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On Wednesday, April 18, i860, the steamer S. R. Spauldingleft Baltimore for 
Charleston, South Carolina. Those on board enjoyed music from Gilmore's 
band and loud cheering from those gathered to see them off. "For the 

alimentary comfort of those on board, she is supplied with 4,500 pounds of fresh 
meat and poultry, and has besides 23 tons of ice," noted the Baltimore American & 
Commercial Advertiser.^ 

The national Democratic Party was gathering in Charleston to write its platform 
and nominate its candidate for president, and among the Spauldings passengers were 
Maryland delegates en route to what would be a momentous political convention, for 
in this steamy, southern city the issues would be defined and the battle lines drawn 
over one of the most momentous elections in American history. 

Washington, D.C., was engulfed in turmoil. Incumbent Democrat James Buch-
anan, battered by sectional tensions and charges of corruption in his administration, 
could hardly wait to leave Washington for the bucolic peace of his Pennsylvania farm. 
The Congress was divided into camps of northern and southern men who were liter-
ally at each other s throats. On April 5, Congressmen John E Potter of Wisconsin and 
Roger Pryor of Virginia came close to blows on the floor of the House. Four days 
later they agreed to a duel—Bowie knives being the weapon of choice—but when 
cooler heads prevailed, a duel was averted. 

Delegate-laden trains and steamers arriving in Charleston were full of talk about 
Senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois, the most powerful figure in the Democratic 
Party. In Charleston, wrote one historian, "the southern delegates were at home; 
the city was theirs, doors were open, tables were spread, many were spared the dis-
comforts of hotel fare in the lavender-drenched guest rooms of these wide-porched 
mansions. The most charming spot . . . is the Battery. . . . In the pleasant evenings the 
people of leisure congregate here; hundreds of carriages and buggies, full of ladies 
and gentlemen, whirl along the drives."^ The night before the convention opened, 
Murat Halstead of the Cincinnati Commercial wrote, "there has been a great deal 
more drunkenness here today than heretofore. Most of the violent spreeing is done 
by roughs from the Northern Atlantic cities who are at last making their appear-
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William Henry Seward from New York and lawyer and former Illinois congressman 
Abraham Lincoln were pledging not to interfere with slavery where it existed, but 
if elected they would not allow its spread into the territories likely to become new 
states. Few northern delegates had had firsthand contact with the peculiar institution, 
and for many their visit to Charleston afforded their first look at real slaves and real 
masters. Near the meeting site loomed the "Workhouse," a jail where obstreperous 
slaves were beaten, the double walls filled with sand to muffle their screams. 

Douglas had cast himself as spokesman for the new Northwest, those territo-
ries of the American Midwest that in the middle of the nineteenth century lay on 
the frontier seeking entry into the Union. His doctrine of popular sovereignty—in 
which the territories themselves could choose to be free or slave—especially angered 
the South. The Little Giants straddle over slavery in the territories had by this time 
become a painful stretch. Douglas's troubles had begun six years earlier in 1854 
with the Kansas-Nebraska Act, and they worsened in Charleston when his manag-
ers agreed to finalize the party's platform before a nominee was chosen—a tactical 
misstep given the platform's failure to include a ban on federal interference with 
slavery in the territories. Douglas's relationships with the southerners were poor; he 
was detested by extremists and distrusted by moderates. In the month preceding the 
convention, several state Democratic parties had instructed their delegates to walk 
out if the party's platform lacked federal protection for slavery in the territories. An 
ugly tone was set the first day, when a Pennsylvania delegate attempting to speak 
was driven from the floor by cries of "God damn you, sit down!" and "What the hell 
do you want to talk for?"^ 

But frivolity was in the air as well. By Wednesday, the Baltimore Sun reported, 
"the gallery was crowded with ladies, and it being filled, several hundred who were 
crowding outside, unable to enter the gallery, were admitted to the floor of the 
convention, occasioning much good feeling." Delegate Charles Walker of New York 
informed the ladies that his fellow New York delegate, John Cochrane, was a bachelor, 
following which the latter "acknowledged his desperate condition and expressed 
his willingness to enter into the marriage relation. Walker said it was apparent that 
the reason why Cochrane had not married was because he could n o t . . . . the Chair 
tolerated this nonsense for a time, but at last interposed and summarily shut down 
upon it." The convention floor was packed, for "those who have tickets send them out 
after they get in, and others come in," complained one delegate. John S. Robinson, 
the chairman of the Vermont delegation, it was announced, died of apoplexy. And 
the credentials committee, adjudicating contested seats in four states, ruled in favor 
of the sitting delegates, allowing E M. Landham and Robert J. Brent, of Maryland's 
Fourth Congressional district, to claim their seats.® 

