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“The Little Bell,” 1861-65

“My Lord, I can touch a bell on my right hand, and order the arrest of a citizen of Ohio; I can touch a bell again, and order the imprisonment of a citizen of New York; and no power on earth, except that of the President, can release them.  Can the Queen of England do so much?”

--Secretary Seward to Lord Lyons





Abraham Lincoln, easily America’s most revered, researched, respected, and renowned president, is also one of the most controversial figures in American history.  The debate over Lincoln’s political motivations, his social beliefs, his personal life, and, most importantly, his policies while in the office of the president, continues to divide mainstream Lincoln scholars and revisionist, “fringe” historians.  Americans are taught to love Lincoln as the Great Emancipator and the heroic savior of the American “nation.”  They rarely, however, consider whether America was truly a nation-state before the Civil War or whether Lincoln had any genuine interest in freeing slaves, much less the question of whether slavery would have vanished without a war—as it did in every other country in the nineteenth century.  These are just a few issues surrounding the debate over the Lincoln years, and they provide adequate justification for an intense and focused survey of primary sources related to the war years and policies pursued by the Lincoln Administration.  One of the most important and far-reaching precedents set by the Lincoln Administration by its conduct of the war was the great infringement upon civil liberties and rights guaranteed by the Constitution while giving the excuse of the “national emergency” and/or “protecting the public welfare.”  This paper will survey the presentation and assessment of two northern Republican Party mouthpieces, Harper’s Weekly and The New York Times, and show that secondary source material is a largely better tool for understanding domestic policy during the Civil War than horribly biased Yankee opinion-makers regarding imprisonment at Fort Lafayette, the suppression of free speech, the Vallandigham affair, and the military draft.

Abraham Lincoln suspended the writ of habeas corpus while Congress was out of session on April 27, 1861 as a supposed necessity in response to various domestic disturbances and a fear that Maryland would secede, thereby isolating the District of Columbia within enemy territory.  This sort of executive power had never before been conceived of in American political history much less exercised, and its results were 866 “arbitrary arrests” from the suspension of the writ to February 15, 1862 (the date the War Department took over such arrests from the State Department) and another 13,535 before the end of the war.
  Many of these political prisoners, as Lincoln himself called them, were held in Fort Lafayette of New York Harbor.
  The fort was popularly called “The American Bastille,” a commentary on the state of the country as compared to that of pre-revolutionary France.  Northern opinion was quite divided on the issue of the fort and the arbitrary arrests, but the accounts of Republican media do not betray such a division.  
Harper’s Weekly refers to Seward’s Bell (see illustration above) and states that “the people…see that the bell is rung to save their liberties, not to secure their slavery.”
  Implying that political prisoners at Fort Lafayette were there simply because they intended to launch a political career based on martyrdom, Harper’s Weekly commented that “[t]he peace orators had far better give up the idea of getting free board and lodging, with eventual contingencies in the shape of a martyr's reputation, and betake themselves to some honest trade.”
  Harper’s Weekly further commented upon the secessionist rhetoric of former New York mayor Fernando Wood, that “[b]ut [the government’s] constitutional right and power to send Fernando Wood [sic] to Fort Lafayette and to suspend the Metropolitan Record are as indisputable as its right to kill a rebel upon the battle-field.”
  The New York Times is no less polarized.  It constantly denounces the inmates at Fort Lafayette and belittles their hardships, commenting that “Southern prisoners and Northern delinquents shudder at the very suggestion of a week’s enjoyment of [Fort Lafayette’s] hospitality,” and “the universal testimony of those that have been there is that for comfort, cleanliness, and systematic regularity, it is unsurpassed.”
  This report (made only after the vast majority of prisoners were released and reporters were finally allowed to review the premises) is clearly at odds with the report of the inmates recorded by John A Marshall.  Colonel Lambdin P. Milligan claimed that “[w]hen the south wind blew, pestilential exhalations…filled every cell…the room was so crowded that filth was unavoidable.”
  James W. Wall, another inmate, asserts that “[t]here were no conveniences…for washing, and all that had to be done outside, with fetid water taken from a cistern containing the foulest of wells,” and that since this, for a week’s time, was the only drinking water available, “several in consequence suffered from dysentery.”
  Supposedly quoting inmates of Fort Lafayette, however, the Times reports that “many pronounced Fort Lafayette the best military prison in the country,” and “[t]hey deny the reported filth of the Fort, and this I can corroborate.”
  Reporting a tertiary account of a prisoner in the fort, the Times stated that “[a] few of the prisoners are permitted to see their wives and families, and every comfort…is always promptly and cheerfully rendered.”
  

The secondary sources generally agree about the poor quality of life in the fort and the blatant illegality of Lincoln’s policies; however the subjectivity of these sources differs from author to author.  Rossiter, for example, praises Lincoln’s “dictatorial” actions because he agrees with the president’s ends.
  Harper’s Weekly and the Times clearly attempt to rationalize and justify the treatment of prisoners incarcerated under dubious claims of constitutionality
 by the management of their political party, and it is extremely difficult to glean a sense of clarity and assurance of the need for and/or legality of such a political prison despite the agreeableness of the amenities therein.  

