LINCOLN AND THE OUTBREAK OF WAR, 1861
A Documentary Source Problem
In March, 1861, when Abraham Lincoln became President, the United States faced the worst crisis in its history. Seven southern states had just seceded from the the U.S.: South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas. These states formed a new country, the Confederate States of America, with an independent government. President Lincoln, however, still regarded them as members of the Union and subject to federal (U.S.) law.

By the day of Lincoln's inauguration in March, the new Confederacy had seized all the U.S. military forts in the South except for two: Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor, South Carolina, and Fort Pickens in Florida. Confederate officials prepared to take them over, and had fired on a U.S. ship to prevent it from supplying the Union troops in Fort Sumter. To the Confederates, Fort Sumter represented a threat of U.S. invasion of the South; to the Union, Confederate efforts to take the fort seemed like treason to the United States. Six weeks later, on April 12, 1861, the Confederate Army bombarded Fort Sumter. Lincoln immediately called for 75,000 men to join the Union Army. War was now certain.

Your mission is to analyze the events that turned the crisis of March 1861 into the war of April. What was Lincoln's role in those six weeks' events that led to the war? How much was he responsible for the war's outbreak? Did he plan for peace or for war? Did the Confederacy force war upon him? Or did he, as some Southerners insisted, try to force the Confederate government either to give up or to fight? 

You are writing a history of the American Civil War. You have only 600-800 words in which to present an accurate, believable and readable account of Lincoln's role in the coming of the war. Making a timeline will help you explain the development of Lincoln's policy and the events that influenced him. Pay particular attention to the following questions and problems as you read and evaluate the documentary evidence. (Do not read secondary sources until you have written your own; they are likely to confuse you.)

1. Some Republicans described Lincoln's inaugural address as an "iron hand in a velvet glove". What is your evaluation of it?

2. Is there enough evidence to believe that Lincoln at one time offered to evacuate Union troops from Fort Sumter?

3. How did Lincoln react to General Scott's advice? How is his reaction important?

4. What reasons might we have for saying that Lincoln maneuvered to force the Confederates to attack Fort Sumter?

5. What reasons, on the other hand, might we have for saying that Lincoln tried to avoid a fight over the fort?

 

CAST OF CHARACTERS

	Union (U.S.,Federal Government,
The North)
	Confederacy (The South) 

	Abraham Lincoln, President 
	Jefferson Davis, President 

	J. Hay, Lincoln's secretary 
	Robert Toombs, Sec. of State 

	 
	

	Cabinet: 
	Confederate Representatives to the U.S. Government: 

	Wm. Seward, Sec. of State 
	C.S. Morehead 

	G. Welles, Sec. of Navy 
	Martin Crawford 

	M. Blair, Postmaster-Gen 
	John Campbell

	 
	 

	U.S. Military: 
	C.S.A. Military: 

	Gen. Scott, U.S. Army 
	Gen. G.T. Beauregard, CSA 

	Major Anderson, U.S. Army 
	

	Captain Fox, U.S. Navy 
	 


 

DOCUMENT #1

From Lincoln's Inaugural Address, March 4, 1861.

"...No State...can lawfully get out of the Union,...and acts of violence within any State or States, against the authority of the United States, are insurrectionary [rebellious] or revolutionary...

"I therefore consider that in view of the Constitution and the laws, the Union is unbroken; and ...I shall take care, as the Constitution expressly enjoins upon me, that the laws of the Union be faithfully executed in all the States. 

"In doing this there needs to be no bloodshed or violence; and there shall be none, unless it be forced upon the national [U.S.] authority. The power confided in me will be used to hold, occupy and possess the property and places belonging to the government, and to collect the duties [taxes]; but...there will be no invasion -- no using of force against or among the people anywhere...

"I have no purpose directly or indirectly to interfere with...slavery in the states where it exists...

"In your hands, my dissatisfied fellow countrymen, and not in mine, is the momentous issue of civil war. The government will not assail you. You can have no conflict, without being yourselves the aggressors...you have no oath registered in Heaven to destroy the government, while I have the most solemn one to 'preserve, protect and defend' it." 

 

DOCUMENT #2

From C.S. Morehead, one of the Confederate representatives who met with Lincoln on Feb. 27, 1861, to J.J. Crittenden. (Note the date.)

"I ventured to express to him my sense of the dreadful impending danger...I said to him that the true and wise policy was to withdraw the [U.S.] troops from Fort Sumter,...and that the seven seceding states would come back [into the Union]...Mr. Lincoln said he would withdraw the troops if Virginia would stay in the Union..."

 

DOCUMENT #3

From the diary of John Hay, Lincoln's personal secretary, Oct. 1861.

"The president spoke of a committee of Southerners coming to him before Inauguration for guarantees [of peace]. He promised to evacuate Sumter if they would break up their convention [to discuss secession], without any row or nonsense. They demurred [refused]. Subsequently he renewed the proposition...but without any result. The President was most anxious to prevent bloodshed."