By Friday, the fifth day of the convention, wind and rain had dispelled the heat, 
and Charleston's bars, gamblers, and pickpockets were doing a bang-up business. The 
platform committee presented three reports: the majority report called for federal 
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The Boston Brass Band opened business on May 2 with "a dozen spirited airs." 
Maryland delegate William Gittings said he would move, after the thirty-fifth ballot, 
that the convention reassemble in Baltimore in June: "Mr. G. assured the convention 
that Baltimore was no longer a Plug Ugly town and promised the delegates a hospi-
table welcome," reported a local paper, referring to one of the city's most notorious 
political gangs known for terrorizing its streets on election days. By the morning of 
May 3, it was plain that the convention was hopelessly deadlocked. The noise levels 
from the galleries diminished considerably—"the ladies' gallery is very thin, and 
the poor creatures look down into the hall, vainly seeking objects of interest," wrote 
one reporter. The convention adjourned, its ten-day effort for naught, and agreed to 
reconvene in June in Baltimore. Disillusioned delegates boarded train cars, steamers, 
and carriages to depart Charleston for home.'^ 

As the Democrats retreated, two other political parties were in states of great 
excitement. As the Republicans prepared to open their second nominating conven-
tion, in Chicago, the first such convention of the Constitutional Union Party opened 
in Baltimore at noon on May 9, i860. The latter occasion was marked by a parade 
that packed the streets and showed off the city's new steam fire engines. The delegates 
represented twenty-two states and met in a federal courthouse formerly occupied . 
by the First Presbyterian Church at the corner of Fayette and North Streets. The old 
church had an illustrious political history, for Andrew Jackson had been nominated 
there in 1828, and Martin Van Buren in 1836. There were galleries on three sides and 
"gas fixtures... in the event that the convention may sit at night." In attendance were 
approximately seven hundred aged white males, described by Murat Halstead as 
"of the eminently respectable class of gentlemen—and most of them are somewhat 

stale in politics The delegates seemed to be in high spirits, and to be confident of 
their ability to make at least a powerful diversion. The general foolishness of the two 
great parties has given the third unusual animation."'^ Many of these gentlemen were 
former Whigs and anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant American Party "Know Nothings" 
who hailed from the Border States. Distressed by the escalating rhetoric pushing the 
nation toward division and war, they sought a middle ground, proposing that North 
and South could remain together if slavery were off the table as a national issue, and 
all men merely pledged fealty to the constitution. 

This effort toward a middle course was led by the venerable, seventy-three-
year-old Senator John J. Crittenden of Kentucky, who had assembled fifty members 
of Congress unaffiliated with Republicans and Democrats to lead the initiative.''' 
The party's fundamental principles were "the removal of the slavery question from 
party politics, development of national resources, maintenance of honorable peace 
with all nations, strict enforcement of the laws and the powers of the Constitution, 
and respect for state rights and reverence for the Union."'' Skeptics questioned the 
viability of a party with such moderate principles in a time when people were mov-
ing to the extremes of the political spectrum. The New York Herald described the 
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convention as a "Great Gathering of Fossil Know Nothings"—but these men were 
convinced they were on a path to save the Union.'® 

When Senator Crittenden opened the convention at noon on May 9, he "was 
received with applause from the galleries, and the ladies, who occupied the west gal-
lery, waved their handkerchiefs."'^ Murat Halstead, who would cover all four major 
nominating conventions in this election year, reported: 

The Convention insisted on applauding nearly every sentence, and several times 
refused to let [the Chairman] finish a sentence. It was worse than the applause 
given by an Irish audience at an archbishops lecture. . . . during the first hour 
and a half of the session, I presume at least one hundred rounds of applause 
were given, and the more the "spreads" applauded, the greater became their 
zeal The moment a speaker would say Constitution... Union, American ... 
or anything of the sort, he had to pause for some time until the general rapture 
would discharge itself by stamping, clapping hands, rattling canes, etc.'® 

