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Preface

ix

IN 1917 THE BRITISH PACIFIST Viscount John Morley made an astonishing

avowal. Writing in the midst of a war that would create many new pacifists,

Viscount Morley declared that the American Civil War had been “the only war

in modern times as to which we can be sure, first, that no skill or patience of

diplomacy would have avoided it; and second, that preservation of the Ameri-

can Union and abolition of negro slavery were two vast triumphs of good by

which even the inferno of war was justified.”1

I don’t know whether Viscount Morley ever read Abraham Lincoln’s second

inaugural address, but his words provide an uncanny echo of Lincoln’s mes-

sage. “Both parties deprecated war,” said the American president in 1865, but

nevertheless “the war came.” After four years of it both sides prayed that “this

mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away.” But if God willed that it con-

tinue until the scourge of war wiped out the scourge of slavery, “the judgments

of the Lord, are true and righteous altogether.”2

The essays in this book address the questions raised by Morley and Lincoln.

Why did the war come? What were the war aims of each side? What strategies

did they employ to achieve these aims? How do we evaluate the leadership of

both sides? Did the war’s outcome justify the immense sacrifice of lives? What

impact did the experience of war have on the people who lived through it?

How did later generations remember and commemorate that experience?

During more than forty years of research and writing about the Civil War,

I have tried to come to grips with these questions. The chapters that follow

reaffirm some of my old interpretations but also offer several new ones. Old

or new, my conclusions suggest additional questions that I hope readers will

ponder, perhaps arriving at judgments different from mine. I welcome dis-

agreement and dialogue, for that is how scholarship and understanding ad-

vance.



Three of these essays are published here for the first time: chapters 6, 11, and

16. The others have appeared in various venues during the past decade, but I

have substantially revised and updated most of them for this volume. This ex-

perience has been intellectually rewarding and emotionally satisfying; I hope

that readers enjoy and learn from these essays as much as I have learned by

writing them.
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IN THREE SENTENCES OF HIS SECOND INAUGURAL ADDRESS on March 4, 1865,

Abraham Lincoln outlined an interpretation of the causes of secession and

of the Civil War. The institution of slavery, he said, created a powerful interest

in the states where it existed. “To strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this inter-

est was the object for which the insurgents would rend the Union, even by

war. . . . Both parties deprecated war; but one of them would make war rather

than let the nation survive; and the other would accept war rather than let it

perish. And the war came.”1

These sentences have framed arguments about the causes of the Civil War

for a century and a half. In the 1860s few people in either North or South

would have dissented from Lincoln’s insistence in the second inaugural ad-

dress that slavery “was, somehow, the cause of the war.” After all, had not Jef-

ferson Davis, a large slaveholder, justified secession in 1861 as an act of self-

defense against the incoming Lincoln administration, whose announced

policy of excluding slavery from the territories would make “property in slaves

so insecure as to be comparatively worthless . . . thereby annihilating in effect

property worth thousands of millions of dollars”?2 And had not the new vice

president of the Confederate States of America, Alexander H. Stephens, said in

a speech at Savannah on March 21, 1861, that slavery was “the immediate

cause of the late rupture and the present revolution” of Southern indepen-

dence? The old confederation known as the United States, said Stephens, had

been founded on the false idea that all men are created equal. The Confederacy,

in contrast,“is founded upon exactly the opposite idea; its foundations are laid,

its cornerstone rests, upon the great truth that the negro is not equal to the

white man; that slavery, subordination to the superior race, is his natural and

normal condition. This, our new Government, is the first, in the history of the

world, based on this great physical, philosophical, and moral truth.”3

3
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After the war, however, Davis and Stephens changed their tune. By the time

they wrote their histories of the Confederacy, slavery was gone with the

wind—a dead and discredited institution. To concede that the Confederacy

had broken up the United States and launched a war that killed 620,000 Amer-

icans in a vain attempt to keep four million people in slavery would not confer

honor on their lost cause. Therefore they set to work to purge that cause of any

association with human bondage. In their postwar view, both Davis and

Stephens hewed to the same line: Southern states seceded not to protect slavery

but to vindicate state sovereignty. The South, Davis insisted, fought solely for

“the inalienable right of a people to change their government . . . to withdraw

from a Union into which they had, as sovereign communities, voluntarily

entered.” The “existence of African servitude,” he maintained, “was in no

wise the cause of the conflict, but only an incident.” Stephens likewise in-

sisted that “Slavery, so called, was but the question on which these antagonistic

principles . . . of Federation, on the one side, and Centralism, or Consolida-

tion, on the other . . . were finally brought into . . . collision with each other on

the field of battle.”4

Over the years since the war, many Southern whites have preferred to cite

Davis’s and Stephens’s post-1865 writings rather than their claims of 1861.

When Ken and Ric Burns’s popular PBS video documentary on the Civil War

was first broadcast in 1990, it provoked a hostile response from Southerners who

did not like the portrayal of their Confederate ancestors as having fought for

slavery. “The cause of the war was secession,” declared a spokesman for the Sons

of Confederate Veterans, “and the cause of secession could have been any num-

ber of things. This overemphasis on the slavery issue really rankles us.” Among

the “any number of things” that caused secession, according to a descendant of a

soldier who served in the 27th South Carolina Infantry, were “states rights,

agrarianism . . . , aristocracy, and habits of mind including individualism, per-

sonalism toward God and man, provincialism, and romanticism”—anything

but slavery.5

During the first half of the twentieth century the argument that slavery had

little to do with the growing polarization between North and South that led to

secession found a great deal of support among professional historians. The

“Progressive school” dominated American historiography from the 1910s to

the 1940s. This school posited a clash between interest groups and classes as

the central theme of American history: industry vs. agriculture, capital vs.

labor, railroads vs. farmers, manufacturers vs. consumers, and so on. The real
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issues of American politics revolved around the economic interests of these

contesting groups: tariffs, taxes, banks and finance, land policies, subsidies to

business or agriculture, and the like. American political history moved in an

undeviating line from the clash between Jeffersonian Republicans and Hamil-

tonian Federalists in the 1790s to similar clashes between New Deal/Fair Deal

Democrats and conservative Republicans in the 1930s and 1940s.

The Progressive school explained the causes of the Civil War within this

general interpretive framework. The war transferred to the battlefield a long-

running contest between plantation agriculture and industrializing capitalism

in which the industrialists emerged triumphant. This was not primarily a con-

flict between North and South. “Merely by the accidents of climate, soil, and

geography,” wrote Charles A. Beard, doyen of the Progressive school, “was it a

sectional struggle”—the accidental fact that plantation agriculture was located

in the South and industry mainly in the North.6 Nor was it a contest between

slavery and freedom. Slavery just happened to be the labor system of planta-

tion agriculture, as wage labor was the system of Northern industry. For some

Progressive historians, neither system was significantly worse or better than

the other—“wage slavery” was as exploitative as chattel bondage. In any case,

they said, slavery was not a moral issue for anybody except a tiny number of

abolitionists; the abolition of slavery was a mere incident of the destruction of

the plantation order by the war. The real issues between the North and the

South in antebellum politics were the tariff, government subsidies to trans-

portation and manufacturing, public land sales, financial policies, and other

types of economic questions on which industrial and planting interests had

clashing viewpoints.

This interpretive synthesis, so powerful during the second quarter of the

twentieth century, proved a godsend to a generation of mostly Southern-born

historians who seized upon it as proof that slavery had little to do with the ori-

gins of the Confederacy. The Nashville Fugitives, an influential group of histo-

rians, novelists, and poets who gathered at Vanderbilt University and published

the famous manifesto I’ll Take My Stand in 1930, set the tone for the new

Southern interpretation of the Civil War’s causes. It was a blend of the old Con-

federate apologia voiced by Jefferson Davis and the new Progressive synthesis

created by Charles Beard. The Confederacy fought not only for the constitu-

tional principle of state’s rights and self-government but also for the preser-

vation of a stable, pastoral, agrarian civilization against the overbearing, acquisi-

tive, aggressive ambitions of an urban-industrial Leviathan. The real issue that
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brought on the war was not slavery—this institution, wrote Frank Owsley,

a Nashville Fugitive and one of the most influential historians of the South

from the 1920s to the 1950s, “was part of the agrarian system, but only one ele-

ment and not an essential one”—but rather such matters as the tariff, banks,

subsidies to railroads, and similar questions in which the grasping industrialists

of the North sought to advance their interests at the expense of Southern farm-

ers and planters. Lincoln was elected in 1860 in the interest not of freedom over

slavery but of railroads and factories over agriculture and the graces of a rural

society. The result was the triumph of acquisitive, power-hungry Northern rob-

ber barons over the highest type of civilization America had ever known—the

Old South.7 It was no coincidence that this interpretation emerged during the

same period that the novel and movie Gone with the Wind became the most

popular literary and cinematic successes of all time; history and popular culture

on this occasion marched hand in hand.

An offshoot of this interpretation of the Civil War’s causes dominated the

work of academic historians during the 1940s. This offshoot came to be called

revisionism. The revisionists denied that sectional conflicts between North

and South—whether such conflicts occurred over slavery, state’s rights, indus-

try vs. agriculture, or whatever—were genuinely divisive. The differences be-

tween North and South, wrote Avery Craven, one of the leading revisionists,

were no greater than those existing at different times between East and West.

The other giant of revisionism, James G. Randall, even suggested that they

were no more irreconcilable than the differences between Chicago and down-

state Illinois.8

Such disparities did not have to lead to war; they could have, and should

have, been accommodated peacefully within the political system. The Civil

War was not an irrepressible conflict, as earlier generations had called it, but a

“repressible conflict,” as Craven titled one of his books. The war was brought

on not by genuine issues but by extremists on both sides—abolitionist fanatics

and Southern fire-eaters—who whipped up emotions and hatreds in North

and South for their own self-serving partisan purposes. The passions they

stirred up got out of hand in 1861 and erupted into a tragic, unnecessary war,

which achieved nothing that could not have been accomplished by negotia-

tions and compromise.

Any such compromise in 1861, of course, would have left slavery in place.

But the revisionists, like the Progressives and the Vanderbilt agrarians, consid-

ered slavery unimportant; as Craven once stated, the institution of bondage
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“played a rather minor part in the life of the South and the Negro.”9 It would

have died peacefully of natural causes in another generation or two had not

fanatics forced the issue to armed conflict. This argument hints at another

feature of revisionism: While blaming extremists of both sides, revisionists

focused most of their criticism on antislavery radicals, even antislavery mod-

erates like Lincoln, who harped on the evils of slavery and expressed a deter-

mination to rein in what they called the Slave Power. Their rhetoric goaded

the South into a defensive response that finally caused Southern states to se-

cede to get free from the incessant pressure of these self-righteous Yankee

zealots. Revisionism thus tended to portray Southern whites, even the fire-

eaters, as victims reacting to Northern attacks; it truly was a “war of Northern

aggression.”

While one or more of these interpretations remain popular among the Sons

of Confederate Veterans and other Southern heritage groups, few professional

historians now subscribe to them. Of all these interpretations, the state’s-rights

argument is perhaps the weakest. It fails to ask the question, state’s rights for

what purpose? State’s rights, or sovereignty, was always more a means than an

end, an instrument to achieve a certain goal more than a principle. This truth

was dramatically illustrated in the dispute over Florida ballots during the pres-

idential election of 2000, when Republicans supposedly in favor of state’s

rights pressed their case in federal courts while Democrats looked to state

courts. In the antebellum South, the purpose of asserting state sovereignty was

to protect slavery from the potential hostility of a national majority against

Southern interests—mainly slavery. “If Congress can make banks, roads, and

canals under the Constitution,” said Senator Nathaniel Macon of North Car-

olina in the 1820s, “they can free any slave in the United States.”10 John C. Cal-

houn, the South’s leading political philosopher, formulated an elaborate con-

stitutional structure of state’s-rights theory to halt any use of federal power

that might conceivably be construed at some future time as a precedent to act

against slavery.

But even for Calhoun, state sovereignty was a fallback position. A more pow-

erful instrument to protect slavery was control of the national government. Un-

til 1861 Southern politicians did this remarkably well. They used that control to

defend slavery from all kinds of threats and perceived threats. They overrode

the rights of Northern states that passed personal liberty laws to protect black

people from kidnapping by agents who claimed them as fugitive slaves. During

forty-nine of the seventy-two years from 1789 to 1861, the presidents of the
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United States were Southerners—all of them slaveholders. The only presidents

to be reelected were slaveholders. Two-thirds of the Speakers of the House,

chairmen of the House Ways and Means Committee, and presidents pro tem of

the Senate were Southerners. At all times before 1861, a majority of Supreme

Court justices were Southerners. This domination constituted what antislavery

Republicans called the Slave Power and sometimes, more darkly, the Slave Power

Conspiracy.

Historians have often dismissed such labels as another example of the “para-

noid style” of American politics. But in an eye-opening book titled The Slave

Power: The Free North and Southern Domination, 1780–1860, historian Leonard

Richards demonstrates convincingly that there was a Slave Power. It had no

need to function by conspiracy, however, for it could use the constitutional

structure of government and the open operation of party politics to exert its

domination.11

One constitutional source of the South’s disproportionate political power

was unintentional: the stipulation that each state would be represented by two

senators. This provision had been adopted in order to win the support of small

states—not slave states—for the Constitution. At the time of the Constitu-

tional Convention, the respective populations of the states lying south of the

Mason-Dixon line and those lying north of it were virtually equal, and many

Southerners expected their section to grow faster than the North. As time

passed, however, the opposite occurred. By 1850, when the number of free and

slave states was equal at fifteen each, the free states contained 60 percent of the

population and 70 percent of the voters but sent only 50 percent of the senators

to Washington. And Southern senators had more than a veto power. Because

they could count on several Northern allies, they could in effect deny a veto

power to Northern senators on measures concerning slavery.

The South also had disproportionate strength in the House of Representa-

tives. The “three-fifths compromise” adopted by the Constitutional Conven-

tion stipulated that three-fifths of the slaves were to be counted as part of a

state’s population for the purpose of determining the number of seats each

state would have in the House. This provision gave slave states an average of

twenty more congressmen after each census than they would have had on the

basis of the free population alone. The combined effect of these two constitu-

tional provisions also gave slave states about thirty more electoral votes than

their share of the voting population would have entitled them to have.
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Even more than these constitutional provisions, the functioning of party

politics created a Slave Power. The dominant political party most of the time

from 1800 to 1860 was the Democratic Republican Party under the Virginia

dynasty of Thomas Jefferson and James Madison, which metamorphosed into

the Democratic Party under the Tennesseean Andrew Jackson. Southerners

controlled this party and used that leverage to control Congress and the presi-

dency. In 1828 and 1832 Jackson won 70 percent of the popular vote for presi-

dent in the slave states and only 50 percent in the free states. In 1856 the

Democrat James Buchanan carried only five of sixteen free states, but his vic-

tory in fourteen of the fifteen slave states assured his election—and Southern

domination of his administration. As an example of how such leverage could

translate into a Slave Power, six of the eight Supreme Court justices appointed

by Jackson and his handpicked successor were Southerners, including Chief

Justice Roger B. Taney, author of the notorious Dred Scott decision and of

other rulings that strengthened slavery.

