

A New Nation

PRESIDENT-ELECT JEFFERSON DAVIS’S journey to Montgomery had also begun in gloom on February 11, 1861, that same day.

Everything had happened so fast over recent weeks.

The Mississippi state legislature’s vote to secede from the Union had taken place on January 9, 1861, whereupon Senator Davis, in Washington, had been asked by the Mississippi governor to resign his seat in the U.S. Congress and return home.

This Senator Davis had done, beginning with his formal resignation from the Senate on January 21, 1861. Four days later, however, he’d been appointed the commanding officer of the “Mississippi army” by his state legislature, in the rank now of major general (President James Polk had offered him the lower rank of brigadier general in 1848, but Davis had declined it), thereby releasing him, he thought, from an impossible political position, since he did not favor actual, rather than threatened, secession.1 Nevertheless he’d stood ready to defend his home state, if necessary, as a soldier.

The general had not been thrilled, however, by Mississippi’s military condition. The state’s militia was ill-armed and wholly unprepared to fight for its territory, let alone anyone else’s. Still, fighting was an unlikely eventuality, as Governor John Pettus had assured Davis personally in Jackson on January 28.

Davis was disbelieving at such naïveté, and had attempted to disabuse the innocent governor of it. The state would need at least 75,000 stands of arms, Davis had pointed out to him, to be safe from attack.

“General, you overrate the risk,” Pettus had objected.

“I only wish I did,” Davis had replied, glumly.2

Secession had been a marvelous threat in the halls of Southern legislatures and in Congress—a useful form of political blackmail. In reality, however, if enacted it could only lead to hostilities, as Davis had known.3 The federal government, under President Buchanan’s successor, would hardly be willing to stand by and watch while more and more states willfully ditched their fealty to the Union; mass secession would, if tolerated, be national suicide.

After making preliminary military moves to secure Mississippi’s arsenals and meager fortifications—including federal buildings—and after consulting with his four newly appointed brigadier generals, General Davis had traveled to his plantation, Brierfield, at Hurricane Bend on the Mississippi River south of Vicksburg, arriving on February 1, 1861. At Brierfield he’d awaited further developments.

They had not taken long. On February 4, 1861, a convention of six seceding states of the Deep South—South Carolina, Mississippi, Florida, Alabama, Georgia, and Louisiana (Texas having seceded, too, but was still awaiting gubernatorial signature)—had begun meetings in the majestic Alabama state capitol in Montgomery: a mere forty-two delegates gathering to create a new, independent, slaveholding “Southern nation.”
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Forty-two men changing history, and at reckless yet necessary speed, if the new Southern government was to begin operating before Mr. Lincoln was enthroned.

The four-week “lame duck” window in Washington would also be one in which the current U.S. president, the bachelor James Buchanan, would be unlikely to take firm or punitive federal action before leaving the White House on March 4. Why not, therefore, beat President-elect Lincoln to the punch, secessionist representatives reasoned, by inaugurating their own president preemptively? A chance, surely, to thus face “the Railsplitter,” as he was called, with a done deal: an established new polity, a Southern nation with its own, functioning president.

Thus, inside the capitol building in the small city of Montgomery, Alabama, in a blitz of activity, the forty-two delegates from the six seceding states had drawn up, created, and approved a wholly new country: the Confederate States of America.

Slavishly copying the existing U.S. Constitution, the Confederacy’s new constitution would, this time however, guarantee “the institution of negro slavery” in the South: Article IV specifically stating that “negro slavery, as it now exists in the Confederate States, shall be recognized and protected by Congress and by the Territorial government.” Also, by direct constitutional fiat, fugitive slaves would have to be returned to their owners—though importation of “negroes of the African race from any foreign country,” or even from non-Confederate states, would be “forbidden.” And to cap this, no law in the new nation was ever to be passed “denying or impairing the right of property in negro slaves.” In short, slavery was to be permanent—not only for the enslaved but also for their offspring, and their offspring’s offspring.

Carved out of the Southern states of the old polity, the Confederate States of America would have, like the United States, a president and vice president, to be democratically elected, though for six years, not four. In the meantime, while waiting for the constitution to be ratified by a majority of the constituent CSA states and a formal, popular election to be held, the forty-two delegates would choose six electors, each to stand as representative of their six seceded states. These six electors would appoint a provisional president and vice president.
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It was, in retrospect, madness in the first degree: a gamble, taken with scant thought to the real consequences, and done with breathtaking alacrity by six electors, representing the six seceding states.