 

DOCUMENT # 4

From the diary of Lincoln's Secretary of the Navy, Gideon Welles, March 7.

[On March 4, Major Anderson, U.S. commanding officer at Fort Sumter, stated that his supplies were nearly exhausted. He implied that the fort should be given up, in order to preserve peace, and not reinforced. General Scott relayed this message to Lincoln on March 5. In the next two weeks, Scott and many other high officials advised Lincoln to evacuate Sumter.]

"Mr. Seward, [Secretary of State, believed that] it was impossible to relieve and reinforce the garrison; the attempt would provoke immediate hostilities...

"The President, though much distressed with the conclusions of the military officers, and the decisive concurrence of the Secretary of State, appeared to [agree to the] military necessity, but was not disposed to yield [give up the fort] until the last moment..."

 

DOCUMENT #5

From Martin Crawford, Confederate Commisioner to the President of the U.S., to Robert Toombs, Confederate Secretary of State, March 6, 1861.

"Mr. Seward [U.S. Sec. of State]...is fully persuaded that peace will bring about a reconciliation of the Union, while I feel confident that it will build up and cement our Confederacy and put us beyond the reach either of his arms or his diplomacy. It is well that he should indulge in dreams which we know are not to be realized."

 

DOCUMENT # 6

John Campbell, a Southerner, summarizes his negotiations with Seward, March 15.

"I said I would write to Mr. Davis [President of the Confederacy]. 'What shall I say on the subject of Fort Sumter?' He [Seward] said, 'You may say to him that before that letter reaches him the telegraph will have informed him that Fort Sumter will have been evacuated'.

"I certified in writing my confident belief that Sumter would be evacuated in five days..."

 

DOCUMENT #7

Telegram from Crawford to Toombs [Confederate Secretary of State].

March 22. "We have the highest assurances that the delay in the evacuation of Fort Sumter shows no bad faith and that it will be done as soon as possible."

March 28. "There is a dead calm here."

 

DOCUMENT #8

[During March, Lincoln was made acutely aware of mounting criticism within the Republican Party of his expected evacuation of Fort Sumter. Letters from his friends and resolutions passed in Congress showed Northern anger over the idea of his turning Sumter over to Confederate forces.]

From U.S. General Scott to Lincoln, March 28.

"Major Anderson [will] almost certainly [be] obliged to surrender under assault or the approach of starvation...An abandonment of the fort in a few weeks, sooner or later, would appear, therefore, to be a sure necessity...

"It is doubtful, however, according to recent information from the South, whether the voluntary evacuation of Fort Sumter alone would have a decisive effect upon the states now wavering between adherence to the Union and secession...Our Southern friends are clear that the evacuation of both the forts would instantly soothe...the eight remaining slaveholding States, and render their cordial adherence to this Union perpetual...The giving up of Forts Sumter and Pickens may be...justified..."

 

DOCUMENT #9

From M. Blair, Lincoln's Postmaster-General, to Crawford of the Confederacy, describing a White House incident on March 28.

"General Scott, in the belief that the surrender of Fort Sumter had been determined upon, wrote to the President 

that it was necessary to surrender Fort Pickens also.

"The President called the Cabinet members [together] and in an agitated manner read Scott's letter, which he seemed just to have received. An oppressive silence followed...The President...immediately ordered the reinforcement of Fort Sumter..It is impossible to exaggerate the importance and merit of this act...Lincoln [had] only the support of a single member of the Cabinet...and he was opposed by all the others, who were the leaders of the Republican Party."

 

DOCUMENT #10

Message from Major Anderson in Fort Sumter to War Department, April 1.

"...We will have rations enough to last us about one week longer."

 

DOCUMENT #11

From Lincoln to Major Anderson, April 4.

"Captain Fox supposed you could hold out till the 15th... and had prepared an expedition to relieve you...

"Hoping still that you will be able to sustain yourself till the 11th or 12th, the expedition will go forward, and, finding your flag flying, will attempt to provision you, and in case the effort is resisted [by the Confederacy], will endeavor also to reinforce you.

"Whenever, if at all, in your judgment, to save yourself and command, a capitulation [surrender] becomes a necessity, you are authorized to make it."

 

DOCUMENT #12 

From The Great Rebellion; Its Secret History by J.M. Botts, a Virginian, 1866.

"About this time (March, 1861) Mr. Lincoln sent a messenger to Richmond, inviting a distinguished [Virginian] to come immediately to Washington...but this gentleman was slow in getting [there]...Mr. Lincoln said [to him]...

"'I think the peace of the country can be preserved; but I fear you are almost too late.

"'This afternoon...a fleet is to sail from the harbor of New York for Charleston [S.C.]...Now, so great is my desire to preserve the peace of the country, and to save the Border States to the Union, that if you gentlemen [of Virginia] will adjourn [your convention] without passing an ordinance of secession, I will telegraph at once to New York, arrest the sailing of the fleet, and take the responsibility of EVACUATING FORT SUMTER.' 