As Richards makes clear, Southern politicians did not use this national

power to buttress state’s rights; quite the contrary. In the 1830s Congress im-

posed a gag rule to stifle antislavery petitions from Northern states. The Post

Office banned antislavery literature from the mail if it was sent to Southern

states. In 1850 Southerners in Congress plus a handful of Northern allies en-

acted a Fugitive Slave Law that was the strongest manifestation of national

power thus far in American history. In the name of protecting the rights of

slaveowners, it extended the long arm of federal law, enforced by marshals

and the army, into Northern states to recover escaped slaves and return them

to their owners.

Senator Jefferson Davis, who later insisted that the Confederacy fought for

the principle of state sovereignty, voted with enthusiasm for the Fugitive Slave

Law. When Northern legislatures invoked their states’ rights against this fed-

eral law, the Supreme Court with its majority of Southern justices reaffirmed

the supremacy of national law to protect slavery (Ableman vs. Booth, 1859).

Many observers in the 1850s would have predicted that if a rebellion in the

name of state’s rights were to erupt, it would be the North that would rebel.

The presidential election of 1860 changed the equation. Without a single elec-

toral vote from the South, Lincoln won the presidency on a platform of restrict-

ing the future expansion of slavery. “The great revolution has actually taken

place,” exulted Charles Francis Adams, the son and grandson of the only truly
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“Northern” presidents the country had known.“The country has once and for all

thrown off the domination of the Slaveholders.”12 Precisely. Slaveholders came to

the same conclusion. Gone or going was the South’s national power to protect

slavery; now was the time to invoke state sovereignty and leave the Union.

The Progressive interpretation of the war’s causes carries little more water

than the state’s-rights explanation. It is quite true, of course, that economic

conflicts of interest took place between agrarian and industrial factions. These

conflicts emerged in debates over tariffs, banks, land grants, and the like. But

these matters divided parties (Whig vs. Democrat) and interest groups more

than they divided North and South. The South in the 1840s and 1850s had its

advocates of industrialization and protective tariffs and a national bank, just as

the North had its millions of farmers and its low-tariff, antibank Democratic

majority in many states. The Civil War was not fought over issues of the tariff

or banks or agrarianism vs. industrialism. These and similar kinds of ques-

tions have been bread-and-butter issues of American politics throughout the

nation’s history, often generating a great deal more friction and heat than they

did in the 1850s. But they have not caused any great shooting wars. Nor was

the Civil War a consequence of false issues trumped up by demagogues or fa-

natics. It was fought over real, profound, intractable problems that Americans

on both sides believed went to the heart of their society and its future.

In 1858 two prominent political leaders, one of whom expected to be

elected president in 1860 and the other of whom was elected president, voiced

the stark nature of the problem. The social systems of slave labor and free

labor “are more than incongruous—they are incompatible,” said Senator

William H. Seward of New York. The friction between them “is an irrepressible

conflict between opposing and enduring forces, and it means that the United

States must and will, sooner or later, become either entirely a slaveholding na-

tion, or entirely a free-labor nation.”13 In Illinois, senatorial candidate Abra-

ham Lincoln launched his campaign with a theme taken from the Bible: “A

house divided against itself cannot stand.” The United States, he said, “cannot

endure, permanently, half slave and half free. . . . It will become all one thing,

or all the other.” The policy of Lincoln’s party (and Seward’s) was to “arrest the

further spread of [slavery], and place it where the public mind shall rest in the

belief that it is in course of ultimate extinction.”14

The slave and free states shared the same language, legal system, political

culture, social mores, and religious values, as well as a common heritage of

struggle to form the nation. The one institution they did not share was slavery.
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Southerners agreed with Lincoln that it was this institution that created the

house divided. “On the subject of slavery,” declared the Charleston Mercury in

1858, “the North and South . . . are not only two Peoples, but they are rival,

hostile Peoples.” Anticipating Alexander Stephens’s speech proclaiming slavery

the “cornerstone” of the Confederacy, members of a South Carolina family that

contributed four brothers to the Confederate army reacted to the news of Lin-

coln’s election with a determination that “now a stand must be made for

African slavery or it is forever lost.” In going out of a Union ruled by Yankee

abolitionists, “we . . . are contending for all that we hold dear—our Property—

our Institutions—our Honor. . . . I hope it will end in establishing a Southern

Confederacy who will have among themselves slavery, a bond of union stronger

than any which holds the north together.”15

In language echoed by other seceding states, the South Carolina secession

convention justified its action on the ground that, when Lincoln became presi-

dent,“the Slaveholding States will no longer have the power of self-government,

or self-protection, and the Federal Government will have become their enemy.”

After fighting for two years, a cavalry lieutenant from Mississippi reaffirmed

his belief that “this country without slave labor would be completely worthless.

We can only live & exist by that species of labor; and hence I am willing to fight

to the last.”16

Slaves were the principal form of wealth in the South—indeed in the nation

as a whole. The market value of the four million slaves in 1860 was close to

$3 billion—more than the value of land, of cotton, or of anything else in the

slave states, and more than the amount of capital invested in manufacturing

and railroads combined for the whole United States. Slave labor made it possi-

ble for the American South to grow three-quarters of the world’s marketed

cotton, which in turn constituted more than half of all American exports in

the antebellum era. But slavery was much more than an economic system. It

was a means of maintaining racial control and white supremacy. Northern

whites were also committed to white supremacy. But with 95 percent of the na-

tion’s black population living in the slave states, the region’s scale of concern

with this matter was so much greater as to create a radically different set of so-

cial priorities.

These priorities were bluntly expressed by the advocates of secession in the

winter of 1860–61. That is the principal finding of one of the most important

books on the secession movement to have appeared in recent years, Apostles of

Disunion, by Charles B. Dew. Growing up in the South of the 1940s and 1950s,
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Dew bought the state’s-rights interpretation of Civil War causation lock, stock,

and barrel. Ancestors on both sides of his family fought for the Confederacy.

His much-loved grandmother was a member of the United Daughters of the

Confederacy. In his dormitory room at a prep school in Virginia he proudly

hung a Confederate flag. And he knew “that the South had seceded for one rea-

son and one reason only: states’ rights. . . . Anyone who thought differently

was either deranged or a Yankee.”17

Later, however, as a distinguished historian of the antebellum South and the

Confederacy, Dew was “stunned” to discover that protection of slavery and

white supremacy was the dominant theme in secession rhetoric. Apostles of

Disunion is a study of the men appointed by seceding states as commissioners

to visit other slave states to persuade them also to leave the Union and join to-

gether to form the Confederacy. “I found this in many ways a difficult and

painful book to write,” Dew acknowledges, but he nevertheless unflinchingly

concludes that “to put it quite simply, slavery and race were absolutely critical

elements in the coming of the war. . . . Defenders of the Lost Cause need only

read the speeches and letters of the secession commissioners to learn what was

really driving the Deep South to the brink of war in 1860–61.”18

Some examples: “The conflict between slavery and non-slavery is a conflict

for life and death,” a South Carolina commissioner told Virginians in February

1861. “The South cannot exist without African slavery.” Mississippi’s commis-

sioner to Maryland insisted that “slavery was ordained by God and sanctioned

by humanity.” If slave states remained in a Union ruled by Lincoln and his

party, “the safety of the rights of the South will be entirely gone.”19 If these

warnings were not sufficient to frighten hesitating Southerners into secession,

commissioners played the race card. A Mississippi commissioner told Geor-

gians that Republicans intended not only to abolish slavery but also to “substi-

tute in its stead their new theory of the universal equality of the black and

white races.” Georgia’s commissioner to Virginia dutifully assured his listeners

that if Southern states stayed in the Union,“we will have black governors, black

legislatures, black juries, black everything.” An Alabamian born in Kentucky

tried to persuade his native state to secede by portraying Lincoln’s election as

“nothing less than an open declaration of war” by Yankee fanatics who in-

tended to force the “sons and daughters” of the South to associate “with free

negroes upon terms of political and social equality,” thus “consigning her [the

South’s] citizens to assassinations and her wives and daughters to pollution

and violation to gratify the lust of half-civilized Africans.”20
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This superheated rhetoric was the culmination of more than thirty years of

proslavery oratory. The centrality of slavery to “the Southern way of life” had

long focused the region’s politics on defense of the institution. Many Southern

leaders in the age of Thomas Jefferson had considered slavery a “necessary

evil” that would eventually disappear from this boasted land of liberty. But

with the rise of the cotton kingdom, slavery became in the eyes of Southern

whites by the 1830s a “positive good” for black and white alike. Proslavery

pamphlets and books became a cottage industry. Their main themes were

summed up in the title of a pamphlet by a clergyman published in 1850: De-

fense of the South Against the Reproaches and Encroachments of the North: In

Which Slavery Is Shown to Be an Institution of God Intended to Form the Basis of

the Best Social State and the Only Safeguard and Permanence of a Republican

Government. The foremost defender of slavery until his death in 1850 was John

C. Calhoun, who noted proudly that “many in the South once believed that

slavery was a moral and political evil. That folly and delusion are gone. We see

it now in its true light, and regard it as the most safe and stable basis for free

institutions in the world” and “essential to the peace, safety, and prosperity” of

the South.21

The defensive tone of much proslavery rhetoric was provoked by the rise

of militant abolitionism in the North after 1830. William Lloyd Garrison,

Theodore Weld, Wendell Phillips, Frederick Douglass, and a host of other cru-

saders branded slavery as a sin, a violation of God’s law and of Christian ethics,

immoral, inhumane, a defiance of the republican principle of liberty on which

the nation had been founded. Although the abolitionists did not get far in the

North with their message of racial equality, their argument that slavery was an

obsolete and unrepublican institution—a “relic of barbarism,” as the new Re-

publican Party described it in its 1856 platform—entered mainstream North-

ern politics in the 1850s. “The monstrous injustice of slavery,” said Abraham

Lincoln in 1854, “deprives our republican example of its just influence in the

world—enables the enemies of free institutions, with plausibility, to taunt us

as hypocrites.”22

It was not the existence of slavery that polarized the nation to the breaking

point, however, but rather the issue of the expansion of slave territory. Most of

the crises that threatened the bonds of union arose over this matter. The first

one, in 1820, was settled by the Missouri Compromise, which balanced the ad-

mission of Missouri as a slave state with the admission of Maine as a free state

and banned slavery in the rest of the Louisiana Purchase north of 36˚30'. But
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once the expansion genie was out of the bottle it could not be put back in

again. The debates over the annexation of Texas and the status of territories

acquired from Mexico in the 1840s made the Missouri debates a generation

earlier look like a love feast.

Revisionist historians described the controversy over slavery in such terri-

tories as Kansas and New Mexico as a pernicious abstraction—a quarrel over

“an imaginary Negro in an impossible place.” It was anything but that. Be-

tween 1803 and 1845 the United States nearly tripled in size with the Louisiana

Purchase, the acquisition of Florida, and the annexation of Texas. Thomas Jef-

ferson, who began this process, expected the new lands to become an “Empire

for Liberty.” But every state that came into the Union by 1845 from these terri-

tories was a slave state: Louisiana, Missouri, Arkansas, Florida, and Texas plus

the southern portions of Alabama and Mississippi. The acquisition of Califor-

nia and the Southwest from Mexico in 1848 opened a vast new region to Amer-

ican settlement and provoked corrosive debates over slavery there and in the

Louisiana Purchase territories where slavery was made possible by the Kansas-

Nebraska Act of 1854. While slavery seemed unlikely to take root in Nebraska

or Oregon, it did exist for a few years in the territories of Kansas, New Mexico,

and Utah and in Indian Territory (most of present-day Oklahoma). And one

reason for die-hard Southern opposition to the admission of California as a

free state in 1850 was a conviction that slavery could flourish in the mines and

agriculture of that region.

A key to understanding the urgency of the territorial debate in the 1850s is

a recognition that it concerned not only the boundaries of the existing United

States but also potential future acquisitions. Many Americans in 1850 had seen

the size of the country quadruple in their own lifetimes. There was little reason

for them to expect this process to stop. The most likely direction for future ex-

pansion was to the south. Southern Democrats pressed for the annexation of

Cuba in the 1850s. If they had succeeded, another 400,000 slaves would have

entered the Union. Southern adventurers also invaded Nicaragua and northern

Mexico in efforts to add these regions to the United States. In 1856 the Ten-

nessee native William Walker proclaimed himself president of Nicaragua and

issued a decree reestablishing slavery there before he was overthrown and driven

out. Although none of these schemes succeeded, they exacerbated the slavery

controversy more than most historians have recognized.

Convinced that the Slave Power in Washington had engineered the annexa-

tion of Texas and the Mexican War, the antislavery bloc in Congress determined
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to flex its muscles. In 1846 David Wilmot of Pennsylvania introduced in the

House a resolution banning slavery in all territory that might be conquered

from Mexico. By an almost unanimous vote of all Northern congressmen

against virtually unanimous opposition from Southern representatives, the

resolution passed. Equal representation in the Senate enabled Southerners to

block the Wilmot Proviso there. But this issue framed national politics for the

next fifteen years.

The most ominous feature of the Wilmot Proviso was its wrenching of the

normal pattern of party divisions into a sectional pattern. On most issues

before 1846—such as tariffs and a national bank—Northern and Southern

Whigs had voted on the same side and Democrats from both sections on the

other. On the Wilmot Proviso, however, Northern Whigs and Democrats voted

together against a solid alliance of Southern Whigs and Democrats. This be-

came the norm for all votes on any issue concerning slavery—and most of the

important national political issues in the 1850s did concern slavery. This sec-

tional alignment in politics reflected a similar pattern in social and cultural

matters. In the 1840s the two largest religious denominations, the Methodists

and the Baptists, had split into separate Northern and Southern churches over

whether a slaveowner could be appointed a bishop or missionary of the de-

nominations.

In 1850 the people living in states that had once been territories but had

come into the Union as states since 1790 accounted for more than half of the

nation’s increase in population. As that process continued, the new territories

would shape the future. To ensure a free-labor destiny, antislavery Northerners

wanted to keep slavery out of these territories. The Free Soil Party was founded

on this platform in 1848. Six years later it evolved into the Republican Party.

“We are opposed to the extension of slavery,” declared a Free Soil newspaper,

because if slavery goes into a new territory “the free labor of the states will

not. . . . If the free labor of the states goes there, the slave labor of the Southern

states will not, and in a few years the country will teem with an active and en-

ergetic population.”23 Eventually the expansion of free territory would make

freedom the wave of the future, placing slavery “in course of ultimate extinc-

tion,” as Lincoln phrased it.