Since there was no one at that moment of any proven stature other than hotheads and fanatics to lead the new “nation,” however, the six men had collectively nominated the only Southern individual, as they saw it, with the necessary stature and experience to be provisional Confederate president: a man with proven battle experience and close combat in political infighting in Washington: former U.S. senator Jefferson Davis of Mississippi.

Davis had not, they all knew, favored secession—in fact his wife, Varina, had worn a badge in Washington the previous summer reading “Jeff Davis no seceder!”4 Nor was Davis, though a rich man and an enslaver like so many fellow Southerners, particularly well-liked. People found that he lacked humor, was deeply serious, rigid in his views, and prickly in terms of his pride—especially when criticized, contradicted, or disparaged. In the circumstances, however, particularly if the position of president was to be only provisional, for a year at most—by which time ratification would have been attained, and the new country’s first democratic elections held—it was considered the best the convention delegates and their six electors could do.

“We are directed to inform You,” they’d written to the Mississippi general on the night of February 9, 1861, “that You were this day unanimously elected President of the Provisional Government of the Confederate States of America, and to request you to Come to Montgomery immediately”5—the same urgent summons being sent by messenger to several places, lest Davis not be at home on his plantation at Hurricane Bend on the Mississippi River.

The general was at home at Brierfield, however: still attempting to overcome a bout of ill health and neuralgia that had afflicted him recently. In fact, he was working outside in his plantation rose garden with his winsome young wife, Varina, when the bearer of the telegram arrived there on February 10, after an eighteen-mile ride to deliver it.

Varina later recalled how she’d watched her husband carefully.

Opening the envelope containing the telegram and studying it, “he looked so grieved that I feared some evil had befallen our family. After a few minutes’ painful silence he told me” the news, Varina remembered, “as a man might speak of a sentence of death.”6
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How to say no, though?

How to decline the appointment, after Davis’s recent agreement, only two weeks before, to serve as commanding general of all Mississippi military forces to defend his state? It would seem inconsistent, given the man Davis was: a soldier by training and by character. Nevertheless, the general looked—and was—depressed: almost blind in one eye, and subject still to malarial-fever episodes dating back to the time when he had almost died in 1835—as his first wife did—while on his honeymoon in Louisiana.

Despite his poor health, Davis had felt, in January 1861, that he could handle command of Mississippi’s militia and defense forces, regardless of the paucity of arms—in fact, Varina later recalled how “We both congratulated ourselves that he was to be in the field,” after so many years in Franklin Pierce’s cabinet and the Senate, sitting behind a desk.7

This new summons in February had been different, however: six states, gathering like Scottish clans or medieval houses in rebellion, and calling upon him to be their tribal leader. Was he even up to such a task, irrespective of his health?

As Varina reflected later, “I thought his genius was military”—not political. “He did not know the arts of the politician,” she judged candidly, for all that “Jeff,” as she called him, had worked among politicians of differing ilk in the U.S. House and Senate for so many years. He disliked compromise over principles—including principles of conduct—and took them too seriously, too deeply. Not only did Jeff simply not understand the arts of the politician, Varina added, but “he would not practice them if understood.” Nevertheless, as she noted, if her husband did not know the arts of politics, “he did know those of war.”8
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Reluctantly sending the horse rider back to the telegraph office in Vicksburg with his acknowledgment, the general had packed a few things in a travel bag. The next morning, February 11, 1861, he’d left Varina and their three children at Brierfield by rowboat, oared by some of the enslaved Black people who toiled on his plantation, among them his trusted right-hand man and manager of the plantation, Ben Montgomery, who not only kept a store, but kept the accounts.9

The general sat silently in the prow for three miles. “Jeff Davis was a man you couldn’t tell what was in his mind,” Ben later recalled. “He chatted with us just the same as usual.”10

In the middle of the great river, rounding the bend, they finally saw the steamboat Natchez, which had already made its daily departure from the nearby landing. It was heading for Vicksburg, but Davis knew the captain and hailed it. From the rowboat he was helped aboard.

Jefferson Davis would never see Brierfield again.
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That evening, at the Southern Railroad Depot in Vicksburg, General Davis boarded the train, a Special.

On arrival in Jackson, Mississippi, the general resigned his commission. And it was there that, while waiting for the next onward train, he was asked by Judge William Sharkey, who’d served as Mississippi’s chief justice and was looking for him on the platform, whether “I believed there would be war,” Davis himself later recounted.

