President Lincoln asked each Cabinet

officer to write his opinion about provisioning Fort Sumter in South Carolina after numerous

federal installations had been seized by the seceding Southern states. Here are each Cabinet

member’s replies:

Attorney General Edward Bates: “I am willing to evacuate Fort Sumter, rather

than be an active party in the beginning of civil war…the more Southern forts,--

Pickens, Key West, etc.—should, without delay, be put in condition of easy

defense.”

Postmaster General Montgomery Blair: “No men or people have so many

difficulties as those whose firmness is doubted…I believe Fort Sumter may be

provisioned…with little risk…This would completely demoralize the

Rebellion…[and] initiate a reactionary movement throughout the South which

would speedily overwhelm the traitors.”

Secretary of War Simon Cameron: “I am greatly influenced by the opinions of

the Army officers…As a practical military question, the time for succoring Fort

Sumter…passed away nearly a month ago.”

Treasury Secretary Salmon P. Chase: “If the attempt will so inflame civil war as

to involve an immediate necessity for the enlistment of armies…I cannot advise

it…But it seems to me highly improbable that the attempt…will produce such

consequences…I return, therefore, an affirmative answer to the question.”

Secretary of State William Seward: “It would provoke combat, and probably

initiate a civil war…Fraternity, if practiced by this administration, will rescue the

Union from all its dangers.”

Interior Secretary Caleb Smith: “The effect of such an attempt, whether

successful or not, would be the early loss of the Fort, and the destruction, or

capture, of Maj. Anderson’s command. It would therefore in my judgment be

unwise to attempt to supply the fort.”

Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles: “By sending or attempting to send

provisions into Sumter, will not war be precipitated? It may be impossible to

escape it under any course of policy…but I am not prepared to advise a course

that would provoke hostilities.”