Though early signs pointed to a ticket of Sam Houston of Texas and Edward Everett 
of Massachusetts, John Bell of Tennessee won the nomination on the second ballot— 
a disappointment to the Baltimore ladies, who fancied the dashing Houston and 
showered the platform with bouquets from the galleries.'® Bell was a safe choice, a 
bland and uninspiring lawyer of considerable wealth and owner of eighty slaves and 
an impressive resume: state legislator, congressman. Speaker of the House, secre-
tary of war, and U.S. Senator. Maryland awarded 7.5 votes to Bell and half a vote to 
Houston on both ballots.^® Reflecting the party's stance on slavery, mere mention 
of it at the convention was prohibited, and when a Pennsylvania delegate did so, he 
was loudly hissed.^' 

This amiable gathering had little of the sectional bitterness that had earlier 
destroyed the Whig Party and was threatening the Democrats with the same fate. 
Baltimore lawyer Brantz Mayer proclaimed slavery a false issue, mens disagreements 
over it "as harmless and hollow as ghosts manufactured out of sheets and pumpkin."^^ 
These men believed their middle ground would attract enough votes to deprive the 
major parties of outright victory and send the election to the House of Represen-
tatives. But this party's fundamental principles—glorifying the Constitution and 
Union and enforcing its laws—were little more than platitudes, unlikely to animate 
an electorate aroused by the more passionate appeals of other parties. 

On June 15 and 16, between six and eight thousand people—delegates, press 
and hangers-on, more than had been in Charleston—poured into Baltimore for 
the next round of the Democratic convention. The city had staged every national 
Democratic nominating assembly between 1832 and 1852. Many state delegations 
brought their own bands. "During Saturday Barnum's Hotel, the Eutaw House, 
and the other hotels, received their delegations and guests," reported the Baltimore 
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curtailed speeches and prompted brisk sales of pro- and anti-Douglas umbrellas.^^ 
But the political climate seemed more favorable to Douglas, with even hints of some 
southern support. 

Convention business was conducted away from the theater floor. Baltimorean 
Reverdy Johnson, the former Maryland U.S. senator and attorney general who had 
diligently worked for Douglas in Charleston, hosted supporters in his home on Monu-
ment Square, whose balcony provided a platform for evening speeches throughout 
the week. At Gilmor House, just opposite the square, were the headquarters of the 
southern Democrats. Rival speakers, bands, and crowds thronged the square, which 
"packed fuel beneath the already boiling cauldron." On the evening of June 19, rockets 
were discharged from the windows of the Douglas men. The nighttime noise from 
the large crowds outside Douglas headquarters was exceeded only by that emanat-
ing from the southern headquarters across the square. Tempers rose with the heat 
of early summer, and fisticuffs erupted on the convention floor between two men 
from the rival Arkansas delegations. One slapped the other and drew a pistol from 
his pantaloons, "and a duel [was] only avoided after a series of notes were exchanged 
according to the custom of the times." Two Delaware delegates fought at five o'clock 
in the morning when one, a member of Congress, attacked the other in the hall of 
the Maltby House as he staggered sleepily to the washroom.^' 

This was the first political convention with telegraph wires in place for instant 
reporting, and rumors flew across the nation. One held that another southern walkout 
was imminent; another that Douglas was poised to w i t h d r a w . E a r l y on the fourth 
day, "a tremendous crash was heard in the centre of the building, occupied by the 
New York and Pennsylvania delegations. Delegates rushed in masses to the windows, 
and climbed, nimbly as monkeys, over the chairs of the reporters seeking, according 
to appearances, to place themselves under the protection of the president." A section 
of floor had collapsed, and though no one was injured and the damage was minor, 
the episode seemed ominous. A recess was called so the floor could be repaired, 
and despite the inevitable jokes about the party's weak platform, few gleaned much 
symbolism from its reconstruction.^^ 

When the credentials committee presented its majority report, specifying which 
of the former and current delegations would be seated, events took a dark turn. The 
southerners were still demanding the federal protection for slavery denied them in 
Charleston, their credo in Baltimore being "rule or ruin," wrote Georgia congress-
man Alexander Stephens, soon to be vice president of the Confederacy. Their threat 
was not empty: If delegates from the upper South refused to join them, they would 
bolt and form a new party. 