"[Lincoln told the author] 'The proposition was declined...he [the Virginian] wouldn't listen to it at all...'"

 

DOCUMENT #13

Report of Capt. Fox, Feb. 1865, on his mission.

"[April 4, 1861] the President sent for me and said that he had decided to let the expedition go, and that a messenger from himself would be sent to the [Confederate] authorities of Charleston before I could possibly get there, to notify them that no troops would be thrown into Sumter if provisions were allowed peacefully to be sent to the garrison..."

 

DOCUMENT #14 

From General G.T. Beauregard, Confederate States of America, to Major Anderson, April 11.

"SIR: The Government of the Confederate States has hitherto forborne from any hostile demonstrations against Fort Sumter, in the hope that the Government of the United States...to avert the calamity of war, would voluntarily evacuate it.

"There was reason at one time to believe that such would be the course pursued by the Government of the United States, and under that impression my Government has refrained from making any demands for the surrender of the fort. But the Confederate States can no longer delay...

"I am ordered by the Government of the Confederate States to demand the evacuation of Fort Sumter...The flag which you have upheld so long..., under the most trying circumstances, may be saluted by you on taking it down."

 

DOCUMENT #15

Major Anderson to General Beauregard, April 11.

"General: I have the honor to acknowledge the receipt of your communication demanding the evacuation of this fort, and to say, in reply thereto, that it is a demand with which I regret that my sense of honor, and of my obligations to my Government, prevent my compliance..."

 

DOCUMENT #16

Second letter from Beauregard to Anderson, April 11.

"Major: ...If you will state the time at which you will evacuate Fort Sumter,...we will abstain from opening fire upon you..."

 

DOCUMENT #17

Anderson to Beauregard, April 12, between 1:00 and 2:00 a.m.

"General: ...I will...evacuate Fort Sumter by noon on the 15th and I will not in the meantime open my fire upon your forces unless compelled to do so by some hostile act against this fort or the flag of my Government by the forces under your command, should I not receive prior to that time instructions from my Government or additional supplies."

 

DOCUMENT # 18

Letter from aides to Gen. Beauregard to Major Anderson, written at 3:20 a.m. April 12.

"Sir: We have the honor to notify you that [Gen. Beauregard] will open fire of his batteries [of artillery] on Fort Sumter in one hour from this time."

 

DOCUMENT # 19

Report of Captain Fox, U.S. Navy, Feb. 1865.

"At 3 a.m. of the 12th we [five ships] reached the rendezvous off Charleston...As we neared the land heavy guns were heard and the smoke and shells from the batteries which had just opened fire upon Sumter were distinctly visible..."

 

DOCUMENT #20

From the diary of O.H. Browning, a friend of Lincoln, July 3, 1861. 

"[Lincoln] told me that the very first thing placed in his hands after his inauguration was a letter from Major Anderson announcing the impossibility of defending or relieving Sumter...Scott, Anderson and the cabinet...were for evacuating the Fort...He himself conceived the idea, and proposed sending supplies, without an attempt to reinforce, giving notice of the fact to the Governor...of South Carolina. The plan succeeded. They attacked Sumter -- it fell, and thus did more service than it otherwise could."

 

DOCUMENT #21

From Lincoln's Message to Congress, July 4, 1861.

"...Within these [seven] States all the forts, arsenals, dockyards, customs-houses and the like had been seized, and were held in open hostility to this Government, excepting only Fort Pickens...and Fort Sumter...

"...in connection with all this, the purpose to sever the Federal Union was openly avowed...and this illegal organization in the character of confederate States was already invoking recognition, aid, and intervention from foreign powers...

"[I] believed that to abandon [the Fort] would be utterly ruinous; that the necessity under which it was done would not be fully understood -- that, by many it would be construed as a part of a voluntary policy -- that, at home, it would discourage the friends of the Union, embolden its adversaries [enemies] and go far to insure to the [Confederacy] a recognition abroad -- that in fact it would be our national destruction...This could not be allowed...

"It was...resolved to notify the Governor of South Carolina that he might expect an attempt would be made to provision the Fort; and that, if the attempt should not be resisted, there would be no effort to throw in men, arms or ammunition...whereupon the Fort was attacked...

"...The assault upon Fort Sumter was in no sense a matter of self-defense on the part of the assailants...They knew -- they were expressly notified -- that the giving of bread to the few brave and hungry men of the garrison was all which would on that occasion be attempted, unless themselves,by resisting, should provoke more. They knew that this Government desired to keep the garrison in the Fort, not to assail them, but merely to maintain visible possession and thus to preserve the Union from actual and immediate dissolution -- trusting...to time, discussion and the ballot-box, for final adjustment; and they assailed and reduced the Fort for precisely the reverse object -- to drive out the visible authority of the Federal Union and thus force it to immediate dissolution...

"Then and thereby the assailants of the Government began the conflict of arms.

"No choice was left but to call out the war power of the Government; and so to resist force employed for its destruction, by force for its preservation."