War? Davis did not mince words. “My opinion was freely given,” he recalled—namely “that there would be war, long and bloody, and that it behooved every one to put his house in order.”11

Judge Sharkey was stunned.

He “asked how I supposed war could result from the peaceable withdrawal of a sovereign state.”12

Davis could only shake his head.

The judge was known to have supported nullification—the refusal of states to abide by federal laws, even to secede in order to back such a refusal. Nullification, however, was “a doctrine to which I had never assented,” Davis later made clear.13 The decision to disunite en masse and face the consequences had been made by others, though, and the new polity—the Confederate States of America—had been established. The judge’s claim of “peaceable withdrawal” from the USA, moreover, was naïve. How could secession fail to have warlike consequences, given the takeover of all federal military forts and buildings in Mississippi? Seized under the threat of violence—armed insurrection—how could such actions be parsed as “peaceable” by the federal government? Bloodshed “would be” the inevitable consequence, Davis was well aware.14

Not, in the end, because the doctrine of nullification versus federal authority was right or wrong, but because that was how the world worked.

Actions entailed consequences.

In this case, Jefferson Davis was certain, the consequences would indeed be war.
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Spending almost a week traveling by train through the South to get to the “capital,” Montgomery, Alabama, General Davis was under no illusions about himself, or the direness of the situation.

The train route had required a circuitous meander of more than seven hundred miles, since there were no tracks between Meridian, Mississippi, and the new capital, barely two hundred miles to the east. Nor had there been a special car for the president-elect—only a temporary folding cot set up in one of the coaches, on which he could rest between stops, wearing his plain, homespun clothes.

At every halt and station—from Holly Springs to Stevenson and Tuscumbia, Alabama; Chattanooga, Tennessee; onward to Ringgold, Dalton, Adairsville, Cartersville, and Marietta, Georgia; then Atlanta, Fairburn, Palmetto, Newnan, Grantville, LaGrange, and West Point, followed by Opelika and Auburn, doubling back into Alabama—Davis was asked to address groups of fervid, loud, secessionist supporters.

Later, Davis would claim he’d been misquoted in the “brief addresses” he’d given—speeches that were “grossly misrepresented in sensational reports made by irresponsible persons, which were published in the Northern newspapers,” as he would put it. But in truth he’d known full well how, as the Confederacy’s new leader-to-be, he’d been expected to respond to “calls from the crowds assembled at such points.”15

Not disingenuously, then, but with somewhat forced enthusiasm, the president-elect had answered the fervor gripping white secessionists and enslavers, assuring them there would be no going back on disunion from the North—“we have separated from them, and separated forever,” had been his mantra.16 Refusing, though, to follow the script of Judge Sharkey or Mississippi governor John Pettus—everywhere making clear his own view that, in all probability, the South would now have to fight for its survival and independence. And must immediately prepare for that eventuality.

Could the South win such a struggle, though, in the manner in which, say, George Washington had ultimately defeated the British?

Davis believed strongly in states’ rights, and had been one of six Southern senators who’d accompanied the body of Senator Calhoun—apostle of secession—to his grave in 1850. In truth, though, he’d always opposed the doctrine of nullification, ever since it was attempted by South Carolina in 1832, when he’d been a young U.S. infantry officer. In the years afterward he’d held to his conviction that the threat of secession was a more powerful political weapon in defending Southern interests—primarily slavery—than an ill-judged disbandment of the Union. Establishing a U.S. Department of the Interior would, he’d argued, protect Southern interests more than it might weaken them, for example. Thus, year after year he’d argued with his colleagues for the use of political influence within the polity of the United States, not outside it.

As the Northern states expanded in population and economy, the disparity between them and the Southern states had become greater, however, adding to Southern fears of minority status. Yet this very disparity had reduced still further the chance of getting away with secession (the constitutional right of all states, Calhoun had argued) if it were attempted. Secession, if enacted, would bring only war, Davis feared: one that would be tough to win.

Once the fateful—probably fatal—decision had been made, however, Jefferson Davis had accepted it reluctantly as a fait accompli. Others might convince themselves they could get away with it without consequences, as had seemed possible under Buchanan, but the general knew that the new “nation” of the South would have to be defended and fought for—and the general determined, as a soldier, to do his best, however doomed the outcome.