That was just what Southerners feared. The North already had a majority in

the House; new free states would give it a majority in the Senate as well as an un-

challengeable domination of the electoral college. “Long before the North gets

this vast accession of strength,” warned a South Carolinian,“she will ride over us
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rough shod, proclaim freedom or something equivalent to it to our Slaves and

reduce us to the condition of Haiti. . . . If we do not act now, we deliberately con-

sign our children, not our posterity, but our children to the flames.”24

This argument appealed as powerfully to nonslaveholders as to slavehold-

ers. Whites of both classes considered the bondage of blacks to be the basis of

liberty for whites. Slavery, they declared, elevated all whites to an equality of

status by confining menial labor and caste subordination to blacks. “If slaves

are freed,” maintained proslavery spokesmen, whites “will become menials. We

will lose every right and liberty which belongs to the name of freemen.”25 The

Northern threat to slavery thus menaced all whites. Nonslaveholders also

agreed with slaveholders that the institution must be allowed to go into the ter-

ritories. Such expansion might increase their own chances of becoming slave-

holders.

In another respect that may seem an abstraction today but was very real to

antebellum Southern white men, slavery in the territories was a vital issue. For

Northerners like Abraham Lincoln to brand slavery a “monstrous injustice”

and “unqualified evil” that should be excluded from the territories was to in-

sult Southerners by damning their “peculiar institution” as immoral and un-

worthy. This impugned their honor, and as Bertram Wyatt-Brown has shown,

honor was the central value in white male culture. For them it was not merely

the symbol of their manhood and reputation; it was the essence.26

To say that a slaveholder could not carry his property to the territories was,

according to an Alabama editor, to say “that a free citizen of Massachusetts was

a better man and entitled to more privileges than a free citizen of Alabama.”

Supreme Court Justice Peter Daniel, a Virginian, resented this “insulting exclu-

siveness . . . which says in effect to the Southern man, Avaunt! You are not my

equal, and hence are to be excluded as carrying a moral taint.”27 Such an insult

could not be tolerated by men of honor: “Death is preferable to acknowledged

inferiority.”28 When Lincoln was elected president by exclusively Northern

votes, Southerners, as one newspaper editorial put it, considered the outcome

“a deliberate, cold-blooded insult and outrage” that must be replied to by the

challenge of secession. “No other ‘overt act’ can so imperatively demand resis-

tance on our part,” declared a North Carolina congressman,“as the simple elec-

tion of their candidate.”29

The resistance he had in mind—secession—did not necessarily mean war.

When the previously quoted spokesman for the Sons of Confederate Veterans

said that “the cause of the war was secession, and the cause of secession could
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have been any number of things,” he was half right and half wrong. The cause

of secession was one specific thing: the Southern response to the election of a

president and party they feared as a threat to slavery. The cause of the war was

indeed secession, but it did not make war inevitable. A series of decisions and

actions by men on both sides brought on the war.

The incoming Lincoln administration could have repudiated the platform on

which it was elected and granted Southern states every concession they de-

manded. Or Lincoln could have “let the erring sisters depart in peace,” as some in

the North advised. But Lincoln and most of the Northern people were not will-

ing to accept the nation’s dismemberment. They feared that toleration of dis-

union in 1861 would create a fatal precedent to be invoked by disaffected mi-

norities in the future, perhaps by the losing side in another presidential election,

until the United States dissolved into a dozen petty, squabbling, hostile autocra-

cies. The great experiment in republican government launched in 1776 would

collapse, proving the contention of European monarchists and aristocrats that

this upstart republic across the Atlantic could not last.“The doctrine of secession

is anarchy,” declared a Cincinnati newspaper in an editorial echoed across the

North. “If the minority have the right to break up the Government at pleasure,

because they have not had their way, there is an end of all government.”30

Even lame-duck President James Buchanan, in his last message to Congress

in December 1860, said that the Union was not “a mere voluntary association

of States, to be dissolved at pleasure.” The founders of the nation “never in-

tended to implant in its bosom the seeds of its own destruction, nor were they

guilty of the absurdity of providing for its own dissolution.” If secession was

legitimate, said Buchanan, the Union became a “rope of sand. . . . The hopes of

the friends of freedom throughout the world would be destroyed. . . . Our ex-

ample for more than eighty years would not only be lost, but it would be

quoted as conclusive proof that man is unfit for self-government.”31

No one held these convictions more strongly than Abraham Lincoln. “Per-

petuity . . . is the fundamental law of all national governments,” he declared in

his inaugural address on March 4, 1861. “No State, upon its own mere motion,

can lawfully get out of the Union.” Two months later Lincoln told his private

secretary that “the central idea pervading this struggle is the necessity that is

upon us, of proving that popular government is not an absurdity. We must set-

tle this question now, whether in a free government the minority have the right

to break up the government whenever they choose. If we fail it will go far to

prove the incapability of the people to govern themselves.”32
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But even this refusal to countenance the legitimacy of secession did not

make war inevitable. Moderates on both sides sought a compromise formula.

Nothing could stay the course of secession in the seven Lower South states, but

the other eight slave states were still in the Union when Lincoln took the oath

of office on March 4, 1861. He hoped to keep them there by assurances that he

had no right or intention to interfere with slavery in the states and by refrain-

ing from hostile action against the Confederate states, even though they had

seized all federal property and arms within their borders—except Fort Sumter

and three less important forts. By a policy of watchful waiting, of maintaining

the status quo, Lincoln hoped to allow passions to cool and enable Unionists

to regain influence in the Lower South. But this hope was doomed. Genuine

Unionists had all but disappeared in the Lower South. And Fort Sumter became

a flash point of contention.

A large brick fortress on an artificial granite island at the entrance to

Charleston Bay, Fort Sumter could not be seized by the Confederates as easily

as other federal property had been, even though it was defended by only some

eighty-odd soldiers. Lincoln came under great pressure from conservatives

and Upper South Unionists to yield the fort as a gesture of peace and goodwill

that might strengthen Southern Unionism. After leaning in this direction for a

time, Lincoln concluded that to give up Sumter would do the opposite; it

would demoralize Unionists and strengthen the Confederacy. Fort Sumter had

become the master symbol of sovereignty. To yield it would constitute de facto

recognition of Confederate sovereignty. It would probably encourage Europe-

an nations to grant diplomatic recognition to the Confederate nation. It would

make a mockery of the national government’s profession of constitutional au-

thority over its own property.

The day after his inauguration, however, Lincoln learned that Sumter’s garri-

son would run out of supplies in six weeks or less. The only alternative to sur-

render seemed to be to send warships to shoot their way into the bay to resupply

and reinforce the tiny garrison. But such an apparent act of aggression would

divide the North and provoke several more slave states to secede. During a

month of indecision in which Lincoln was pushed this way and that by con-

flicting pressures in this greatest crisis of American history, a third alternative

took shape in his mind. He devised an ingenious plan to put the burden of de-

cision for war or peace on Jefferson Davis’s shoulders. Giving advance notice

of his intentions, Lincoln sent a fleet toward Charleston with supplies and re-

inforcements. If the Confederates allowed unarmed boats to bring in “food for
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hungry men,” the warships would stand off and the reinforcements would re-

turn north. But if Southern artillery fired on the fleet, the ships and fort would

fire back. In effect, Lincoln flipped a coin and told Davis: “Heads I win; tails

you lose.” If Southern guns fired first, the Confederates would stand convicted

of starting a war. If they let the supplies go in, the American flag would con-

tinue to fly over Fort Sumter. The Confederacy would lose face; Unionists

would take courage.

Davis did not hesitate. He considered it vital to assert the Confederacy’s

sovereignty. He also hoped that the outbreak of a shooting war would force

the states of the Upper South to join their fellow slave states. Davis ordered

Brigadier General Pierre G. T. Beauregard, commander of Confederate troops

at Charleston, to open fire on Fort Sumter before the supply ships got there. At

4:30 a.m. on April 12, Confederate guns opened fire. After a thirty-three-hour

bombardment in which the Confederates fired four thousand rounds and the

skeleton crew in the fort replied with a thousand, the burning fort lowered the

American flag in surrender. And the war came.
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Escape and Revolt in Black and White

21

AMONG THE BITTER CONFLICTS that divided North and South and led to war

in 1861 were those associated with escaping slaves and Southern at-

tempts to recapture them, which produced the Fugitive Slave Law in 1850. Re-

sistance to capture by fugitives, sometimes aided by Northerners, fanned the

flames of Southern anger. In their ordinances of secession, several Southern

states cited Northern help to fugitives as one of the grievances that provoked

them to leave the Union. The Fugitive Slave Law inspired Harriet Beecher

Stowe to write Uncle Tom’s Cabin. The episode of Eliza escaping with her son

across the Ohio River on ice floes to prevent his capture by slavecatchers is one

of the most unforgettable images in American letters. And a real-life escaped

slave became one of the most famous heroines in American history.

Surveys of freshmen at the State University of New York in Buffalo who reg-

istered for the introductory U.S. history course in the 1970s and 1980s revealed

that more of them knew of Harriet Tubman than of any other woman who

lived before 1900 except Betsy Ross. Tubman also ranked higher on this recog-

nition scale than Thomas Edison, Benjamin Franklin, Patrick Henry, and a

host of other prominent persons.1

Like Betsy Ross, Tubman had achieved mythical stature because of her con-

spicuous place in school textbooks and in children’s stories about great Amer-

icans. The legendary “Moses” of her people, who escaped from slavery in 1849

and returned to Maryland again and again to lead many more slaves to free-

dom, she also served as a scout during the Civil War and led Union soldiers on

raids into the South Carolina interior to liberate hundreds more slaves. For chil-

dren black and white, Hispanic and Indian, immigrant and native-born, these

stories of risk and adventure propelled Tubman ahead of Davy Crockett and

Nathan Hale and put her right up there with Meriwether Lewis and William

Clark.



It was not always that way. For decades after her death in 1913 at the prob-

able age of ninety (her exact birth date is unknown), Tubman languished in

obscurity. In the 1930s the labor activist Earl Conrad (Earl Cohen) decided to

write a biography of Tubman. “I looked over the various Negro figures,” Con-

rad explained, “and I came to the conclusion that Harriet was the greatest and

the one about whom, for her stature, the least was known. I believed that

through presenting Harriet I could show also the contributions of the Negro

people.”2 But Conrad could not interest any mainstream publisher in his biog-

raphy. The black-owned Associated Publishers in Washington finally brought

out his General Harriet Tubman in 1943. With few reviews and not many more

buyers, the book soon went out of print.

Since 1960, however, the greater visibility of black activists and of women in

American history has launched a veritable Tubman boom. Conrad’s biography

was reprinted in 1990. Within a few months of each other, three new biogra-

phies were published in 2003–4.3 At least fifty-four children’s and young peo-

ple’s fiction and nonfiction titles about Tubman have appeared in print: six in

the 1960s, five in the next decade, six again in the 1980s, twenty-one in the

1990s, and another sixteen from 2000 to 2003. Millions of schoolchildren have

watched the educational movie Freedom Train and other dramas based on Tub-

man’s life. Dozens of public schools around the country bear her name. She is

enshrined in impressive monuments in Boston and in Battle Creek, Michigan.

In Canada (where Tubman lived for a time in the 1850s), York University re-

cently opened a digitized Harriet Tubman Resource Centre on the African

Diaspora.4

Tubman’s home in Auburn, New York, where she lived most of her life in free-

dom, has become a popular tourist site. An annual celebration takes place there

on Memorial Day weekend, when high school girls compete for the title of “Miss

Harriet Tubman”—an event that would have amused the real Tubman. She

would also have been surprised to find herself at the center of a controversy over

the National History Standards released in 1994. These standards were attacked

as “revisionist” by Lynne Cheney, then the head of the National Endowment for

the Humanities, because—among other reasons—they gave equal attention to

Harriet Tubman and George Washington. “Overnight, Tubman’s name became

a ‘hot-button’ for conservative critics,” Catherine Clinton writes in her biogra-

phy, “and she became a symbolic ‘whipping girl’ for political correctness.”5

Little wonder that Tubman had greater name recognition among students

at SUNY Buffalo than Francis Scott Key, Thomas Paine, Harriet Beecher
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Stowe, and Nathaniel Hawthorne. Yet until the publication of the three biogra-

phies by professional scholars in 2003–4, much of what we “knew” about Tub-

man was encased in myth. Each of these books has particular strengths that

complement the others’ and add up to a remarkable collective achievement.

The most readable and the one that provides the clearest context of slavery

and the Civil War is Catherine Clinton’s Harriet Tubman: The Road to Free-

dom. The most fully researched study of the details of Tubman’s life is Kate

Clifford Larson’s Bound for the Promised Land. And the best account of how

Tubman shaped her own image through the autobiographical stories she told

her contemporaries is Jean M. Humez’s Harriet Tubman: The Life and the Life

Stories, which reprints much of the documentary evidence on which any biog-

raphy must be based.

That evidence consists mainly of anecdotes told by Harriet to her earliest

biographers, who wrote them down in brief connected narratives published in

1863 and 1865 and a full-length book in 1869. The author of the last, Scenes

from the Life of Harriet Tubman, was Sarah Bradford, who also collected remi-

niscences from people who knew Tubman. She twice updated and expanded

this work, in 1886 and 1901, both editions carrying the title Harriet Tubman:

The Moses of Her People.

Missing from sources for Tubman’s life are the letters, diaries, and other

written accounts in one’s own words that form the usual core of evidence for a

biography. She remained illiterate all her life, so anything written down as hav-

ing been said by her was mediated by others. Only four letters from Tubman

are known to have survived, and those were dictated to and written by white

friends. Many of the incidents of her life as a slave, as a fugitive escaping to

freedom, and as the “Moses” who led others out of bondage are derived from

her own testimony and often impossible to corroborate from other sources.

Problems of evidence present formidable obstacles to biographers intent on

sifting reality from myth. All three modern biographies cited here were writ-

ten by careful scholars with high standards. Even so, there are puzzling anom-

alies in the story of Tubman’s life.

Among these are accounts of young Harriet’s physical strength and en-

durance and of the serious injury she suffered at age thirteen or fourteen. Born

a slave on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, Harriet was hired out by her owner as

early as age five for household chores and child-tending in the homes of other

whites. Rebellious even then, she was sometimes starved, abused, or beaten for

minor infractions. When she was twelve or thirteen she was sent to work in the
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fields. A year or two later she sustained a life-threatening head wound when an

enraged overseer threw a heavy iron object at an escaping male slave and hit

Harriet instead. She recovered, but for the rest of her days she suffered from

what her biographers variously term “temporal lobe epilepsy” or “narcolepsy”

or possibly “cataplexy.” No physician was available to diagnose her malady, and

even if one had been available he might not have known what to call it.