The mood grew ugly. During an argument over tickets on the fourth day, delegate 
William Montgomery of Pennsylvania made a disparaging remark about his fellow 
delegate Josiah Randall, whose son then assaulted Montgomery, "inflicting several 
severe blows in the face, causing the blood to flow profusely." Montgomery knocked 
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young Randall down, after which spectators separated them. On Monument Square 
that night, bands drowned out opposing orators, and the Sun described how the 
"pro-Douglas Keystone Club band of Philadelphia came marching down the centre 
of the Square, through the mass of people, throwing rockets and bombs to open their 
w a y . . . . When nearly in front of the Gilmor House the cry of 'Put them back,' 'Take 
their instruments,' was raised, and in a moment a surging wave of humanity swept 
upon the band, knocking their instruments right and left, and blows were struck 
promiscuously. The police were in the midst of the melee, and struggled manfully 
to restore order and arrest the ringleaders of the disturbance, but the density of the 
crowd rendered their removal absolutely irapossible."^^ 

The next day, Friday, June 22, the Douglas majority report—lacking federal 
protection for slavery—passed by a wide margin. Delegate Charles Russell of Vir-
ginia announced his state's withdrawal from the convention. Ignoring pleas about 
the perils of another party split, the Virginians "rose in a body, and passing into the 
aisles, proceeded to leave the theatre, shaking hands and bidding personal friends 
good-by, as they retired," reported Murat Halstad. Next went most delegates from the 
upper South and a few proslavery men from the North.^^ Speeches predicting dire 
consequences were issued amid great disorder. One hundred and five men walked, 
more than a third of the total, including most of the delegates from the Deep South 
and North Carolina, California, Oregon, Kentucky, Missouri, and Arkansas, and a 
majority of the Massachusetts delegation, because, they said, so many others had 
withdrawn. Nine of the sixteen Maryland delegates joined them. 

Ohio Governor David Tod was chosen to preside as chair over the remaining 
198 delegates. He immediately recognized the call to vote before more delegates left, 
in "the din of an indescribable confusion. There were partial responses from some 
. . .which could hardly be heard, and the Convention seemed rapidly becoming a 
roaring mob." On the second ballot Douglas received 181.5 votes, with eighteen going 
to various others. At last the Little Giant had the prize, and the vote was then made 
unanimous. All decorum evaporated in the commotion that greeted his nomina-
tion. The convention recessed until the evening to choose the party's nominee for 
vice president, an honor awarded to a delegation from the South whose members 
had not walked out. Senator Benjamin Fitzpatrick from Alabama was chosen on 
the first ballot, though when he later declined, Georgia governor Herschel Johnson 
was selected.35 

The bolting Maryland delegates had joined their anti-Douglas brethren at Mar-
ket Hall on Baltimore Street, home of the Maryland Institute for Mechanical Arts, 
where the southern men were now calling themselves the National Democratic 
Convention. This venue accommodated 8,000 people, and its galleries were full 
when their convention opened at noon the next day. Marylanders E. F. Hardcastle 
and William P. Bowie were chosen as secretary and vice president, respectively. 
Tremendous applause greeted the arrival of convention chair Caleb Cushing. Wil-
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liam Yancey "glowed with satisfaction," and "[Henry T.] Garnett, of Virginia, whose 
countenance is usually grave as Don Quixote's, seemed pleased as a schoolboy with 
new boots." One delegate thanked the Almighty for now being able to speak without 
being hissed and not having to listen to nauseating speeches.^® Vice President John 
Breckinridge was quickly nominated for president, and Oregon's Senator Joseph 
Lane for vice president.^^ The original majority platform from Charleston, which 
included protection of slavery in the territories, was adopted. The affair, despite its 
theatrical antecedents, ended quietly after one day. 

John Contee, a bolting Maryland delegate from Buena Vista, published an open 
letter on June 25, explaining that he had tried faithfully to honor his obligation 
as a delegate, and that Caleb Cushing's participation as chair had legitimized the 
southern meeting as the true National Democratic Convention. He urged his fellow 
citizens to support the Breckinridge and Lane ticket. The next day, the Baltimore 
Sun announced its support for Stephen Douglas as the legitimate nominee of the 
Democratic Party. A week later, Lt. Col. Robert Edward Lee, Acting Commander 
of the Department of Texas, United States Army, wrote to a friend: "The papers will 
give you news of the Baltimore convention. If Judge Douglas would now withdraw 
and join himself and party to aid in the election of Breckinridge, he might retrieve 
himself before the country and Lincoln be defeated. Politicians I fear are too selfish 
to become martyrs."^® 