Privately, therefore, Davis doubted whether the South could do more than play for time, not only in terms of survival in a war, but even in the matter of slavery. As he’d confided to Varina, he thought secession would be followed by war, as night followed day—for the new U.S. administration, once Mr. Lincoln was in Washington, could not simply stand back and watch a third of the nation abscond. And slavery itself would not outlast such a disaster. “In any case,” as Jeff had confided to Varina, “I think our slave property will be eventually lost.”17

Defending slavery, in other words, was probably a losing battle. Defending the rights of Southern states to form a new compact, a new and independent confederation of states, however, was not, of necessity, a losing military proposition—at least, not if the North was poorly led, and the Deep South could hold out as a sovereign new nation with its own defense forces: forces which, as Confederate commander in chief as well as president—like his imminent opposite number in Washington—he would soon command.

In which case, time would tell who would win.
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Mr. Lincoln’s Satchel

ABRAHAM LINCOLN was as anxious as his new Southern adversary to avoid the knotty subject of slavery—and equally intent that the word should be kept out of his forthcoming inaugural speech, for he did not believe that a war over freedom for Black people, in a nation so predominantly (83.5 percent) white, could be won.1

Drafts of Mr. Lincoln’s inaugural address had long since been crafted—in fact, it had already been through four iterations since November. The president-elect had arranged for the fourth version to be privately printed in a dozen copies; these he intended to show, in confidence, to his prospective cabinet and others before he gave the address. His own annotated copy of the draft he kept in his personal valise—a satchel he locked, given that its contents, if leaked ahead of his inauguration, could easily be used to sow untold mischief.

Small wonder, then, that he’d become apoplectic when he realized it was lost, already on Day One of his journey to Washington.
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Mr. Lincoln’s 1,904-mile whistle-stop train trip was originally designed to be like a political campaign, studded with personal appearances, speeches, interviews, and other opportunities to become better known by the public in the Northern states.

At Indianapolis on Day One, though, the president-elect’s staff of secretaries, assistants, bodyguards, and voluntary military personnel had been made anxious by the growing press of the huge crowds—the local police unable to control the mob: impatient, raucous people demanding the president-elect give some indication of what he would declare in his inaugural speech on March 4. Namely: war or no war?

The president-elect was adamant that he would keep his powder dry on that score, however. Facing the crush of people in Indianapolis, he’d therefore handed his satchel, containing the draft of his forthcoming speech, to his eldest son, Robert, for safekeeping.

The entrustment had been intended as a sign of fatherly confidence in the well-meaning teenager. At first Abraham had thought, therefore, that Robert must be joking when, in answer to his father as to the whereabouts of the precious valise, the teenager had said he had no idea—he’d simply given it to the desk clerk at Indianapolis’s Bates Hotel in order to be able to go out with some friends he’d just made.

“A look of stupefaction” had passed over the president-elect’s face when he realized that Robert was telling him the truth, not larking, according to Ward Hill Lamon, who acted as Lincoln’s personal bodyguard on the thirteen-day journey.2 If the draft was leaked, it would surely be in every newspaper the next day—inciting immediate bedlam, given the forthright, unedited clarity of its language.

Afterward, looking back on the episode, Abraham Lincoln had been able to laugh at himself, and the whole business. At the time, however, he’d been close to his namesake in the Bible: ready to kill his firstborn, at least metaphorically. “I had never seen Mr. Lincoln so much annoyed, so much perplexed, and for the time so angry,” Lamon later recalled. “He seldom manifested a spirit of anger toward his children—this was the nearest approach to it I had ever witnessed. He and I started in search of the satchel. We went first to the hotel office, where we were informed that if an employee of the hotel had taken charge of it, it would be found in the baggage-room. On going there, we found a great pile of all kinds of baggage in promiscuous confusion. Mr. Lincoln’s keen eye soon discovered a satchel which he thought his own; taking it in his hand eagerly he tried his key.” To their great relief “it fitted the lock—the bag opened.”3

To their dual mortification, however, the satchel was found to contain “nothing but a soiled shirt, several paper collars, a pack of cards, and a bottle of whiskey nearly full.”4
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To be sure, the satchel story was improved and embellished later. That the loss had indeed taken place, however, was indisputable.

John Hay, Mr. Lincoln’s young new assistant private secretary, certainly recalled the scene: how, without a word, the angry president-elect “opened the door of his room, forced his way through the crowded corridor down to the office, where, with a single stride of his long legs,” the six-foot, four-inch president-elect “swung himself across the clerk’s counter, behind which a small mountain of carpetbags of all colors had accumulated”—each one of which had then been checked before the president-elect had found the locked oilcloth carpetbag, containing its soon-to-be historic contents.5

Robert Lincoln was much chastened. Though dubbed the “Prince of Rails” by the press, he was never allowed to touch the satchel again.