Whatever the medical term for her condition, all observers agreed on its

symptoms: For the rest of her life Harriet would periodically lose conscious-

ness and appear to fall asleep, sometimes for a minute or two, sometimes

longer, and then awaken to carry on as if nothing had happened. Thirty years

after the incident had occurred, a friend reported that the injury “still makes

her very lethargic. She cannot remain quiet fifteen minutes without appearing

to fall asleep. It is not a refreshing slumber, but a heavy, weary condition which

exhausts her.” During these seizures she often experienced dreams or visions,

even hallucinations, sometimes with powerful religious overtones. More than

once she said that God had spoken to her.6

This injury and the seizures, as well as Harriet’s small stature, seem incon-

sistent with the portrayal by all biographers of her strength and “awesome

stamina.” She was only five feet tall and probably weighed no more than one

hundred pounds. Yet in her later teens and early twenties she worked in a log-

ging camp, in the fields, and in a grist mill loading “huge barrels” of flour onto

boats or carts, “drove oxen, carted, and plowed and did all the work of a man,”

and “would often exhibit her feats of strength to her master’s friends.”7 Some-

how these accounts of Tubman’s physical activities do not seem to add up.

Perhaps the inconsistencies can be reconciled, but her biographers do not try

to reconcile them or even to recognize that they exist.

Similar questions can be raised about Tubman’s remarkable exploits as

“Moses.” Her own escape in 1849 was aided by what was known as the Under-

ground Railroad, a network of safe houses and free blacks and sympathetic

whites (mostly Quakers) in Maryland and Delaware. Traveling at night on foot

or hidden in a wagon driven by one of the “conductors” of this metaphorical

railroad, hiding during the day in the woods or at one of the “stations,” Harriet

made her way to Wilmington and then on to free soil in Philadelphia. Hun-

dreds of other slaves followed the same route to freedom—some of them with

her help. This trip of more than a hundred miles, usually in winter when the

nights were long and hostile whites were less likely to be abroad, required

strength, courage, endurance, and adroitness.
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But what about her narcoleptic seizures or sudden lapses into unconscious-

ness? Clinton acknowledges that these “chronic and deep intermittent spells . . .

horrified those entrusted to her” during her repeated returns south to bring

out more fugitives. Neither Clinton nor the other biographers resolve the

seeming paradox of a small woman subject to seizures accomplishing such

daring and dangerous feats except to state that the seizures “enhanced her rep-

utation as mystical.” Perhaps so, but that seems inadequate as an explanation.8

There is no question that Tubman had striking results. The testimony and

the records kept by Thomas Garrett, a Quaker merchant in Wilmington who

was one of the most prominent “agents” of the Underground Railroad, and by

William Still, a black businessman in Philadelphia, who had charge of that sta-

tion on the “Liberty Line,” leave no doubt of Tubman’s achievements. But the

claim that she led three hundred slaves to freedom is a considerable exaggera-

tion. That number was apparently plucked out of thin air by Sarah Bradford,

who included it in her 1869 biography, and it has been cited ever since. The ac-

tual number fell somewhere between the fifty-seven documented by Humez,

who collated Tubman’s own accounts with the few corroborating sources, and

the seventy to eighty estimated by Larson from a more expansive reading of

the same sources. Tubman made either ten (Humez) or thirteen (Larson) re-

turn trips to Maryland for this purpose.9

Many of the fugitives she conducted north were her relatives. Tubman had

a strong sense of family. During her childhood two sisters were sold to buyers

in states farther south. The trauma of that separation affected her deeply.

When her owner died in 1849 and rumors spread that the family might be

broken up and sold individually to various destinations, Harriet decided to es-

cape. She initially persuaded two brothers to go with her, but they got cold feet

and backed out, leaving her to go alone. In 1844 Harriet had married John

Tubman, a free black man; in 1851 she returned a third time to Maryland in an

attempt to convince him to come north with her but discovered that he had

taken another wife. Nevertheless, she returned to the same neighborhood sev-

eral more times to bring out relatives (including her elderly parents, who by

then were free), some of them infants who had to be drugged with laudanum

to keep them quiet.

How could she have gotten away with it? The slaveowners in Dorchester

County, Maryland, were not complete dunces; they must have noticed a suspi-

cious pattern. Tubman made nearly all her return trips to Maryland after pas-

sage of the draconian Fugitive Slave Law of 1850, which was designed to facilitate
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the recapture of fugitives in free states—never mind the slave states. Thousands

of black people fled to Canada after 1850 for fear of recapture or kidnapping.

The apprehensions of several fugitives in the North and their rendition to slavery

were broadly publicized. So was the escape of several others with the defiant help

of both black and white abolitionists. The Underground Railroad now stretched

all the way to Canada, where Tubman conducted several of the fugitives she had

brought out of Maryland. She herself settled in St. Catharines, Ontario (near Ni-

agara Falls), for a time, but she returned frequently to the United States and trav-

eled through the Northeast raising money to finance her trips to Maryland. In

1858 the prominent Republican politician William H. Seward sold her a small

house and seven acres of land in Auburn, New York, where she lived most of the

rest of her life.

Somehow Tubman was never caught, in either the North or the South. Ru-

mors of a reward for her capture circulated through antislavery circles. The

abolitionist Thomas Wentworth Higginson reported in 1859 that a reward of

$12,000 had been posted in Maryland for her capture. Harriet herself men-

tioned a $10,000 reward on one occasion. By 1867 a white abolitionist inflated

this figure in retrospect to $40,000, which like the three hundred slaves Tub-

man supposedly led to freedom became a frequently cited “fact.” That amount

would be equivalent to about a million dollars today. Even the smaller reported

rewards would be equivalent to a quarter-million current dollars. The bounty

hunters who pursued fugitives through the North for the prospect of a hun-

dred dollars or two would almost surely have run down the well-known Tub-

man if there had been any such reward. After careful research, Kate Larson

concludes that “a reward notice for Tubman’s capture has yet to be found.”10

Whatever the truth about a reward, Tubman’s ability to travel in the North

of the 1850s, not to mention the slave states of Maryland and Delaware, cries

out for explanation. On this matter it is instructive to turn to the biography

of another Harriet—Harriet Jacobs.11 If Tubman’s experience illustrates the

physical abuse of slaves and the cruelty of family separation, Jacobs’s story il-

lustrates the sexual exploitation of bondswomen. A mulatto slave born in

Edenton, North Carolina, in 1813, Jacobs had an easier childhood than Tub-

man. Her indulgent mistress taught her to read, but when Harriet was twelve

the mistress died. Willed to a child niece, whose father was a local physician

and a notorious lecher, Harriet became the resisting victim of his sexual ap-

petites when she reached puberty. In desperation she threw herself into the

white arms of a prominent local bachelor lawyer (later a congressman) of

26 SLAVERY AND THE COMING OF WAR



whom she may have been genuinely fond and by whom she had two children.

They of course became the legal property of the hated father of her owner. He

once again threatened to make Harriet his concubine.

This time she fled, and hid out for almost seven years in the attic of her

grandmother, a free Negro, before escaping to the North. Her former lover

bought his children but did not immediately free them. They too eventually

came north, where all three lived a precarious existence and Harriet was con-

stantly threatened with recapture by her former child owner, now an adult,

and her owner’s still-vengeful father, the lecherous physician. Jacobs and her

children were forced to move from place to place in the North and sometimes

to go into hiding. Jacobs worked as a seamstress, governess, and maid for a

well-to-do New York family, which bought her freedom in 1853. Her almost-

white children had finally been emancipated by their father, so the family

could thenceforth live a life free from the fear of reenslavement.

Jacobs decided to follow the example of several other fugitive slaves (nearly

all of them men) and write her autobiography. It was published in January 1861

under the pseudonym of Linda Brent with the title Incidents in the Life of a Slave

Girl. Some contemporaries considered it a novel; others believed it to have been

ghostwritten by the white abolitionist Lydia Maria Child, an opinion shared

by a number of historians. Through years of research and historical detective

work, however, Jean Fagan Yellin discovered not only that Jacobs wrote it

herself—with editorial assistance from Child, to be sure—but also that all the

events described by Jacobs are corroborated by other evidence. Unlike Harriet

Tubman, Harriet Jacobs left a substantial trail of letters and other documents

that enabled Yellin to reconstruct the life of an extraordinary woman.

Jacobs’s vulnerability to recapture until her Northern employer purchased

her freedom raises again the question of how Harriet Tubman, who was more

prominent than Jacobs and traveled in the North more openly, was able to es-

cape the bounty hunters. And how could she have returned to the same neigh-

borhood in Maryland so many times? According to Tubman herself, on three

occasions she narrowly avoided identification in Maryland by her owner or

other whites who knew her. Once she happened to be carrying a newspaper,

which she pretended to read. Since her master knew her to be illiterate, he did

not look more closely. Another time she was carrying live chickens when she

spotted someone who knew her. She dropped the birds and made a big fuss

over chasing them down, thereby hiding her face. She said that on another oc-

casion she remained unidentified because, having lived in the North and no
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longer working in the fields, she had become a shade or two lighter in color.

Since several Northern acquaintances described her as “coal black,” however,

this story seems dubious—and the others not much less so.

Most often, when asked how she could lead frightened fugitives through a

hundred miles of slave territory, overcoming fatigue and her own physical in-

firmity, eluding pursuers and battling inclement weather, she simply answered:

“It wasn’t me, it was the Lord! I always told him, ‘I trust to you. I don’t know

where to go or what to do, but I expect you to lead me,’ and he always did.”12

With no other answers forthcoming, perhaps this one is as good as any.

Tubman lived for half a century after the Emancipation Proclamation, and

Jacobs died in her eighty-fourth year, in 1897. These postwar decades seemed

anticlimactic for both women. During the Civil War, Jacobs and her daughter

worked at a relief center and founded a school for freed slaves in Alexandria,

Virginia. Tubman spent part of the war on the South Carolina Sea Islands (be-

tween Charleston and Savannah) that were liberated by Union forces in No-

vember 1861. She worked as a nurse for black soldiers and as a scout behind

enemy lines. Using the skills she had honed in her days as the Moses of fugitive

slaves, in June 1863 she guided a raid by three hundred black soldiers up the

Combahee River on the South Carolina mainland that destroyed Confederate

resources and brought out 750 slaves. A month later, Tubman helped care for

wounded men of the 54th Massachusetts Infantry under Colonel Robert Gould

Shaw after their assault on Fort Wagner. Although she did not make it into the

movie Glory about that event, she provided perhaps the most poetic descrip-

tion of it: “And then we saw the lightning, and that was the guns; and then we

heard the thunder, and that was the big guns; and then we heard the rain

falling, and that was the drops of blood falling; and then we came to get in the

crops, it was dead men that we reaped.”13

Tubman never received regular payments or a pension for her wartime ser-

vice, despite the support of several army officers and of Secretary of State Se-

ward, who testified to the value of her contributions to the Union war effort.

Her quest was tangled in the War Department bureaucracy, which had no

record of her employment by the army. After the war a black Union veteran

named Nelson Davis boarded at Tubman’s house in Auburn. Although he was

more than twenty years younger than Harriet, they married in 1869. Davis

died of tuberculosis in 1888; the same bureaucracy delayed Harriet’s efforts to

obtain a widow’s pension because Davis had enlisted under the name of Nel-

son Charles. With help, Harriet finally obtained a pension of eight dollars per
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month starting in 1892. Her congressman got it increased in 1897 to twenty

dollars per month (about $650 in today’s money), all the recognition she ever

received for her wartime services.

During these years, Tubman took many aged and infirm black people into

her Auburn home, supporting them with contributions from numerous white

and black friends. In 1908, with financial aid from the African Methodist Epis-

copal Zion Church, she was able to realize her dream of building a Harriet

Tubman Home on adjoining property that she had acquired. Tubman lived

out her remaining days in the very institution she founded.

Harriet Tubman met the notorious white abolitionist John Brown in Canada

in 1858. He nicknamed her “General” Tubman because of her command skills

in leading fugitives to freedom. Brown outlined to her his plans to foment a

slave uprising to overthrow the hated institution of bondage, and asked her

help. Until then, writes Catherine Clinton, “Tubman had never been associated

with any kind of insurrectionary plots (except for mass escapes), but was

clearly ready to shift gears.” Had she not fallen ill in the autumn of 1859, she

might have accompanied Brown on his Harpers Ferry raid.14 If she had done

so, perhaps she would have added martyrdom to her legend as the Moses of

her people.

As Brown was led to the gallows in Charles Town, Virginia, on December 2,

1859, he handed his guard a note: “I John Brown am now quite certain that the

crimes of this guilty, land: will never be purged away; but with Blood. I had as

I now think: vainly flattered myself that without verry much bloodshed; it

might be done.”15

This prophecy proved to be more accurate than even Brown could have

imagined. Six years later slavery was abolished and four million slaves went

free—at the cost in blood of more than 620,000 soldiers who lost their lives in

the American Civil War. The act for which Brown and sixteen of his followers,

including two of his sons, paid with their lives—an attack on the federal arse-

nal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia—did much to bring on that war. Was Brown a

terrorist who killed innocent victims or a hero-martyr who struck a mighty

blow against the accursed institution of slavery? His body has lain a-moldering

in its grave for almost 150 years, yet there is today no more consensus on the

answers to these questions than in 1859.

John Brown lived the first fifty-five years of his life in relative obscurity.

Born in Connecticut in 1800, he grew up in the Western Reserve of northeast
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Ohio, a center of antislavery sentiment. His abolitionist father owned a tan-

nery, and young John followed him into that occupation. He also emulated his

father in the matter of siring children. Owen Brown had sixteen by two wives,

while John Brown fathered twenty children by two wives (the first died in

childbirth), of whom eleven lived to adulthood. Although initially successful

as a tanner and subsequently as a wool merchant, John Brown lost heavily as

a land speculator in the panic of 1837 and subsequently failed in the wool

business as well.

According to family tradition, Brown pledged his life to fighting African

American bondage after a proslavery mob murdered the abolitionist Elijah

Lovejoy in Illinois in 1837. As early as the 1840s Brown began to evolve a plan

to lead a raiding party into the Virginia mountains. There he hoped to attract

slaves from lowland plantations to his banner and arm them to defend the

mountain passes against counterattacks. With his mobile “army” of freed slaves

he would move south along the Appalachians, inspiring slaves to escape until

the whole execrable system of bondage collapsed.

Brown discussed this plan with Frederick Douglass as well as Harriet Tub-

man and other black leaders, who admired his determination if not his sagac-

ity. Brown was unusual for his time in his ability to rise above race prejudice

and mix with blacks as equals. In 1849 he moved to a farm at North Elba near

Lake Placid in the Adirondacks, where the wealthy abolitionist Gerrit Smith

had donated thousands of acres to black farmers to create an exemplary inter-

racial rural community. Brown settled part of his family there and became a

sort of white patriarch of the settlement, which struggled in vain to achieve

prosperity in that land of poor soil and a short growing season.

Brown himself rarely stayed home in North Elba. He spent much of his

time winding up his bankrupt wool business and arranging for escaped slaves

to go to Canada. In 1854 a new occupation presented itself when Congress

passed the Kansas-Nebraska Act repealing the earlier prohibition of slavery in

that portion of the Louisiana Purchase north of 36˚30'. A product of the grow-

ing national power of proslavery Southern Democrats, this legislation set off a

violent conflict between proslavery and antislavery settlers in Kansas Territory.