Another critical domestic policy which arose during the Lincoln Administration, which was almost entirely absent prior, was the alleged lack of respect of the right of free speech specifically regarding northern opposition newspapers and political dissidents.  Harper’s and the Times functioned largely as outlets for Republican Party ideology and therefore it would be prudent to assess the secondary source material first for this issue.  There appears to be a wide divide in the interpretation of Lincoln’s policies regarding freedom of speech and the press.  Clinton Rossiter states that “[f]reedom of speech and press flourished almost unchecked,” and that the written abuse that Lincoln was dealt is evidence of this phenomenon.
  Rossiter then, however, invalidates his previous statement by acknowledging that the government suspended “several prominent newspapers,” censored telegraph lines, imprisoned newspaper editors, and censored the mail, but justifies these actions as necessary.
  In great contrast to this representation, Thomas DiLorenzo is extraordinarily critical of Lincoln and berates him for “Lincoln’s abolition of free speech,” and suspension of hundreds of newspapers.
  Dean Sprague states that "When a Union man heard a Peace speech, he knew it was not necessary to interfere. He would simply pass by with the remark that the speaker had better watch out or he would end up in Fort Lafayette."
  

The Times is entirely visceral to those who would suggest that free speech did not reign high during the days of Lincoln.  It recounts a gathering of Copperheads at which the assembly berates the president for “gagging” them and ponders what awful sounds the mob could utter were they not so gagged.
  The author goes on to excoriate the dissidents stating that they are not worthy of speech protection because they so loathe the Union cause and are sympathetic to the Confederacy.  In another article, the Times refers to Fernando Wood’s concerns about the sanctity of free speech as a “little joke,” and suggests that “if a man can talk for four to five hours to prove that he is gagged, the public might reasonably dread the consequences of larger liberty.”
  Harper’s Weekly takes an even greater apologetic tone to such censorship while fully recognizing the size and scope of its existence in the northern press:  “The only means of checking [aid and comfort to the enemy]…was a press censorship, and it is to the credit of Mr. Lincoln that he did not hesitate to establish it.”
  The same author continues to justify the War Department shutting down newspapers by a differentiation “between legitimate and contraband news,” implying that because none of their published material had been obstructed, that it was legitimate and the “Sesesh” papers were contraband and therefore not entitled to Constitutional protection.
  The author assures his readers that Secretary Stanton was uncomfortable in performing his duties, but that he proceeded “with a single eye to the suppression of the rebellion, and with a whole-souled devotion to the interest of the Union.”
  Though there is disagreement between secondary sources over how to view the infringements upon civil rights and liberties during the Civil War, it is clear that such abuses did occur, were supported by a majority of the public, and, as Mark Neely asserts, they worked in stamping out the voices of those opposed to administration policies.


The Vallandigham affair and the military draft are two more domestic policy issues around which much controversy buzzes.  Clement Vallandigham was a Representative of the third district of Ohio from 1858-1863.  He was a fiercely outspoken opponent of virtually all of the Lincoln administration’s policies in virtually all areas of policy.  He led demonstrations, made numerous speeches, and was eventually arrested for the “implied” treasonous offense of discouraging enlistment.  Democrats across the country were infuriated by this particular “arbitrary arrest,” but especially those in Dayton who rioted and burned the local Republican newspaper office.
  Harper’s Weekly, in characteristically consequentialist fashion, implores the president to pardon Vallandigham lest he be made into a martyr and revive Copperhead sentiments.  They wholeheartedly agree with General Burnside that “war involves a sacrifice of liberty,” but are quick to note that there was no disagreement about Vallandigham’s treason, but simply over the net profit from locking him in a fortress versus letting him “prate his seditious trash” to the small sector of the public who would listen.
  Clinton Rossiter, after stating that free speech was “unchecked” in the North, states that the “one conspicuous (and well-warranted) interference” was the Vallandigham affair.  He states that this is justified because of Vallandigham’s actions though he recognizes the illegality of the government’s actions.  He says that once Vallandigham returned to the North he “continued unmolested in his violent public tirades against Lincoln.”
  Marshall, however, criticizes the government for violating Vallandigham’s rights and holding a “mock trial,” asserting the validity of Vallandigham’s own words:  “I am here in a military bastile [sic] for no other offence than my political opinions.”


Conscription offers another interesting look into the minds of northern Republican opinion-makers.  A national military draft had not been used prior to the Civil War, and even then, the Confederacy implemented the system before the Union.  Harper’s Weekly provides a uniquely humorous look into their writers’ opinion of a draft when, a year prior to the North instituting conscription but just after the South did so, they remarked that “history contains no example of 8,000,000 people…bowing so completely to the lead of fanatic leaders as to submit to be forced by conscription into military service.”
  Harper’s then criticizes the Richmond Inquirer for asserting in defense of the Confederate draft that “The argument for the universal conscription…is based upon the equality of
every man.”
 It certainly appears inconsistent of Harper’s to deny this claim when they incessantly defended the demolition of the rights of “Copperheads.” The Times then berates Clement Vallandigham and what they call the “Copperhead Association of this City,” after a speech inciting draft rebellion, claiming that “it does not do simply to despise these men,” and rattle the saber stating “let it be tested which is the stronger—they or the lawful authorities of the United States.”


The publications are extremely useful in examining the positions of the most widely-read northern Republican opinion-makers.  They take a clearly party-line delineated stance on every issue herein examined, and one can easily see that though often contradictory, their support for the president and Republican leadership never wavers and their pages always reflect this fact.  If one’s goal, however, is to understand northern—in the aggregate—opinion on such domestic policy issues during the Civil War, one must invariably survey all points of view via primary sources or turn to secondary source material to gain a clearer understanding.  Though Harper’s and the Times serve fantastically as insights into their readership’s opinions (though the material one reads does not necessarily constitute one’s opinions on such complex issues), they cannot provide adequate insight into the minds of their political opponents or even their dissenting readers.  Because these two particular sources are often at the most extreme of odds with the secondary literature, the best option for one pursuing a more exhaustive survey of such a topic would be to combine the two focusing on secondary material for a factual basis and the primary sources for the hard opinion.  Despite the depictions of these two papers, not every upstanding northern man worshipped Father Abraham or answered like a trained canary to the shrill cry of Seward’s “Little Bell.”
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