Meanwhile, according to Ward Lamon, after cooling down and recovering from his panic, Mr. Lincoln told Lamon a story about a church elder at a summer camp, who’d become similarly distraught—not at having lost his satchel, however, but his wife! The difference, in that case, was that the elder really had no real cause to be vexed, Mr. Lincoln pointed out, since a wife was “sure to pop up serenely somewhere.”6 The loss of such an important document, by contrast, would leave many a husband quite bereft.

Did Lamon laugh at the sexist comparison? Not content with this anecdote, Mr. Lincoln had gone on to tell Lamon of a man who’d lost his entire fortune in deposits he’d made in successive banks—all of which, in turn, had failed. This had left him finally with only fifteen dollars in settlement. “When the fifteen dollars was paid over to him,” Mr. Lincoln related, “he held it in his hand and looked at it thoughtfully; then he said, ‘Now, darn you, I have got you reduced to a portable shape, so I’ll put you in my pocket.’”7

In the same way, Mr. Lincoln had taken his “Address from the bag and carefully placed it in the inside pocket of his vest—but held on to the satchel.”8
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Thorns in Montgomery

JEFFERSON DAVIS WAS THE FIRST to arrive at his inaugural destination, Montgomery, Alabama, on February 16, 1861. There he was feted by fireworks, guns, and cannons firing salvos: Southern crowds welcoming the man who, it was hoped, would now lead the nascent Confederacy in its quest for immediate and sovereign independence. Given the electors’ desire to beat Mr. Lincoln to the lectern, Jefferson Davis was given less than forty-eight hours, however, to compose and print up his formal address, which would be delivered on the steps of the Alabama State House on February 18—two weeks before Mr. Lincoln’s impending inauguration and address.

Throwing himself into the task, the president-elect did his best. Lacking, however, the wit and humor of his opponent—reports of which Davis had read every day on his journey—Davis was aware his challenge would be to come up with an address satisfying to both the baying hounds of secession and those who would have to fight for it on the field of battle—a field he knew all too well. Tone would therefore be the key, he felt, anxious as to whether he’d be able to rise to the historic occasion and impress the assembled ladies and gentlemen as a statesman, not simply a soldier. Without his wife, moreover, who would not come to Montgomery until later, with their children.

Varina, though young—in her early thirties still—had known that the matter of rhetoric would be her husband’s biggest problem, and had always tried to help him with composition and dictation. She was smart, educated, and well-read. She possessed, too, a skeptical ear for insincerity. This time, however, he would have to do without her critical faculties.

Escorted by Howell Cobb, president of the nominating convention, General Jefferson Davis walked from the State House to a special platform erected by the front portico of the building.

Imitating the anointment of U.S. presidents in Washington, the ceremony was not to begin with an oath taken on the Bible, but with the president-elect’s peroration—the vows thus following the promises. It was thus as provisional president-elect, still, that General Davis began to speak at 1:00 p.m. on Monday, February 18, 1861, in Montgomery.

Former U.S. congressman William Yancey, addressing the crowd that had greeted the president-elect on his arrival in Montgomery on February 16, had welcomed him with the words, “the man and the hour have met”: Davis the “statesman, the soldier, and the patriot” they needed.1

Was the general effective enough in those three roles to cement the new nation? people wondered.

Davis “was regarded by nearly the whole South as the fittest man for the position. I certainly so regarded him,” former U.S. senator for South Carolina James Chesnut would later say.2 But Howell Cobb, who was to administer the oath of presidential office, had personal concerns about Davis’s commitment to secession—and was not alone in this. About Davis’s lack of charisma, too, in a South that had grown used to rhetorical firebrands like former congressman and U.S. Senator Robert B. Rhett of South Carolina—a man who’d coveted the presidential appointment himself.

Standing tall and dignified before the several thousand onlookers, President-elect Jefferson Davis, nevertheless, was unintimidated. He had a good tenor voice, and spoke with sincerity and seriousness. He lacked magnetism, however—and because of this, the speech would probably not fully convince those fellow Southerners who disliked him, or found him haughty, or lacking in aggressive rather than defensive spirit. Many of them already worried that they hadn’t, in their haste, “elected” the right man.

Jefferson Davis was certainly “agreeable,” Howell Cobb’s brother wrote his wife, “but he is not great, in any sense of the term.” What Davis possessed, however, was a kind of martial determination: “the power of will,” Thomas Cobb allowed. This, Cobb asserted, the new president “has.” A power of will which, alone, had “made him all he is.”3 It might not, in the circumstances, be enough.