In 1855 Brown joined six of his sons and one son-in-law who had taken up

claims near Osawatomie, just fifteen miles west of the Missouri border. Brown

became captain of a militia company formed to defend free-soil settlers from

proslavery “border ruffians” who regularly attacked across the state line from

Missouri. In May 1856 Brown’s company was on its way to defend the town of
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Lawrence when they learned that the border ruffians had burned the town.

Next day they also learned of the brutal caning of Massachusetts’s antislavery

senator Charles Sumner on the floor of the Senate by South Carolina represen-

tative Preston Brooks.

For Brown these events were the last straw. He was a strict Calvinist who

believed in a God of wrath and justice. In appearance and character he was an

Old Testament warrior prophet transplanted to the nineteenth century. He

considered himself God’s predestined instrument to strike a blow for freedom.

“We must show by actual work,” he said, “that there are two sides to this thing

and that they [proslavery forces] cannot go on with impunity.” He told his

company to prepare for a “radical retaliatory measure.” When one of them ad-

vised caution, Brown exploded: “Caution, caution, sir. I am eternally tired of

hearing that word caution. It is nothing but the word of cowardice.”16 The next

night Brown led four of his sons and two other men to carry out their retalia-

tory measure for the earlier murders of five free-soil settlers. Brown’s party

seized five men—who were proslavery activists but had not participated in the

murders—from their homes along Pottawatomie Creek and split open their

skulls with broadswords.

This shocking massacre went unpunished by legal process. Indeed, Brown’s

connection with it was unproven until years later. But most Kansans were con-

fident they knew who had done it. Guerrilla warfare raged along the border for

months, during which scores of men were killed, including one of Brown’s sons.

The Kansas wars distracted Brown from his plan to invade Virginia, but he

never lost sight of this purpose. For the next three years he shuttled back

and forth between Kansas, the Northeast, and settlements of former slaves in

Canada to raise money and recruit volunteers. He organized a convention of

blacks in Chatham, Ontario, in May 1858 to adopt a provisional constitution

(written by Brown) for the African American republic he intended to estab-

lish among the ex-slaves he freed. During his visits to New England, Brown

attended antislavery meetings but came away disgusted with what he consid-

ered empty rhetoric. “Talk! talk! talk!” he expostulated. “That will never free

the slaves. What is needed is action—action.”17

As the proslavery faction in the governing Democratic Party grew stronger

and the Supreme Court issued the Dred Scott decision legalizing slavery in all

territories, some abolitionists came over to Brown’s viewpoint. Six of them

formed a cabal self-described as the “Secret Six” who raised money for Brown

in New England and New York. Ostensibly intended for Kansas, these funds
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were used instead to buy arms and supplies for Brown’s invasion of the South

and for pikes to arm the slaves he would free. Brown planned to capture the ar-

senal at Harpers Ferry, where he would seize more arms and start his cam-

paign south along the Appalachian chain.

In the summer of 1859 Brown rented a farm across the Potomac from

Harpers Ferry and began to gather his seventeen white and five black recruits.

He hoped for more blacks, but even Brown’s determined dedication and un-

doubted charisma could not persuade some potential recruits to take part in

an apparently suicidal enterprise. Brown pleaded with his friend Frederick

Douglass to join the raid. “I want you for a special purpose,” he told Douglass.

“When I strike, the bees will begin to swarm, and I shall want you to help hive

them.”18 Douglass refused, and tried to dissuade Brown. He knew that Harpers

Ferry was a military trap. Situated at the confluence of the Shenandoah and

Potomac rivers and surrounded by commanding heights, the town could be

cut off by troops that controlled those heights and the two bridges. And so it

proved.

Brown considered himself a skilled military leader, and some of his guer-

rilla activities in Kansas seemed to demonstrate that skill. But his attack on

Harpers Ferry the night of October 16–17, 1859, was poorly thought out. With

the advantage of surprise he managed to capture the undefended armory and

arsenal. He also sent patrols to seize hostages and a few slaves. But he neglected

to plan an escape route if things went wrong. He did nothing about laying in

supplies or establishing a defensive line against an inevitable counterattack.

The nineteen men who invaded the town carried no rations. After his initial

success, Brown did not seem to know what to do next. He stopped the night

train heading to Baltimore but then inexplicably let it proceed after a few

hours—to spread the alarm.

Brown continued to sit tight, apparently waiting for slaves to flock to his

banner. Few did. But at daylight the local residents began shooting at the

raiders, who fired back. Militia from the surrounding areas seized the bridges,

cutting off any chance of escape. Several men on both sides were killed in the

fighting on October 17, including two of Brown’s sons. His remaining men re-

treated to the strongly constructed fire-engine house, where they made their

last stand. That night a detachment of U.S. Marines arrived from Washington,

commanded by none other than Army Lieutenant Colonel Robert E. Lee, who

interrupted his leave at Arlington to accept this duty. After Brown refused a

summons to surrender, the marines attacked and carried the engine house,
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killing two more raiders and wounding Brown. Thirty-six hours after it began,

John Brown’s war to liberate the slaves was over. No slaves were freed. The

whole effort seemed a miserable failure.

But that was not the end of the story. Indeed, it was only the beginning.

Nothing became John Brown’s life like his leaving of it. In death he became

much larger than life. As the words of the Union army’s favorite song ex-

pressed it, even though John Brown’s body lay a-moldering in the grave, his

soul kept marching on—right down to our own time. The symbolism and

power of John Brown’s legend and legacy are the principal themes of the large

literature about him, fiction and nonfiction alike.19

Ten of Brown’s men were killed during the raid and seven were captured,

including Brown. All seven were tried and convicted of murder, treason, and

attempting to incite a slave insurrection. All seven would be hanged by the

state of Virginia. Anticipating that Brown’s execution would make him a mar-

tyr, several Virginia officials explored the possibility of declaring him insane

and putting him away in an asylum. Affidavits from Ohio, where various rela-

tives of Brown had lived for years, testified that “insanity is hereditary in that

family. His mother’s sister died with it, and a daughter of that sister has been

two years in a Lunatic Asylum. A son and daughter of his mother’s brother

have also been confined in the lunatic asylum, and another son of that brother

is now insane and under close restraint.”20

In 2005 a clinical psychologist, Kenneth Carroll, reviewed the evidence

from Brown’s life and testimony at his trial and concluded that, in modern ter-

minology, he probably suffered from bipolar disorder, with his behavior man-

ifesting more of the manic than the depressive.21 Whatever the validity of that

diagnosis today, it went nowhere in 1859. When Brown’s defense counsel (as-

signed by the state) suggested an insanity plea, Brown indignantly rejected it as

“a miserable artifice and pretext.” His calm demeanor, acceptance of responsi-

bility for his acts, and rational—even eloquent—statements during and after

his trial belied the notion of insanity. Virginia’s Governor Henry A. Wise, who

grew to admire Brown’s character while despising what he stood for, pro-

nounced Brown “remarkably sane if quick and clear perception, if assumed ra-

tional premises and consecutive reasoning from them . . . if memory and con-

ception and practical common sense, and if composure and self-possession are

evidence of a sound state of mind.”22

Brown also discouraged rumored plots by Northern abolitionists to try a

forcible rescue. “I do not know that I ought to encourage any attempt to save
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my life,” he remarked. “I am worth inconceivably more to hang than for any

other purpose.” His execution would “do vastly more toward advancing the

cause I have earnestly endeavored to promote than all [I] have done in my life

before.”23

These statements raise an intriguing question: Did Brown deliberately court

martyrdom? Was the practical failure of the Harpers Ferry raid, at some sub-

conscious or even conscious level, intentional? How else are we to explain the

otherwise inexplicable decision by Brown to remain in the trap while his ad-

versaries gathered to spring it? In his stimulating biography of Brown, David

S. Reynolds suggested that at some point during the early hours of the raid,

Brown realized that it had failed. Slaves were not flocking to his banner—the

bees were not swarming. “The reality of the situation had hit him,” wrote

Reynolds. “His long-anticipated revolution of blacks was not happening.” So

“he resolved to stay in Harpers Ferry” even though his followers urged him to

take to the mountains as originally planned, with or without freed slaves.24

At whatever point he recognized that he was “worth inconceivably more to

hang than for any other purpose,” that profound truth eventually became

clear. At first, however, reaction to news of the raid was mainly one of shock

and dismay even in antislavery circles. Horace Greeley of the New York Tri-

bune declared that Brown had attacked slavery “in a manner that seems to us

fatally wrong.” This “deplorable affair,” wrote Greeley, was “the work of a mad-

man.” The foremost white abolitionist, William Lloyd Garrison, branded

Brown’s raid “a misguided, wild, and apparently insane, though disinterested

and well intended effort.”25 While some black leaders praised Brown as a hero

willing to give his life for black freedom, their influence on white opinion was

negligible.

But soon the tide began to turn. The biographer David Reynolds maintains

that it was the Transcendentalist writers Henry David Thoreau and Ralph

Waldo Emerson who nudged Northern opinion in a more positive direction.

In public speeches they praised Brown as the embodiment of pure spiritual in-

tuition that transcended the corrupt institutions of a society built on human

bondage. Emerson caused a sensation with his pronouncement that Brown

was a “new saint, than whom none purer or more brave was ever led by love of

men into conflict and death,—the new saint awaiting his martyrdom, and

who, if he shall suffer, will make the gallows glorious as the cross.”26

Brown’s own words and demeanor during the trial, and especially between

his sentencing on November 2 and execution a month later, gave substance to
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Emerson’s image in the eyes of many in the North. The peroration of Brown’s

impromptu speech to the court at the time of his sentencing did more than

anything else to transform him from criminal madman to heroic martyr:

This Court acknowledges, too, as I suppose, the validity of the law of

God. I see a book kissed, which I suppose to be the Bible, or at least the

New Testament, which teaches me that all things whatsoever I would that

men should do to me, I should do even so to them. It teaches me, further,

to remember them that are in bonds as bound with them. I endeavored to

act up to that instruction. I am yet too young to understand that God is

any respecter of persons. I believe that to have interfered as I have done,

as I have always freely admitted I have done, in behalf of His despised

poor, I did no wrong, but right. Now, if it is deemed necessary that I

should forfeit my life for the furtherance of the ends of justice, and min-

gle my blood further with the blood of millions in this slave country

whose rights are disregarded by wicked, cruel, and unjust enactments,

I say, let it be done.27

Not everyone in the North shared Emerson’s sentiment that Brown’s execution

would make the gallows as glorious as the cross—quite the contrary. Demo-

crats and conservatives denounced Brown as a lunatic and murderer. They did

their best to tar Republicans like Abraham Lincoln with the brush of Brown’s

fanaticism. Lincoln’s rival, Stephen A. Douglas, declared that Brown’s raid was

the “natural, logical, inevitable result of the doctrines and teachings of the Re-

publican party.”28 Republicans scrambled to dissociate themselves from

Brown. In his famous Cooper Union speech on February 27, 1860, Lincoln ex-

claimed in vexation: “Harper’s Ferry! John Brown!! John Brown was no Re-

publican, and you have failed to implicate a single Republican in his Harper’s

Ferry enterprise.”29

Nevertheless, among many Republicans a sort of “praise the man but not the

deed” posture arose. John A. Andrew, who was elected the following year as

governor of Massachusetts, said that “whether the enterprise of John Brown

and his associates in Virginia was wise or foolish, right or wrong . . . John

Brown himself is right.” On the Sunday before Brown’s sentencing, America’s

foremost clergyman, Henry Ward Beecher of Brooklyn, preached a sermon in

which he said: “Let no man pray that Brown be spared. Let Virginia make him

a martyr. Now he has only blundered. His soul was noble; his work miserable.

But a cord and a gibbet would redeem all that, and round up Brown’s failure
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with a heroic success.” When Brown in his cell read these words, he wrote in the

margin: “good.”30 On the eve of Brown’s hanging, the moderate Massachusetts

Springfield Republican newspaper remarked editorially that “no event . . . could

so deepen the moral hostility of the people of the free states to slavery as this ex-

ecution. This is not because the acts of Brown are generally approved, for they

are not. It is because the nature and the spirit of the man are seen to be great

and noble.”31

On the day Brown was hanged in Virginia, church bells tolled in many

Northern towns. Guns fired salutes. Prayer meetings adopted memorial resolu-

tions. Thousands observed a moment of silence in homage to the martyr. This

outpouring of apparent Northern sympathy for Brown sent a more powerful

shock wave of outrage across the white South even than the raid itself had done.

The distinction between disapproval of Brown’s act and admiration for his

character was lost in the South, where whites could see only that the North “has

sanctioned and applauded theft, murder, treason,” in the words of De Bow’s Re-

view, the South’s leading periodical. Could the slave states afford any longer “to

live under a Government, the majority of whose subjects or citizens regard John

Brown as a martyr and a Christian hero?” asked another newspaper editor.32

These events gave a great boost to secession sentiment in the South. “I have

always been a fervid Union man,” wrote a North Carolinian in December

1859, “but I confess the endorsement of the Harpers Ferry outrage . . . has

shaken my fidelity and . . . I am willing to take the chances of every possible

evil that may arise from disunion, sooner than submit any longer to Northern

insolence.” During the election campaign of 1860, John Brown’s ghost stalked

the South. The prospect of a Republican president spread fear that an abolition-

minded North would turn loose more people like John Brown upon the South.

When one South Carolinian heard the news of Lincoln’s election, he remarked:

“Now that the black radical Republicans have the power I suppose they will

Brown us all.”33

The war that John Brown’s raid helped to provoke ultimately fulfilled his

prophecy that slavery would be purged only with blood. As Merrill Peterson’s

excellent study of Brown’s image makes clear, his soul marched through the

slave states with Northern armies bringing the nation a new birth of freedom.

The army’s favorite marching song,“John Brown’s Body,” was turned into “The

Battle Hymn of the Republic” by Julia Ward Howe (whose husband had been

one of the Secret Six) after she had heard soldiers singing it. The last verse of

“Battle Hymn” recalled Emerson’s words about Brown’s martyrdom making



the gallows as glorious as the cross: “As he died to make men holy, let us die to

make men free.” And a powerful passage in Lincoln’s second inaugural address

evoked the stark augury of John Brown’s last words. If God willed that the

Civil War continue, said Lincoln, “until all the wealth piled by the bond-man’s

two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be sunk, and until every

drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by another drawn with the

sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must be said ‘the judg-

ments of the Lord, are true and righteous altogether.’ ”34

During the post-Reconstruction decades of reconciliation between North

and South, the popular memory of John Brown as symbol of a war for free-

dom faded, except among African Americans. The white South’s image of Brown

as a terrorist and murderer became more prevalent. Stephen Vincent Benét’s

epic John Brown’s Body (1928) was a partial exception to this trend, but even

Benét’s portrayal of Brown was ambivalent. More typical of the time was

Robert Penn Warren’s biography John Brown: The Making of a Martyr (1929).

