
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

PROLOGUE 
 

 

 

1860 was a year of meteors and comets for the United States. The 
Comet of Charles V, last seen in 1556, was expected to reappear in the 
fall. Four comets were discovered through the course of 1860, one of 
which was visible to the naked eye from mid-June through July. None 
proved to be the Comet of Charles V (based, one presumes, upon the 
data recorded in 1556). 

The first meteorite fell at about one o’clock in the afternoon of May 
1, 1860, near New Concord, Ohio. People in nearby southeastern Ohio 
and northwestern Virginia heard a loud explosion that sounded like a 
heavy cannon firing or a steam boiler exploding. Nearer where the 
meteorite fell, people heard twenty-three distinct explosions until the 
separate blasts blended together into a constant noise. Next, on the 
evening of July 20, 1860, a great meteor passed from Lake Huron, near 
Buffalo, New York, across Greenwich, Connecticut, and out over the 
Atlantic. The meteor exploded in flight near Elmira, New York, and 
again just south of Nantucket. Reports of the meteor came in by 
telegraph from Maine to Virginia, a distance of one thousand miles. 

Another large meteor appeared on August 2, between 10:00 and 
11:00 p.m., over portions of the south; still another meteor appeared on 
August 6, between 7:30 and 8:00 p.m., with sightings in West Roxbury, 

Massachusetts; Rochester, New York; New Haven, Connecticut; and 
Sewickley, Pennsylvania. 

The fourth edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass, bearing a 
publication date of 1867, was the first to include the verse entitled “Year 
of Meteors (1859-60)”. It called 1860 a “brooding year”, a “year all 
mottled with evil and good – year of forebodings”; it listed the 
prodigies that highlighted the growth, progress, and prosperity of the 
United States as well as the portents that foretold the great civil war 
that the events of 1859-60 would bring forth shortly. The verse did not 
mention the Civil War. It did not need to because the memory of the 
war remained vivid for the poet and the public alike. 

The prodigies of 1860 recounted in Mr. Whitman’s verse included 
the passage of immigrants from Europe to the United States; the flow of 
gold from California into the American economy; the visit by the Prince 
of Wales, the heir apparent to the British throne; and the maiden 
voyage to the United States of the British steamship Great Eastern, a 
vessel built of iron that was six times larger than the next largest ship in 
the world. The portents – in addition to the comets and meteors – 
included the execution of John Brown; the eighth decennial census of 
the United States; and the election of Abraham Lincoln as the nation’s 
sixteenth president. 

In October 1859 John Brown shocked America by leading a raid 
against the federal armory in Harper’s Ferry, Virginia, as the first overt 
step in a plan to create a guerilla army of freed slaves that would 
liberate other slaves from the farms and plantations in the southern 
states. The raid failed. Mr. Brown was captured and convicted of 
murder, conspiring to incite slave rebellion, and treason. The court 
sentenced him to death. In Walt Whitman’s description of the 
December 1859 execution scene, the omniscient and omnipresent 
narrator commented: 

 
I was at hand – silent I stood, with teeth shut close – I watch’d; 
I stood very near you, old man, when cool and indifferent, 

but trembling with age and your 
unheal’d wounds, you mounted the scaffold… 

 
Whether they regarded John Brown as a criminal, a misguided fool, 

a madman, or a martyr, readers of Mr. Whitman’s poem perceived the 



 
 

 

raid as a distinct episode in a torrent of events that brought about the 
Civil War.1 

Slavery in the United States was a longstanding source of political 
contention that led to the secession of certain southern states and 
ultimately resulted in the Civil War. One of the major consequences of 
the Civil War was the end of slavery as an institution protected under 
the law. But setting the root cause and consequence of the war to one 
side, the war was about the political system and the exercise of political 
power in the American republic. 

What laws exist at any point in time in a republic depends upon 
interests and attitudes as expressed through numbers – the number of 
votes cast to elect the individuals who comprise the government and 
the number of votes cast by legislatures to adopt and repeal specific 
laws. Numbers were of particular concern for the framers of the 
Constitution, who needed to address the differing interests of the 
thirteen states – those with small populations and those with large 
populations – in formulating the mechanisms of the national 
government. The framers did this by creating the Senate, in which each 
state had an equal voice; the House of Representatives, in which each 
state had a voice in proportion to its population; and the electoral 
college for the selection of the president, in which the voices of the 
smaller states were augmented and the voices of the larger states were 
moderated. The framers also were aware that they did not know the 
actual number of people then in each of the states and that numbers 
would change over time. Accordingly they provided in the Constitution 
that an “actual Enumeration” would be made within three years of the 
first sitting of Congress “and within every subsequent term of ten 
years.” The first census was conducted in 1790. 