The new president’s delivery, all agreed, was less than stirring.

The address certainly made a stern, lucid case for the South’s position: an extended, rhetorical justification of its right to be taken seriously, not only at home, but abroad. For example, claiming the Confederacy to be a “revolution,” the new president cautioned, was an “abuse of language,” for, as a lifelong conservative, he wished to change nothing in the South—at least, not under pressure from Northern know-it-alls.4

The “Declaration of Independence of 1776” rather than the U.S. Constitution, Davis stated, was the model upon which the new organization of Confederate States would be based—his comparison of its quest for independence from a tyrannical power, such as from Britain in earlier, colonial times, surely designed to persuade Northern audiences as much as to inspire Southern ones. Such a new Declaration would doubtless incur the same response that the original American colonies had faced in 1776, he accepted—Britain having been loath to accept the rights of its colonies to secede. The Confederacy which he, Jefferson Davis, was about to lead wished only for peace, he emphasized—if without much conviction that his wish would be permitted by the U.S. government. But “if we may not hope to avoid war” with the Northern states, he argued, “we may at least expect that posterity will acquit us of having needlessly engaged it.”5 For the South, unlike the North, had no hostile intentions. It would attack no one in the North.

Should the Northern states seek to invade the South, in contrast to the South’s pacific designs, however, they would get a rude awakening, he warned. “If,” he declared, “passion or lust of domination should cloud the judgment or inflame the ambition of those States, we must prepare to meet the emergency and to maintain, by the final arbitrament of the sword, the position which we have assumed among the nations of the earth.”6
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“The arbitrament of the sword.” It was an ominous, telling phrase.

The very real likelihood of war, President-elect Davis warned in his Montgomery address, would require immediate and efficient preparations, in any event, by the South. There would be a need to address “foreign intercourse”—diplomacy and trade—as well as “finance” and the “postal service.” But “military affairs” would be his top priority, Davis made clear—based on his conviction that the Confederacy, to survive, would need to do more than rely on its individual state militias. To survive, the Confederacy would need an army.7

In fact, as Davis declared in his speech, the Confederacy would need a “well-instructed and disciplined army.”8 And navy. Would need also a commander to have ultimate, overall command of these forces, irrespective of states’ rights—namely himself in his new role as president and commander in chief of the Confederate States of America, for which purpose he had reluctantly but loyally “accepted” his provisional commission.

“You will see many errors to forgive,” the president allowed, as well as “many deficiencies to tolerate, but you shall not find in me either a want of zeal or fidelity to the cause that is to me highest in hope and of most enduring affection. Your generosity has bestowed upon me an undeserved distinction, one I neither sought nor desired,” he claimed, truthfully.9 Nevertheless, he promised at least to do his utmost—aware that he, perhaps better than any man alive in the South, knew what was coming.

If the North did not back down and grant at least self-government to the Confederacy, “if this be denied to us, and the integrity of our territory and jurisdiction be assailed, it will but remain for us, with firm resolve, to appeal to arms and invoke the Blessings of Providence on a just cause.”10

In other words: the Confederacy would wage war.

As Confederate president, Davis assured his listeners—and the press—he’d make every effort to parley with Northern states for peace. Peace, though, only acceptable on behalf of a new, separate, independent nation, not a return to the subordinated status quo ante.
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Davis was able to write to his wife only several days later—his executive building having been stormed by people all day long wanting jobs in the new administration.

The audience at his inauguration had been “large and brilliant” in his description: the women, for their part, beautifully attired. “Upon my weary heart was showered,” he mocked himself, “smiles plaudits and flowers.” He was under no illusions, however. “Beyond them I saw troubles and thorns innumerable,” he admitted. “We are without machinery without means and threatened by powerful opposition,” he confided—assuring Varina, though, that he did not “despond and will not shrink from the task imposed upon me.”

Varina, who knew and loved him best, in all his prickly pride, stubbornness, and rigidity, knew the mountains he would have to climb.

Attempting, though, to be positive, Jeff had added she would like Montgomery for its very unpretentiousness: “a gay and handsome town of some 8000 inhabitants,” and one that “will be not an unpleasant residence,” he was certain—once he had time to look for a house for her and the family to live in.

“God bless you my dear wife. Kiss the children for me and remember that I am always with you in spirit and so will be while life lasts. Affectionately your husband.”11
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