Warren was a member of the Nashville Fugitives—the Southern writers and

artists at Vanderbilt University who deplored the materialist values of “Yan-

kee” America and looked to the Old South as their lodestar. He wrote that John

Brown “possessed to a considerable degree that tight especial brand of New

England romanticism which manifested itself in stealing Guinea niggers, mak-

ing money, wrestling with conscience, hunting witches . . . or being an Aboli-

tionist.” Brown’s antislavery war in Kansas, wrote Warren, was a mere “pretext

for brigandage.” His celebrated speech to the court that sentenced him to death

was a tissue of red-herring falsehoods: “It was all so thin that it should not

have deceived a child, but it deceived a nation.”35

Such attitudes prevailed in the writings of white historians until the 1960s.

In the first volume of his centennial history of the Civil War, for example,

Bruce Catton wrote that “John Brown was a brutal murderer if ever there was

one, and yet to many thousands he had become a martyr.”36 But even as Catton

wrote these words, historical interpretations of slavery, abolitionism, and John

Brown were changing, in part because of the civil rights movement. The per-

spective of many white historians and novelists began to merge with that of

most blacks, for whom John Brown was a white hero who not only believed in

and practiced racial equality but also gave his life for black freedom.

One of Brown’s early biographers was the black intellectual W.E.B. Du Bois,

founder of the NAACP. On the fiftieth anniversary of Brown’s execution, Du

Bois wrote: “Jesus Christ came not to bring peace but a sword. So did John
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Brown. Jesus Christ gave his life as a sacrifice for the lowly. So did John

Brown.”37 In 1906 the second annual meeting of Du Bois’s Niagara Movement

(forerunner of the NAACP) took place at Harpers Ferry. The delegates made a

pilgrimage to “John Brown’s Fort,” the engine house where he made his last

stand and which became a shrine for many African Americans. Black artists,

poets, and musicians in the twentieth century celebrated Brown’s heritage. For

the militant Black Power movement in the 1960s John Brown was, as one parti-

san said, “the only good white the country’s ever had.” Malcolm X told whites

that “if you are for me—when I say me I mean us, our people—then you have to

be willing to do as old John Brown did.”38

Martin Luther King Jr. was one of the few black civil rights leaders who re-

fused to pay homage to Brown, whose methods contradicted King’s commit-

ment to nonviolence. This issue raises troubling questions. In 1859 many

Northerners separated Brown’s means from his ends and disapproved one

while approving the other. But in the post-9/11 world it is not so easy to sepa-

rate means and ends. David Blight, a Yale historian who certainly sympathizes

with those who wanted to end slavery, nevertheless asks: “Can John Brown re-

main an authentic American hero in an age of Timothy McVeigh, Osama Bin

Laden, and the bombers of abortion clinics?” Indeed, McVeigh and antiabor-

tionists have invoked the precedent of John Brown. Paul Hill, convicted of

murdering an abortion physician, declared that Brown’s “example has and

continues to serve as a source of encouragement to me.” And John Burt, who

bombed an abortion clinic in Florida, observed that “maybe like Harpers

Ferry, where John Brown used violence to bring the evils of slavery into focus,

these bombings may do the same thing on the abortion issue.”39

Was John Brown a terrorist? For James N. Gilbert, an expert on criminal jus-

tice and author of an essay in Terrible Swift Sword, the answer is yes. Brown was

“undoubtedly a terrorist to his core,” Gilbert writes. His actions fit a modern

definition of terrorism as “the unlawful use or threat of violence against per-

sons or property to further political or social objectives.” Another essay in the

same anthology, however, by the political scientist Scott John Hammond,

makes the provocative suggestion that if John Brown was a terrorist, so was

Robert E. Lee. “We must ask which of the two acted on higher principle,” writes

Hammond, “which violated the greater law, which one carries more blood on

his hands, and who between them is a more genuine American hero.”40

Must we choose between John Brown and Robert E. Lee? Were both terror-

ists, or neither? The answer hinges on the word “unlawful” quoted in the

38 SLAVERY AND THE COMING OF WAR



preceding paragraph, which comes from the Vice President’s Task Force on

Combating Terrorism. Both Brown and Lee saw themselves as soldiers in a just

war and therefore claimed that their acts were not unlawful but justified under

the laws of war. Brown professed to act under the government of God; Lee acted

under the government of the Confederate States of America. Whether both or

neither was a legitimate government I leave to the reader.

The question of terrorism troubles David Reynolds, a thoughtful biogra-

pher who admires Brown. His book’s subtitle maintains that Brown struck the

blow that killed slavery and, by the example and inspiration of his racial egali-

tarianism, seeded the modern civil rights movement. Yet Reynolds repeatedly

describes Brown’s “terrorist tactics,” his “terrorist campaigns against slavery”

that “would trigger the Civil War.” The Pottawatomie massacre in particular

was “an act of terrorism.”41

How can Reynolds reconcile these descriptions with his obvious empathy

for Brown in a world where the word “terrorist” lurks just below “Nazi” in the

lexicon of evil? To quote the aphorism that “one man’s terrorist is another

man’s freedom fighter” is not enough, as Reynolds recognizes. Rather, he sug-

gests that it is wrong to compare Brown to modern terrorists like McVeigh, Bin

Laden, or the suicide bombers in Israel and Iraq, whose goals are negative and

destructive. Brown was a terrorist for freedom “who used violence in order to

create a society devoid of slavery and racism.” Slavery was “a uniquely im-

moral institution . . . qualitatively different from all other social issues, since it

deprived millions of their rights as Americans and their dignity as human be-

ings.”42 This institution was so deeply rooted in American society that it re-

quired the huge violence of the Civil War to root it out.

For Reynolds, Brown’s terrorism was the requisite prelude to this necessary

violence, and was further justified by his “deep wells of compassion for a race

whose suffering he felt on his very nerve-endings.”43 Whether this is another

way of saying that the end justifies the means is a question for readers to de-

cide. Meanwhile, even though John Brown has long since “gone to be a soldier

in the army of the Lord,” in the words of the original John Brown song, his soul

seems likely to keep marching on through eternity.
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The Confederacy: A House Divided?

THE FIELD OF CIVIL WAR HISTORY has produced more interpretive disputes

than most other historical subjects. Next to debates about the causes of

the war, arguments about how or why the North won, or the Confederacy lost

(the difference in phraseology is significant), have generated some of the most

heated but also most enlightening scholarship since the centennial commemo-

rations of the war.1 And the debates continue today as we approach the sesqui-

centennial anniversary of the war from 2011 to 2015.

Interpretations tend to fall into one of two broad categories: internal or ex-

ternal. Internal explanations are mainly concerned with the Confederacy and

usually phrase the question with some variation of “Why did the South lose?”

External interpretations look at both the Union and Confederacy and often

phrase it as “Why (or how) did the North win?”

Robert E. Lee himself offered an external explanation in his farewell to the

Army of Northern Virginia at Appomattox: The army, he wrote sadly, “has

been compelled to yield to overwhelming numbers and resources.” Given the

North’s greater population and superior economic capacity, this has remained

a popular interpretation. The novelist/historian Shelby Foote reiterated it in

the PBS television documentary The Civil War. “The North fought that war

with one hand behind its back,” he declared. If necessary “the North simply

would have brought that other arm out from behind its back. I don’t think the

South ever had a chance to win that war.”2

The “overwhelming numbers and resources” that supposedly made Northern

victory inevitable were as apparent to Southern leaders in 1861 as to Lee in 1865

or Foote in 1990.Yet they went to war confident of success. Do we therefore judge

them guilty of criminal folly or colossal arrogance for bringing on a bloody war

they could not win? As they have pondered this question, many students of the

Civil War have concluded that “overwhelming numbers and resources” was not

the answer after all. Other nations had won or defended their independence
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against greater proportionate odds than the Confederacy faced in 1861. South-

erners often cited the examples of the Netherlands against mighty Spain in the

sixteenth century, Greece against the Ottoman Empire in the 1820s, and of

course the fledgling United States against the world’s greatest naval power in

1783. Two of the Confederacy’s leading military commanders maintained after

the war that the Southern people had not been “guilty of the high crime of un-

dertaking a war without the means of waging it successfully,” in the words of

General Joseph E. Johnston. And General Pierre G. T. Beauregard added: “No

people ever warred for independence with more relative advantages than the

Confederates.”3 Americans who remember the war in Vietnam are painfully aware

that overwhelming numbers and resources do not guarantee victory.

Recognition of this truth has coincided with the emergence of social history

as the most dynamic field of American historical scholarship. The lives of pre-

viously neglected people—women, minorities, immigrants, workers, the poor—

have become the principal subjects of much historical writing in which categories

of class, gender, race, and ethnicity are used to analyze the divisions among

Americans. Much of this writing emphasizes the alienation of these groups

from mainstream white male Anglo-Saxon Protestant culture and the conflicts

that resulted from their challenges to its domination. The effects of such stud-

ies can be seen in the search for “internal” explanations of Confederate defeat.

Several important books and essays have portrayed a Confederacy riven by in-

ternal conflicts and discontent that inhibited unity, undermined morale, pre-

vented the development of Confederate nationalism, and doomed the South to

defeat. Nonslaveholders (two-thirds of Southern white males), women, and

the slaves themselves have received a great deal of scholarly attention, most of

it arguing that many members of these groups turned against a war to pre-

serve a patriarchal society based on slavery and ruled by the planter class.4

Much of the ammunition for these internal explanations was furnished by a

small book first published in 1944, long out of print until it was republished in

1972 and again in 1997: Behind the Lines in the Southern Confederacy, by Charles

W. Ramsdell. The author, a white Southerner who admired and honored the

Confederate military effort, maintained that the failure of Southern leaders to

solve the problems of economic mobilization and war finance produced wide-

spread shortages, runaway inflation, transportation breakdowns, and charges of

corruption that alienated the home-front population, especially nonslavehold-

ers, from the war effort. These failures “so weakened and demoralized the civil-

ian population that it was unable to give effective support to the armies,” wrote
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Ramsdell. The Confederacy therefore began “to crumble, or break down within,

long before the military situation appeared to be desperate.”5

Two-fifths of the people in the Confederate states were slaves, who would

seem to have had a greater stake in a Northern victory that would bring them

freedom than in a Confederate victory that would keep them in slavery. Another

two-fifths were members of nonslaveholding white families, whose commitment

to a war to defend slavery had been weak in the first place, according to some his-

torians, and grew weaker as the conflict took an increasing toll. And even among

white slaveholding families, women who willingly subscribed to an ethic of sac-

rifice in the war’s early years became increasingly disillusioned, maintains histo-

rian Drew Gilpin Faust, as the lengthening conflict robbed them of husbands,

sons, lovers, and brothers. Many white women turned against the war and spread

this disaffection among their menfolk in the army; in the end, writes Faust, “it

may well have been because of its women that the South lost the Civil War.”6

If all this is true—if the slaves and some nonslaveholding whites opposed

the Confederate war effort from the outset and others including women of

slaveholding families eventually turned against it—one need look no further

to explain Confederate defeat. In The South vs. the South: How Anti-Confederate

Southerners Shaped the Course of the Civil War, however, William W. Freehling

does not go this far. He says almost nothing about women as a separate cate-

gory, and he acknowledges that many nonslaveholding whites had a racial, cul-

tural, and even economic stake in the preservation of slavery and remained

loyal Confederates to the end. But he maintains that, properly defined, half of

all Southerners opposed the Confederacy and that this fact provides a suffi-

cient explanation for Confederate failure.

Freehling defines the South as all fifteen slave states and Southerners as all

people—slave as well as free—who lived in those states. This distinction be-

tween “the South” and the eleven states that formed the Confederacy is impor-

tant but too often disregarded by those who casually conflate the South and the

Confederacy. Admittedly, some 90,000 white men from the four Union slave

states (Kentucky, Missouri, Maryland, and Delaware) fought for the Confeder-

acy, but this number was offset by a similar number of whites from Confeder-

ate states (chiefly Tennessee and the part of Virginia that became West Vir-

ginia) who fought for the Union.

But Freehling’s central thesis that “white Confederates were only half the

Southerners” raises problems. This arithmetic works only if virtually all black

Southerners are counted against the Confederacy. At times Freehling seems to
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argue that they should be so counted. At other times he is more cautious,

maintaining that “the vast majority” of Southern blacks “either opposed the

rebel cause or cared not whether it lived or died.”7 Freehling does not make

clear how important he considers that qualifying phrase “or cared not.” In any

event, let us assume that all three million slaves who remained in the Confed-

eracy (as well as the one million in the border states and in conquered Confed-

erate regions) sympathized with the Union cause that would bring them free-

dom. Nevertheless, their unwilling labor as slaves was crucial to the Confederate

economy and war effort, just as their unwilling labor and that of their fore-

bears had been crucial to building the antebellum Southern economy. These

Confederate slaves worked less efficiently than before the war because so many

masters and overseers were absent at the front. Unwilling or not, however, they

must be counted on the Confederate side of the equation, which significantly

alters Freehling’s 50/50 split of pro- and anti-Confederates in the South to

something like 75/25.

Freehling draws on previous scholarship to offer a succinct narrative of the

political and military course of the war, organized around Lincoln’s slow but

inexorable steps toward emancipation, “hard war,” and the eventual mobiliza-

tion of 300,000 black laborers and soldiers to work and fight for the Union.

Without them, the North might not have prevailed, as Lincoln himself ac-

knowledged on more than one occasion.

Leaving aside (temporarily) the question of whether class, gender, and racial

divisions in the South provide a sufficient explanation for Confederate defeat,

another “internal” interpretation merits consideration. William C. Davis’s Look

Away! A History of the Confederate States of America attributes that defeat to

poor leadership at several levels, both military and civilian, as well as to fac-

tionalism, dissension, and bickering among men with outsize egos and thin

skins. In this version of Confederate history, only Robert E. Lee and Stonewall

Jackson remain unstained.

For any believer in the myth of the Lost Cause, or any admirer of heroic Con-

federate resistance to overwhelming odds, the story told by Davis (no relation to

the Confederate president) makes depressing reading. It is a story of conflicts not

on the battlefields of Manassas or Shiloh or Gettysburg or Chickamauga or the

Wilderness—they are in the book but offstage, as it were—but between state

governors and the Confederate government in Richmond, between quarreling

cabinet officers, between Jefferson Davis and prominent generals or senators or

newspaper editors or even his vice president, Alexander H. Stephens.
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William C. Davis acknowledges the significance of internal stresses within

the Confederacy caused by galloping inflation and the inability of an unbal-

anced agricultural society under siege to control it, of shortages and hunger

and a growing bitterness among large elements of the population, and of slave

defections to the enemy. But his principal focus is the jealousies and rivalries of

Confederate politicians. While he does not explicitly address the question of

why the Confederacy lost the war, his implicit answer lies in the assertion that

“the fundamental flaw in too many of the big men of the Confederacy . . . [was]

‘big-man-me-ism.’ ”8

There are, however, some problems with this interpretation. In two senses it

is too “internal.” First, by focusing only on the Confederacy it tends to leave the

impression that only the Confederacy suffered from these corrosive rivalries,

jealousies, and dissensions. But a history of the North during the Civil War

would reveal similar problems, mitigated only by Lincoln’s skill in holding to-

gether a diverse coalition of Republicans and War Democrats, Yankees and bor-

der states, abolitionists and slaveholders—which perhaps suggests that Lincoln

was the principal reason for Union victory.