The decennial census reallocated the power both of the voters in the 
states in electing a president and of the states within the federal 
government as the country and its population grew. Mr. Whitman’s 
readers would have understood that the results of the 1850 census 
vested sufficient electoral power in the northern states – where slavery 

                                                 
1 Walt Whitman was not the only American poet who seized upon these images at 
the time. Several months before the release of the 1867 edition of Leaves of Grass, 
Herman Melville published Battle-Pieces and Aspects of the War, a book of verse 
about the war and composed for the most part after the fall of Richmond. The first 
of these, entitled “The Portent (1859)”, dwelled upon the image of John Brown 
hanging from the gallows and referred to him as “The meteor of the war.” 

did not exist – to select an American president without a single vote in 
any southern state. That almost happened in 1856. The Republican 
Party, which was formed in 1854, had as its principal unifying element 
opposition to the spread of slavery into the federal territories that had 
not yet been organized into states. Southern nationalists, known as “fire 
eaters”, feared that the election of a Republican president would lead to 
the end of slavery. The Republican party was strong in the northern 
states, had nominal presence in some border states, and did not exist 
elsewhere in the south. The fear was that the election of a Republican 
president would permit the party to use federal patronage to establish 
itself in the slave states and grow to challenge the existing proslavery 
establishment. The fire eaters and politicians declared repeatedly 
during the 1856 campaign that a Republican presidential victory would 
be sufficient cause for the southern slaveholding states to secede from 
the union. The Republican candidate in 1856, John C. Fremont, carried 
most of the northern states but lost the election. The secessionists 
repeated their threats in 1860, when Abraham Lincoln ran as the 
Republican candidate for president. 

Immediately after Mr. Lincoln’s election, the seven states of the 
lower south – Alabama, Florida, Georgia, Louisiana, Mississippi, South 
Carolina, and Texas – began secession proceedings. These proceedings 
took the form of the election of delegates of a convention is each state to 
decide whether the state would remain in the federal union. Before 
March 1861 all seven states had severed the legal ties that bound them 
to the federal union. Five additional slave states began secession 
proceedings but did not sever the legal ties, and three other slave states 
did not take any step toward secession. By the time Mr. Lincoln took 
the oath of office on March 4, 1861, the seven seceded states had united 
to form the government of the Confederate States of America. Although 
they had seized most of the federal forts and arsenals within their 
borders, the federal government remained in possession of several, 
including Fort Sumter in the harbor of Charleston, South Carolina. 
About a month after his inauguration, President Lincoln sent word to 
the authorities in Charleston that he intended to resupply the fort in 
accordance with the policy he had stated in his inaugural address to 
hold and defend the forts and places remaining in federal possession. 
The Confederate forces in Charleston demanded the surrender of the 
fort and opened fire upon it on April 12, 1861, before the relief arrived. 
Fort Sumter’s garrison surrendered on April 13. The Civil War had 
begun. 



 
 

 

The agitation for secession after the 1860 election was not a surprise 
since fire eaters and politicians had spoken of it repeatedly and openly 
in the press, but the fact that seven states formally severed their legal 
ties the federal union probably was a shock – it elevated threats by fire 
eaters and politicians into actions undertaken by the elected 
representatives chosen by the people for the purpose of making that 
decision. We can speculate that in the south people might have felt 
exhilaration or astonishment in their accomplishment while in the north 
people looked upon these events as unwelcome and might have felt 
uncertainty as to whether and how they ought to react – that is, of 
course, until after the events at Fort Sumter. The excitement and 
perhaps even the relief that people north and south might have felt as 
the period of uncertainty ended and the war began would have 
indicated that most of them did not anticipate the hardship, 
destruction, and misery that war would bring upon them all. 

At the end of “Year of Meteors”, the verse turns from historical 
events back to the comets and meteors themselves in the context of the 
year in which they appeared, and it says of them: 

 
– Of such, and fitful as they, I sing – with gleams from them 

would I gleam and patch these chants; 
Your chants, O year all mottled with evil and good! year of 

forebodings! year of the youth I love! 
Year of comets and meteors transient and strange! – lo! even 

here, one equally transient and strange! 
As I flit through you hastily, soon to fall and be gone, what is 

this book, 
What am I myself but one of your meteors? 