After the South Carolina legislature had passed resolutions late in 1859 affirrrtingv 
their state's right to secede and suggesting that slave states meet to consider measures 
for "united action," Governor William Gist had sent the resolutions to Maryland 
governor Thomas Hicks, requesting he submit them to the Maryland legislature. 
Hicks had replied that he would "cheerfully comply" but suggested that Maryland-
ers were not likely to join with South Carolina.^^ He then uttered one sentence that 
critics have used, unjustly, to tar him as disloyal: "We also respectfully, but earnestly, 
desire to assure our brethren of South Carolina, that should the hour ever arrive 
when the Union must be dissolved, Maryland will cast her lot with her sister states 
of the South"—a pledge the Maryland legislature would refuse to honor after the 
war broke out, and a statement inconsistent with Hicks's sustained and public sup-
port for the Union.4° 

DESPITE ITS YOUTH, THE REPUBLICAN PARTY w a s p o i s e d to capitalize on w i d e s p r e a d 

fear and anxiety in the country, and in i860 it was better organized and more uni-
fied than its rivals. Senator William Henry Seward seemed the front-runner for the 
nomination in the newly constructed Wigwam in Chicago, where the Republicans 
gathered on May 16 in the first convention site to have a press box for reporters. 
Abraham Lincoln's managers, however, believed that Seward's antislavery stance 
would cost him the key northern states and thus the election. Their strategy—to 
position Lincoln as the perfect antidote to the tension between the sections and the 
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vice-presidential candidate Hannibal Hamlin of Maine became effective vehicles 
for recruiting eager supporters who organized parades, barbecues and clubs—the 
latter giving the Republicans a presence in new areas, especially in lower north and 
border states. The more ambitious clubs raised money for the party's local candi-
dates as well as for themselves and exuded a quasi-military character, marching by 
torchlight in oilcloth caps and capes that glistened from the kerosene dripping from 
their torches. They became known as "Wide-Awakes," and they lent the Republican 
campaign an aura of intrigue. Democrats, scrambling to counter them, started clubs 
called "Chloroformers," whose goal was to put the "Wide-Awakes" to sleep, but their 
efforts gained little traction.'*'* 

The Republicans labored to position themselves as the party of reform, committed 
to honest government and a democratic capitalism wedded to free labor and eco-
nomic growth. Under their leadership the growing nation would enjoy a vital infra-
structure of new canals, navigable harbors, and railroads that would drive commerce.' 
Farmers and working men—especially foreign-born—were promised easily available 
farmland, underscoring the Republican Party's interest in westward expansion. 
Perhaps most important, their antislavery vision—aimed particularly at Protestants 
who disliked slavery, including many newly arrived German immigrants—sprang 
from the words of the founding fathers and the egalitarian principles enumerated in 
the Declaration of Independence. Lincoln himself was portrayed as a conservative, 
a pious Christian, and the perfect candidate for Unionist voters—especially in the 
lower north—who disliked slavery but also strident abolitionism. ' 

Republican campaigners worked especially hard to secure the four key states the 
party had lost in 1856—New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Indiana, and Illinois. State and local 
Republican operatives took full advantage of their party's hundreds of newspapers; 
in Ohio alone the party had more than 120 of them. One historian estimated that 
Republicans made approximately 50,000 speeches during the campaign. In kefeping 
with tradition, candidate biographies were quickly published and widely distributed, 
including eighteen of Lincoln. The Republicans clearly recognized the opportunity 
handed them by the Democratic Party's disarray. Political kingmaker Thurlow Weed 
of New York wrote Lincoln in June that "the madness which precedes destruction 
has come at last upon our opponents.''^' 

Breckinridge's southern Democrats and Bell's Constitutional Unionists ran un-
inspiring campaigns. Neither challenged the Republican characterization of Lincoln 
as a pious Protestant, nor did they illuminate for voters the party's anti-Catholic 
sentiments, manifested by antipathy toward immigrants and the Roman Catholic 
Chureh.4® The Breckinridge men devoted considerable resources to attacking Doug-
las, though the two joined forces to spread the scurrilous rumor that Lincoln's running 
mate, Hannibal Hamlin, had black ancestry. For their part. Republicans lampooned 
the Constitutional Unionists as "Bell Ringers" and "Do Nothings." Several key Bell 
allies in the South found themselves drawn into the turbulent waters of slavery and. 
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