In any event, Look Away! is also too “internal” because the author is too

deeply dependent on his sources. It is the nature of newspaper editorials, pri-

vate correspondence, congressional debates, partisan speeches, and the like to

emphasize conflict, criticism, argument, complaint. It is the squeaky wheel that

squeaks. The historian needs to step back and gain some perspective on these

sources, to recognize that the well-greased wheel that turns smoothly also turns

quietly, leaving less evidence of its existence for the historian.

If we were to accept all the internal interpretations of Confederate defeat at

face value, we could scarcely understand how the Confederacy could have

lasted four weeks, let alone four years. These home-front problems and divi-

sions have been exaggerated out of proportion, writes Gary Gallagher, and

“have mesmerized historians for too long. The time is ripe to consider the

more complex and fruitful question of why white southerners fought as long

as they did.” In a dozen essays gathered into two volumes, that is precisely what

Gallagher does.9

He does not slight the problems of slave defections to the Yankees, class

tensions among whites, feuds among Confederate leaders, and other internal

divisions. But he correctly places these in the context of and in comparison

with similar or even more corrosive dissensions in the North. For example,

while the bread riots of 1863 exposed threatening fissures in the Confederacy,
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draft riots in the North, especially in New York City, betrayed ugly class and

ethnic divisions that posed a greater danger to the Union war effort. What

impresses Gallagher is the comparative degree of white unity and strength of

purpose in the Confederacy despite class fault lines. Confederate armies, es-

pecially Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia, became the lodestar of

Southern nationalism that sustained Confederate morale and determination

even in the face of defeat and the destruction of resources in 1864–65.

At their peak of strength in 1862–63, Confederate armies pursued an

“offensive-defensive” strategy that held out the best hope for success and came

remarkably close to achieving it on more than one occasion. Two Confederate

armies invaded Maryland and Kentucky in September 1862 in an effort to win

these border states for the Confederacy, gain British and French diplomatic

recognition and mediation, and sway the congressional elections in the North.

In drawn battles at Sharpsburg, Maryland (Antietam), and Perryville, Ken-

tucky, this Confederate threat was repulsed, but as Wellington said of the battle

of Waterloo, it was a near thing. Again in the summer of 1863 the Army of

Northern Virginia seemed poised to win a victorious peace until the third day

at Gettysburg—another near thing.

Plenty of evidence exists to sustain the theme of Confederate determination

even in the face of extreme adversity. A Union officer who was captured at the

battle of Atlanta on July 22, 1864, and spent the rest of the war in Southern pris-

ons wrote in his diary on October 4 that from what he had seen in the South

“the End of the War . . . is some time hence as the Idea of the Rebs giving up un-

til they are completely subdued is all Moonshine they submit to privations that

would not be believed unless seen.”10 Confederate armies suffered proportional

casualty rates twice as high as Union armies and several times greater than

American armies in any other war this country has fought. Yet the Confederacy

kept fighting until it almost literally had nothing left to fight with in 1865.

Why, then, did the South lose? There is no simple answer to that question,

but Gallagher points in the right direction: “Defeat in the military sphere,

rather than dissolution behind the lines, brought the collapse of the Confeder-

acy.”11 The question cannot be answered by large generalizations implying that

the outcome was inevitable. It can be answered only by a narrative and analy-

sis of unfolding events on the battlefields and the home fronts—in both North

and South—that give due weight to such factors as political and military leader-

ship, economic mobilization, logistics, strategy, war aims, morale, social strains

and cohesion, diplomacy, and the sometimes fickle fortunes of battle.
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In the fall of 1863, for example, Confederate leaders made an important de-

cision to transfer two divisions from Virginia to Georgia, where they helped

win a tactical victory at Chickamauga. Northern leaders recaptured the initia-

tive with a smashing victory at Chattanooga after an even more ambitious

transfer by railroad of four divisions to that city. These movements, like others

during the war, involved a complex interplay of contingencies belying general-

izations that imply inevitability to the outcome.12

When the imprisoned Union captain predicted that the “Rebs” would not

give up “until they are completely subdued,” he was right. That moment came

in April 1865, when the large and well-equipped Union armies finally brought

the starving, barefoot, and decimated ranks of Confederates to bay. Gallagher

revives the “overwhelming numbers and resources” explanation for Confeder-

ate defeat, shorn of its false aura of inevitability. Numbers and resources do

not prevail in war without the will and skill to use them. The Northern will

wavered several times, most notably in response to Lee’s victories in the sum-

mer of 1862 and winter-spring of 1863 and the success of Lee’s resistance to

Grant’s offensives in the spring and summer of 1864. Yet Union leaders and

armies were learning the skills needed to win, and each time the Confederacy

seemed on the edge of triumph, Northern victories blunted the Southern mo-

mentum: at Sharpsburg and Perryville in the fall of 1862; at Gettysburg and

Vicksburg in July 1863; and at Atlanta and in Virginia’s Shenandoah Valley in

September 1864. Better than any other historian of the Confederacy, Gallagher

understands the importance of these contingent turning points that eventually

made it possible for superior numbers and resources to prevail. He under-

stands as well that the Confederate story cannot be written except in counter-

point with the Union story, and that because of the multiple contingencies in

these stories, Northern victory was anything but inevitable.

What stands out for Gallagher after considering these factors is the deter-

mined persistence of the Confederate effort in a war to defend a society based

on slavery, an effort repugnant to the sensibilities of our time. “It defies mod-

ern understanding,” he concludes, “that any people—especially one in which

nonslaveholding yeomen formed a solid majority—would pour energy and re-

sources into a fight profoundly tainted by the institution of slavery. Yet the

Confederate people did so. Until historians can explain more fully why they

did, the story of the Civil War will remain woefully incomplete.”13

In recent years a number of superb studies of Southern communities and

states in the crucible of war have shown how Confederate determination was
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rooted in events at the local or regional level. Several of these studies focus on

Virginia and Virginia communities.14 A fine example is Brian Steel Wills’s The

War Hits Home, a fascinating account of the home front and battle front in

southeastern Virginia, especially the town of Suffolk and its hinterland just in-

land from Norfolk. No great battles took place there, but plenty of skirmishing

and raids by combatants on both sides kept the area in turmoil. Confederates

controlled this region until May 1862, when they were compelled to pull back

their defenses to Richmond. Union forces occupied Suffolk for the next year,

staving off a halfhearted Confederate effort to recapture it in the spring of

1863. The Yankees subsequently fell back to a more defensible line nearer Nor-

folk, leaving the Suffolk region a sort of no-man’s-land subject to raids and

plundering by the cavalry of both armies.

Through it all most white inhabitants remained committed Confederates,

while many of the slaves who were not removed by their owners to safer terri-

tory absconded to the Yankees, adding their weight to the Union side of the

scales in the balance of power discussed by Freehling. White men from this re-

gion fought in several of Lee’s regiments, suffering casualties that left many a

household bereft of sons, husbands, or fathers. Yet their Confederate loyalties

scarcely wavered; indeed they grew stronger in a determination to win a vic-

tory that would validate and justify their sacrifices.

Northern occupation forces at first tried a policy of conciliation in the re-

gion, hoping to win the Southern whites back to the Union. When this failed,

they moved toward a harsher policy here as they did elsewhere, confiscating

the property and liberating the slaves of people they now perceived as ene-

mies to be crushed rather than deluded victims of secession conspirators to

be converted.

Wills does not make a big point of it, but he does note that his findings

stand “in sharp rebuttal” to the arguments of historians who portray a weak or

divided white commitment to the Confederate cause as the reason for defeat.

“These people sought to secure victory until there was no victory left to win.”15

In the end, the North did have greater numbers and resources, wielded with a

skill and determination that by 1864–65 matched the Confederacy’s skill and

determination. Only then did Northern victory become inevitable.
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4

Was the Best Defense a Good Offense? Jefferson

Davis and Confederate Strategies

WHEN GENERALS JOSEPH E. JOHNSTON and Pierre G. T. Beauregard wrote

that the Confederacy had possessed more than sufficient resources to

win the Civil War, their thinly veiled message was that responsibility for failure

rested on the shoulders of Jefferson Davis. The former Confederate president,

who endured several such accusations in the postwar years, did not deign to re-

ply to them directly in the twelve hundred pages of his own memoirs, The Rise

and Fall of the Confederate Government. Instead, he declared loftily that he

would tell the truth in full confidence “that error and misrepresentations have,

in their inconsistencies and improbabilities, the elements of self-destruction,

while truth is in its nature consistent and therefore self-sustaining.”1

In the spirit of this indirect exchange, Davis’s relationships with his generals

have framed much of the analysis of Confederate defeat. His feuds with John-

ston and Beauregard, and his supposed favoritism toward Generals Braxton

Bragg and John Bell Hood, are often portrayed as major causes of disasters in

the Western theater, where the Confederacy lost the war. At the same time,

Davis’s personal rapport with General Robert E. Lee, for which most histori-

ans give Lee the principal credit, helps explain the Confederacy’s relative suc-

cess in the Eastern theater. The “dysfunctional partnership” between Davis and

Johnston, according to Johnston’s biographer Craig Symonds, “was an unal-

loyed disaster for the cause they served” and responsible in large measure “for

the failure of the Confederate war effort.” In the end, this and other rifts be-

tween Davis and his Western-theater generals more than outweighed the posi-

tive results gained by the “powerful team” of Lee and Davis.2

The focus on personal relations between Davis and his generals in much

historical writing reflects another facet of the emphasis on “internal” explana-

tions for Confederate defeat. It ignores the truth that similar problems plagued

command relationships in the North. If Davis had Joe Johnston, Lincoln had

George B. McClellan and George G. Meade; if Davis had Beauregard, Lincoln
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had John C. Frémont; if Davis looked bad by sticking too long with Bragg, Lin-

coln looked bad by successively appointing and then dismissing John Pope,

Ambrose E. Burnside, and Joseph Hooker over the course of a year during

which the morale of the Army of the Potomac sank to a point perilously close

to collapse.

Although the personalities and the relationships among the commanders in

chief and their principal army commanders in both Confederacy and Union had

an important impact on the outcome of the war, a focus on strategy rather than

personalities might yield a better understanding of the Confederacy’s defeat.

A review of the larger context of Confederate military strategy will prove

helpful. During the last two millennia, studies of military leadership have usu-

ally concentrated on victorious generals and their strategies. One thinks of

Hannibal, Julius Caesar, Alexander the Great, Marlborough, Frederick the

Great, Napoleon Bonaparte, Wellington, and Helmuth von Moltke. In the case

of the American Civil War, the focus of much professional study of strategy

and leadership, particularly by British military historians but also by some

Americans, has been on Ulysses S. Grant, William T. Sherman, and Lincoln.

One thinks of J.F.C. Fuller and John Keegan on Grant, Basil H. Liddell Hart on

Sherman, Colin Ballard on Lincoln, and also of T. Harry Williams, Kenneth

P. Williams, Herman Hattaway, and Archer Jones.3 The purpose of such studies

has often been to derive some positive lessons, some formula for success, from

their campaigns.

Two exceptions to this emphasis on victors are the numerous studies of

German generals and their strategies in both world wars and studies of Con-

federate generals in the Civil War, especially Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jack-

son. These exceptions, however, at least partly prove the rule; that is, even

though the Germans and the Confederates lost their wars in the end, they won

a good many victories along the way and exhibited an operational or tactical

brilliance that has made their campaigns fit subjects for studies to divine the

secrets of their successes—and perhaps also of their failures.

Karl von Clausewitz’s dictum that war is the continuation of politics (or pol-

icy) by other means is so often cited that it has become almost a cliché. Because

of its familiarity, however, historians sometimes gloss over the distinction that

Clausewitz drew between politics and other means while blurring the continu-

ity between them. To unpack the meaning of Clausewitz’s aphorism, we need

to define each of its components. Policy refers to the war aims—the political

objectives—of a nation in time of war. National strategy refers to mobilization
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of the political, economic, diplomatic, and psychological as well as military re-

sources of the nation to wage war. Military strategy refers to the employment of

a nation’s armed forces to achieve its war aims. In the Confederacy, as in the

Union, the formulation of policy was the province of the president and Con-

gress, who were also responsible for carrying out national strategy. Military

strategy is planned and carried out by commanders of the armed forces. The

president is the crucial link among all three components by virtue of his pow-

ers and responsibilities as commander in chief.

In theory there should be congruity among policy, national strategy, and

military strategy. That seems an obvious commonsense observation. But in

practice they sometimes diverge. Wars have a tendency to take on a character

and momentum that become increasingly incompatible with the original war

aims. And in many wars, sharp disagreements about policy develop within the

polity, giving military commanders mixed and confusing signals about na-

tional strategy, which inhibits their ability to devise the correct military strat-

egy. That is what happened to United States policy in Vietnam. President Lyn-

don Johnson’s refusal to consider a tax increase to finance the war also

introduced an incongruity between national strategy and the requirements of

military strategy. In other wars, conflict between military strategy as defined

by generals and policy as defined by civilian leadership can cause a nation to

fight at cross-purposes. In the Korean War, President Harry Truman insisted

on a limited war, while General Douglas MacArthur wanted to fight an unlim-

ited one. Truman finally had to fire MacArthur, producing a sense of frustra-

tion among many Americans who, like MacArthur, desired to overthrow Com-

munism in North Korea and perhaps in China as well.

The most successful wars in American history have been those with a close

congruity between policy and strategies. The war aim of the American Revolu-

tion was independence; national and military strategy achieved this goal, no

more and no less. The policy goals of the Mexican War were the Rio Grande

border for Texas and the acquisition of New Mexico and California; when

these were assured, the United States stopped fighting despite the clamor of

some expansionists for “all Mexico.” In World War II the war aims of the Allies

were not merely the liberation of Europe and Asia from Fascist conquest but

also the overthrow of Fascist governments in the Axis nations themselves.

These aims required a national strategy of total mobilization and a military

strategy of total war to achieve a policy goal of unconditional surrender; that

was precisely the type of war that the Allies waged. During the first Persian
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Gulf War (1990–91) the policy was to drive Iraq’s army out of Kuwait; when

that was done, the coalition forces stopped fighting.

During the Civil War, Northern war aims as well as national and military

strategies changed as the conflict expanded from a limited war intended to re-

store the antebellum status quo into a “hard war” intended to destroy enemy re-

sources including slavery and to mobilize those resources on the Union side, to

bring an end to the social order sustained by slavery, and to give the United

States a “new birth of freedom.” Lincoln’s genius as commander in chief was his

ability to shape and define this expanding policy and to put in place, after three

rocky years, a military strategy and military leaders to carry it out.