 
As is often the case in Walt Whitman’s verse, the song turns out to 

be about the singer and his song – or perhaps, in this case, about the 
singer and the song, inasmuch as the lines above ascribe ownership or 
authorship of the song to the year. Although the lines speak of the year 
with “foreboding”, they also reminisce, which might reflect either a 
universal longing for one’s own younger days or a longing, specific to 
American readers, for the comparatively innocent yet turbulent year 
not yet touched by war. Further, Mr. Whitman’s singer likens himself 
and his song – the song – to the comets and meteors that appear to us on 
Earth for a moment and are gone. The words invite the reader to savor 
the experience of one’s own existence, for all times are a mix of good 

and evil, full of portents and prodigies that may or may not signal 
darker times to come. 

For Walt Whitman and his contemporary readers, 1860 was a 
reminiscence. For us, their descendants and successors, 1860 is an 
exploration, and the task is to make an accounting of that time in the 
same manner, and with the same critical eye, as we would make an 
accounting of our own. 

 
*** 

 
The Declaration of Independence asserted as a self-evident truth 

that all men were free and equal before the law. Putting aside the 
inconvenient fact that Americans owned Negro slaves in 1776, the 
assertion was both founded upon existing realities and aspirational in 
that it reflected a desire to alter those realities. It was consistent with the 
political philosophy and tradition that sustained the British 
government, to which the people in the American colonies were heirs, 
that the law protected individual liberty. But a fundamental disconnect 
existed between conditions in Britain and those in America. In Britain 
the great majority of people possessed liberty – the laws of the realm 
said so – but they lacked the right to vote and thus were without 
individual political power.2 Many people in the American colonies had 
the ability to own land, and the possession of property gave them a 
voice in the local government that conducted their local affairs. 
Although the Americans had a history of local self-determination, the 
American colonies remained subject to the rule of the British king and 
Parliament, in whose selection, like the majority of people in Britain, 
they had no say. The proposition that all men were free and equal ran 
contrary to the contemporary reality that monarchs and privileged 
aristocracies ruled the nations of the world. 

The Founding Fathers committed themselves to a bold experiment 
in government. History taught that democracies were unstable and 
were capable of becoming tyrannies. The Founding Fathers were 
predominantly men of wealth and learning, some of whom had read 

                                                 
2 The rules of suffrage in the late eighteenth century differed from place to place in 
Britain, and although in some places all freemen could vote, typically only 
Protestant males who owned property valued at 40 shillings (£2) per year possessed 
the right. Eligible voters were about 3 percent of the total population or 7 percent of 
the adult male population. 



 
 

 

Thucydides’ History of the Peloponnesian War and knew that 
democracies, such as Athens, were weakened within by rival factions (a 
term they understood to mean “political parties”) and induced to 
commit acts of grievous folly. They knew as well that the Roman 
republic, with its elected officers as well as its assemblies and councils 
composed of citizens, came to an end with the rule of the Caesars. 

As the revolution progressed and British authorities fled or were 
driven out of the colonies, the people of the colonies amended charters 
and drafted constitutions to govern themselves. During 1775, in 
responding to inquiries from individual colonies about the governance 
of their own affairs, the royal colonial governments having been driven 
out, the Continental Congress the Continental Congress recommended 
that they 

 
call a full and free representation of the people, and that the 
said representatives, if they think necessary, establish such 
form of government as in their judgment will best produce the 
happiness of the people, and most effectually secure peace 
and good order… 

 
In May 1776, two months before declaring independence, the 

Continental Congress adopted a resolution that stated “it is necessary 
that the exercise of every kind of authority under the … crown should 
be totally suppressed, and all the powers of government exerted, under 
the authority of the people of the colonies,” and recommended to the 
colonies that they “adopt such government as shall, in the opinion of 
the representatives of the people, best conduce to the happiness and 
safety of their constituents in particular, and America in general.” 

These events produced a period of experimentation as the various 
colonies – soon to be states – sought workable mechanisms of self-
government. After independence had been won, the national 
government established under the Articles of Confederation proved to 
lack the powers it needed to govern effectively. The Founding Fathers 
accomplished a second revolution by drafting a national constitution 
that built upon their personal experiences with self-government and 
written state constitutions. Britain had a bicameral legislature, and it 
maintained some substantial separation of the powers of government, 
so these features of the Constitution were not strictly new. 

The Constitution was revolutionary in two senses: it deviated from 
the historical precedent established under the Articles of Confederation 

by drawing a portion of governmental power away from the states in 
favor of the national government, and, like the state constitutions, it 
deviated from the historical precedent of almost every government on 
Earth (except the ancient democracies) by presuming in the statement 
“We the People” that the existence of the national government rested 
upon the consent of the many rather than the privileged few.3 The 
Constitution made the head of state an elective office for a fixed term of 
years rather than a hereditary office held for life, and it prohibited the 
creation of any “Title of Nobility”. The first ten amendments to the 
Constitution, known as the Bill of Rights, provided guarantees of 
personal and political liberties comparable to those proclaimed under 
certain of the state constitutions. 

1860 saw the eighty-fourth anniversary of the adoption of the 
Declaration of Independence. At that time eighty-four years was 
beyond the lifespan of most people (and still is), yet the eighth national 
census conducted in 1860 enumerated several thousand people who 
had been alive as children in 1776. They had seen an astounding span of 
history and change during their lives. Children born around the time of 
the signing of the Declaration of Independence would have been old 
enough to be aware of the tumult that attended the adoption and 
ratification of the Constitution. They would have seen a succession of 
Founding Fathers elected to the office of president, and these were 
followed by people who were themselves children at the time of the 
revolution: John Quincy Adams and Andrew Jackson.4 They saw a long 
period when the affairs of the national government were dominated by 
three towering figures: Henry Clay of Kentucky, John C. Calhoun of 
South Carolina, and Daniel Webster of Massachusetts. These giants of 
government were old men, but still in the Senate in 1850, when 
California’s application to be admitted to the federal union as a state 
provoked a political controversy that had slavery as its root cause. The 
controversy arrested the attention of the government for months, until a 
series of legislative measures, known collectively as the Compromise of 
1850, were adopted. Although the three senators all favored a 
compromise, each from his own particular point of view, the much 

                                                 
3 The actions of the states during the decades following the ratification of the 
Constitution would eliminate many traditional restrictions on the right to vote and 
eventually extend the franchise to include virtually all white males. 
4 Andrew Jackson joined the militia at age thirteen during the Revolution; he was 
captured by the British and held as a prisoner of war. 



 
 

 

younger Senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois brokered an effective 
settlement. Senators Clay, Calhoun, and Webster were all dead just two 
years later, and Senator Douglas became an increasingly prominent 
figure in politics leading up to 1860. 

Senator Douglas’ ambition to become president failed when a less 
well-known Illinois politician named Abraham Lincoln won the 1860 
election, but the political turmoil that attended the election boiled over 
into a civil war in early 1861. In November 1863, as the war continued 
in its third year, at the dedication of a national cemetery in Gettysburg, 
Pennsylvania, the site of an enormous battle several months earlier, 
President Lincoln made a few remarks to the effect that the war had 
provided “a new birth of freedom” for the nation and the world. The 
president had the gift for a poetical turn of phrase, which, in referring 
to the Declaration of Independence, he indulged with an archaic 
expression: “Four score and seven years ago…” 

The men who approved and signed the Declaration of 
Independence did not possess any gifts of prophecy of which we are 
aware, but having created a nation that consisted principally of towns 
and farms arrayed across a thin strip of land along the Atlantic coast of 
North America, they probably did not foresee that in 1860, the eighty-
fourth year of Independence, the United States would stretch across the 
continent, the settled eastern portion would extend to and across the 
Mississippi River, and that two states on the Pacific coast would be 
organized and admitted to the union. They knew about water power, 
steam power, and electricity – Benjamin Franklin had become an 
international celebrity for his experiments that established that 
lightning was electricity. They knew as well that large-scale 
manufacturing was expanding in Europe. Some of them, no doubt, 
regarded those factories as “dark Satanic Mills” (William Blake’s phrase 
from a few decades later), but we cannot reasonably expect that they 
would have anticipated the degree to which these mechanical forces 
and this means of organizing production would transform and bind the 
expanding nation together with a wealth of manufacturing, economical 
transportation, and telegraphic communication. 

They knew that the population of the nation was increasing rapidly 
by natural means, but they could not have expected how the numbers 
would swell in coming decades with the arrival of thousands of 
immigrants. The Founding Fathers had launched an experiment that 
was based upon the “representation of the people” and intended to 
ensure the “happiness of the people”, probably with both hope and 

foreboding as to where it might lead but with little certainty how the 
changing social conditions, means of communications, extent of 
literacy, development of political techniques, and widespread 
engagement in the political process would have produced the dynamic 
and sometimes turbulent society that existed in 1860 or fueled the 
passions that caused the Civil War. 

 
*** 

 
An eminent American historian, writing more than 30 years ago, 

observed that “events like the Civil War, which affected every facet of 
American life, are unintelligible if divided into the various 
subcategories of contemporary historical inquiry.” To rephrase this 
admonition as practical guidance and to state it more generally is to 
assert that context facilitates insight and improves comprehension. The 
experience of daily life confirms the validity of this view. We know that 
political debate is not objective, and political actions are driven by 
concerns other than the general well-being of society. Accordingly, 
politics and the political process present a distorted image of the society 
in which they exist. All of us, as we review the daily news about politics 
– whether local, state, or national – apply what we understand about 
our contemporary society to recognize the differences between reality 
and the images depicted by politics and politicians. When we read 
about the politics of the past, we work a similar process; while our 
efforts may be fairly good, human nature and political nature having 
remained fairly constant, we are hindered to the extent that our 
personal knowledge or assumptions about the society of that prior time 
are incomplete or faulty. Without fuller information about the society 
that existed then, we cannot appreciate how the people who lived at 
that time perceived and reacted to the events of the day, including the 
political events. 

With respect to 1860 and the Civil War, slavery is a case in point. 
That it was the source of tumult and division in the United States 
through 1860 is beyond question; although the presidential election was 
the precipitating cause of secession and the Civil War, slavery was the 
root cause. Consequently it is the lens through which the history of the 
United States in this period is often viewed, but the lens can distort as 
much as it can reveal. In point of fact, much of life in the United States 
in 1860 went on without reference to slavery, even in the south. In 
examining the life of the nation in 1860, the discussion in the following 



 
 

 

chapters will return to slavery on various occasions, indeed quite 
frequently, but it will not dwell there exclusively because unless one 
was a slave, daily life did not dwell there exclusively.5 

The historical record contains facts that have become distasteful in 
the light of contemporary attitudes and opinions. We cannot 
understand the past if we censor or sanitize it or attempt to use it to 
advance chosen agendas in contemporary society. Although the past 
holds attitudes and events that we may consider ugly, only by 
contemplating the whole range of experience can we improve our hope 
of understanding the past. Inclusion is not intended as an apology for 
past events or attitudes or to excuse them from the harsh judgments 
they deserve under contemporary opinions. Nor is it a suggestion that 
because such events or attitudes were current in the past, they ought to 
be appropriate for contemporary society. 

This book looks beyond politics to include other aspects of life the 
United States in 1860 in an attempt to reach a fuller understanding of 
the politics and thus the events of the day. It looks at how the people in 
the nation worked and lived, and it explores what they aspired to. The 
inventory of the country’s resources and capabilities tells us not only 
how America functioned in times of peace, but also how the separate 
sections of the United States might have fared after secession occurred 
and the war began. Divisive political issues, related in various ways to 
the institution of slavery, occurred throughout the decades leading up 
to 1860 and were important elements that determined the temper of the 
times, but they were not the only elements. Whenever we look back at a 
familiar country in a prior age, we are apt to see much that is similar to 
what we know and experience in our own lives, and much that is 
different and foreign. The purpose of looking back is to try to determine 
what the people of that time accomplished with what they had and, if 
possible, to understand why events turned out the way they did. 

 

                                                 
5 Although the election as the precipitating cause of the Civil War is anchored in 
1860, slavery as the root cause of the war stretches back decades. Various writers, 
eager to move along to a portion of the historical narrative that interests them, 
speak generally of these motivations and attitudes as “sectional antagonisms” or 
“sectional animosities”, as though the events of those decades polarized the mind-
set of the population according to a particular geographical bias due to slavery. 
This, of course, was not the case, nor (one supposes) is it the intent of those writers 
to say it was, but such phrases tend to suggest more than they mean. 