Jefferson Davis as commander in chief suffers by comparison with Lincoln,

in part because the Confederacy lost the war and in part because of his flaws of

personality and leadership. Davis was thin-skinned and lacked Lincoln’s ability

to work with critics for a common cause. Lincoln was reported to have said of

McClellan in the fall of 1861 that “I will hold McClellan’s horse if he will only

bring us success.”4 It is hard to imagine Davis saying the same of Joseph E. John-

ston. Because of dyspepsia and neuralgia that grew worse under wartime pres-

sures and left him virtually blind in one eye, Davis was wracked by pain that ex-

acerbated his waspish temper. Even his wife, Varina, noted that “if anyone

disagrees with Mr. Davis he resents it and ascribes the difference to the perver-

sity of his opponent.”5 Lincoln was more eloquent than Davis in expressing his

country’s war aims, more successful in communicating them to his people.

Nothing that Davis wrote or spoke during the war has resonated down through

the years like the peroration of Lincoln’s first inaugural address, the peroration

of his annual message to Congress on December 1, 1862, the Conkling letter of

August 26, 1863, the Gettysburg Address, or the second inaugural address.

In his first message to the Confederate Congress after the outbreak of war,

however, Davis did define Confederate war aims clearly and concisely: “We

seek no conquest, no aggrandizement, no concession of any kind from the

States with which we were lately confederated; all we ask is to be let alone.”6

This policy suggested a defensive military strategy. It was grounded in an im-

portant fact, so obvious that its importance is often overlooked: The Confed-

eracy began the war in firm control of nearly all the territory it claimed. This is

rarely the case in civil wars or revolutions, which typically require rebels or

revolutionaries to fight to gain control of land or government or both. With a

functioning government and a strong army already mobilized or mobilizing in

May 1861, the Confederacy embraced some 750,000 square miles in which not
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a single enemy soldier was to be found save at Fort Monroe at Hampton Roads

and on three islands off the coast of Florida. All the Confederacy had to do to

win the war was to defend what it already had.

The nearest comparison to the Confederacy’s initial situation was that of the

United States on July 4, 1776. And like the leaders of that first American war

of secession, Davis seems initially to have envisaged a “thoroughly defensive,

survival-oriented” military strategy, in the words of historian Steven Wood-

worth.7 Like the Roman general Quintus Fabius in the Second Punic War, or

George Washington in the American Revolution, or the Russian general

Mikhail Kutuzov in 1812, Confederate commanders would have to trade space

for time, keep the army concentrated and ready to strike enemy detachments

dangling deep in Southern territory, and above all avoid the destruction of

Confederate armies. Such a defensive strategy of attrition might wear out the

will or capacity of the enemy to continue fighting, as the Americans and Rus-

sians had done in 1781 and 1812.

What did it matter if this Fabian strategy yielded important cities and terri-

tory? Americans in the Revolution lost New York, Philadelphia, Charleston,

Savannah, Williamsburg, and Richmond, yet won their independence in the

end. On one occasion during the Civil War, Davis articulated such a strategy.

“There are no vital points on the preservation of which the continued exis-

tence of the Confederacy depends,” he maintained. “Not the fall of Richmond,

nor Wilmington, nor Charleston, nor Savannah, nor of all combined, can save

the enemy from the constant and exhaustive drain of blood and treasure which

must continue until he shall discover that no peace is attainable unless based

on the recognition of our indefeasable rights.”8

But Davis said this in November 1864, after more than three years of war

had forged a fierce Confederate nationalism that had sustained the will to fight

despite the loss of territory and cities—though not for long after the subse-

quent loss of the cities named by Davis. In 1861, however, Confederate nation-

alism was still fragile. Southern states had seceded individually on the princi-

ple that the sovereignty of each state was superior to that of any other entity.

The very name of the new nation, the Confederate States of America, implied

an association of still-sovereign states. This principle was recognized in the

Confederate Constitution, which was ratified by “each State acting in its sover-

eign and independent character.”9

An example of Davis’s respect for state sovereignty was his policy of brigad-

ing Confederate troops by state—something infrequently done in the Union
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army. Given the existence of this initial provincialism, if Davis had tried to

pursue a purely Fabian strategy in 1861 by concentrating Confederate armies

in Virginia and Tennessee, for example, and leaving other areas open to enemy

incursion, the Confederacy might have fallen to pieces of its own accord. Pop-

ular and political pressures compelled Davis to scatter small armies around the

perimeter at a couple of dozen points in 1861.

The danger of such a dispersal, labeled by T. Harry Williams as a cordon de-

fense and by Craig Symonds as an extended defense, was that an enemy supe-

rior in numbers might break through this thin gray line somewhere, cutting

off and perhaps capturing one or more of these small armies and penetrating

as far into Confederate territory as if it had been left undefended.10 That is pre-

cisely what happened in late 1861 and early 1862 in western Virginia, Missouri

and Arkansas, Kentucky and Tennessee, coastal North and South Carolina,

southern Louisiana, and even northern Alabama. In a rare confession (made,

to be sure, in a private letter), Davis wrote in March 1862: “I acknowledge the

error of my attempt to defend all of the frontier.”11

He need not have been so hard on himself. Under the circumstances of

1861 he had little choice. The governors of North and South Carolina, or Mis-

sissippi and Arkansas and Alabama, not to mention the citizen soldiers from

those states who had sprung to arms to defend home and family, would not

have allowed him to strip their states of troops to fight in Virginia or Ten-

nessee. Such parochialism (if that is the correct word) would remain a prob-

lem for Davis and the commanders of his principal armies during most of the

war. But the experiences of 1861 and early 1862 did drive home the lesson of

a need for some degree of concentration to meet the main enemy threats.

Underlying this principle of concentration was the advantage of interior

lines. From 1861 to 1864 the Confederates repeatedly used their interior lines

in both the Eastern and Western theaters to achieve at least a partial concen-

tration of forces to strike at invading Federal armies. The first and one of the

most famous examples was the transfer by rail of most of Joseph Johnston’s

small army from the Shenandoah Valley to Manassas in July 1861 to repel

General Irvin McDowell’s attackers at Bull Run and drive them in a rout back

to Washington.

Nine months later, when confronted with a buildup of McClellan’s forces

on the Peninsula, the Confederates again used interior lines to transfer most of

Johnston’s army from Centreville to Yorktown. As Craig Symonds points out,

this campaign revealed a difference between Davis and Johnston concerning
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the relationship between interior lines and concentration. Davis wanted to

leave a substantial force along the Rappahannock River to protect that region

against Union forces south of Washington—thus retaining part of his concept

of an extended defense. Johnston wanted to concentrate nearly all Confederate

units in Virginia against McClellan, as near to Richmond as possible, even at

the risk of temporarily yielding other parts of Virginia to the enemy. After dis-

posing of McClellan, Johnston said, the main Confederate army could then re-

capture these other regions.12

That is what eventually happened in the summer of 1862, but not under the

command of Johnston, who was wounded at Seven Pines and replaced by

Robert E. Lee on June 1. Part of the army of 90,000 men that Lee concentrated

in front of Richmond by the last week of June 1862, the largest single Confeder-

ate army of the war, was drawn from the Shenandoah Valley. During the previ-

ous two months, Stonewall Jackson had brilliantly executed another operation

that emulated a successful American strategy in the Revolution: a concentra-

tion of superior numbers in a mobile force to strike separated enemy outposts

or detachments. George Washington had done this at Trenton and Princeton,

and other American commanders had done the same in the Carolinas during

the Revolution. Jackson borrowed a leaf from their book and struck smaller

Union detachments at McDowell, Front Royal, and Winchester and then turned

on his pursuers to check them at Cross Keys and Port Republic.

Jackson’s men then became part of Lee’s concentrated army that drove Mc-

Clellan away from Richmond in the Seven Days—although Jackson himself

did not perform up to expectations in that campaign. In the next one, how-

ever, he exceeded expectations. Jackson carried out Lee’s bold exploitation of

interior lines to concentrate against Pope along the Rappahannock as McClel-

lan was withdrawing from the Peninsula. Using a favorite strategic operation

of Napoleon’s, les manoeuvres sur la derrière—a wide flanking movement to get

into the enemy’s rear—Jackson then marched around Pope’s flank, destroyed

his supply base at Manassas, and held out until the Confederates reconcentrated

to win the second battle of Manassas.

Confederates in the Western theater also practiced the strategy of concentra-

tion in 1862. After the Federals had broken through the cordon defense of the

other Johnston—Albert Sidney—at several points in Kentucky and Tennessee

and had captured 20 percent of his troops at Fort Donelson, Johnston retreated

all the way to Corinth, Mississippi. There he concentrated his scattered forces for

a counterthrust at Shiloh. Although this effort did not produce a Confederate
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victory and it cost Johnston his life, Shiloh nevertheless set the Federals back on

their heels for a time. The Confederate Army of Mississippi, now commanded by

Beauregard, was finally forced to evacuate Corinth at the end of May 1862, just

as Joseph Johnston’s army in Virginia had evacuated Yorktown several weeks

earlier. But these retreats set the stage for offensive operations later in the sum-

mer under new commanders (Lee in Virginia and Bragg in Kentucky) that took

the armies across the Potomac and almost to the Ohio River by September.

These campaigns accomplished a startling reversal of momentum in the

war. They also represented a new phase in Confederate strategy, which has

been variously labeled offensive-defensive, offensive defense, or defensive-

offensive. Davis himself described it as offensive-defensive and contrasted it

with what he called “purely defensive operations.”13 This confusion of nomen-

clature perhaps reflects a confusion about the precise nature of this strategy

and about whether Davis favored it, opposed it, or both favored and opposed it

at different times with varying emphasis on the offensive or defensive elements

of it, according to circumstances.

The effort to sort out these variables is hindered by the failure of the

principals—Davis, Lee, Beauregard, Bragg, and others—to define systemati-

cally what they meant by offensive-defensive or purely defensive. We must

tease out the meaning by a study of what they said and did in particular cam-

paigns. One way to approach this matter is by way of an analogy from football,

in which most coaches would agree that the best defense is a good offense. Of

course Lee knew nothing about modern American football, but he would have

understood the slogan. Indeed, he could almost have invented it. “There is

nothing to be gained by this army remaining quietly on the defensive,” he

wrote on the eve of the Gettysburg campaign. “We cannot afford to keep our

troops awaiting possible movements of the enemy. . . . Our true policy is . . .

so to employ our own forces, as to give occupation to his at points of our se-

lection.” (In other words, we can win only if we keep our opponent off balance

with an imaginative offense.) A year later Lee told General Jubal Early that “we

must destroy this army of Grant’s before he gets to the James River. If he gets

there, it will become a siege and then it will be a mere question of time.”14

One source of confusion about the meaning of an offensive-defensive strat-

egy sometimes results from a failure to distinguish between strategy and tactics.

When Davis or Lee or any other commander spoke of the offensive-defensive—

or words to that effect—were they referring to strategy or tactics or both? They
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did not always offer a clear answer. Several combinations of offensive or defen-

sive tactics and strategy are possible; Lee’s campaigns demonstrated all of them.

The Seven Days and Gettysburg illustrate the operational offensive in both

strategy and tactics, but the Seven Days served the defensive purpose of reliev-

ing the threat to Richmond. Fredericksburg was a defensive battle in both strat-

egy and tactics. Antietam culminated an offensive campaign, but the Confeder-

ates fought there mainly on the tactical defensive. Second Manassas was part of

a strategic offensive and was both defensive and offensive in tactics. From Spot-

sylvania to the end of the war, Lee’s army fought almost entirely on the defen-

sive both strategically and tactically, although Jubal Early’s raid down the Valley

and into Maryland was an offensive diversion in aid of an essentially defensive

strategy in Virginia.

The same variables characterized Western campaigns and battles. The first

day at Shiloh was a Confederate offensive both strategically and tactically, as

was the second day at Chickamauga. Every battle during the Vicksburg cam-

paign was defensive both in strategy and tactics for the Confederates, as was

each of Johnston’s fights during the Atlanta campaign. After John Bell Hood

succeeded Johnston, he promptly launched three tactical offensives to serve the

strategic defense of Atlanta. Hood’s later invasion of Tennessee was a strategic

offensive that came to grief both in the tactical offensive at Franklin and the

tactical defensive at Nashville.

What determined these variables was the strategic and tactical situation at a

given time and place. When Davis contrasted the offensive-defensive with the

purely defensive, he was probably speaking of both strategy and tactics in dif-

ferent combinations according to circumstances. Failure to sort out these cir-

cumstances and the resultant variables accounts for much of the confusion

and ambiguity about Confederate strategy.

Lee’s biographer Emory Thomas and historian Steven Woodworth have

both clarified and muddied these waters in their writings on Confederate strat-

egy. Both authors detect a difference of emphasis between Davis and Lee,

neatly spelled out by Woodworth in his book with the double-entendre title

Davis and Lee at War: “For Davis, the war could be won simply by not losing,

for Lee . . . it could be lost simply by not winning.” That is why Davis seemed

at times to favor what he called “purely defensive operations,” a Fabian strategy

that would conserve the Confederacy’s resources by compelling the enemy to

consume his own by repeatedly attacking. The North would thereby suffer
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heavy casualties, eroding the will of the Northern people to sustain an increas-

ingly costly effort to destroy the Confederacy.15

Yet from the time Lee took command of what he named the Army of North-

ern Virginia, Davis apparently approved all of the general’s operations that

have come to be known by the label of offensive-defensive: the attack on Mc-

Clellan in the Seven Days; the shift of operations to northern Virginia culmi-

nating in Second Manassas; the invasion of Maryland; the counterthrust

against Hooker at Chancellorsville followed by the invasion of Pennsylvania;

and even the detachment of Early to raid down the Shenandoah Valley to the

very outskirts of Washington. And let us not forget the Western theater, or the-

aters: Albert Sidney Johnston and Beauregard launched an offensive at Shiloh;

Bragg and Edmund Kirby Smith invaded Kentucky; Bragg subsequently coun-

terattacked William S. Rosecrans at Murfreesboro and Chickamauga; Hood

counterattacked Sherman around Atlanta and then launched raids against

Sherman’s communications in north Georgia preparatory to an invasion of

Tennessee, while General Sterling Price moved north in an ambitious invasion

of Missouri.

If Davis opposed these offensives, we have little record of it. On the con-

trary, we have plenty of evidence of his approval, especially of Lee’s and Hood’s

operations. With respect to Davis’s cordial relations with Lee, both Thomas

and Woodworth suggest that Lee charmed and smooth-talked Davis into such

support so skillfully that, as Thomas expresses it in his biography of Lee,

“Davis was unaware of the difference between himself and Lee.” Indeed, the

“difference was not apparent during the war” and has also eluded most histo-

rians.16 Thomas finds the “dissonance” between Davis and Lee most salient in

Lee’s two most ambitious offensive efforts to conquer a peace, the invasion of

Maryland in September 1862 and of Pennsylvania nine months later.

Yet curiously, Thomas also notes that Davis “was delighted with Lee’s inva-

sion” of Maryland.17 If so, that helps explain why their dissonance was not ap-

parent to Davis at the time or to most historians since. In any event, it is quite

true that during the Gettysburg campaign Davis held some troops in the

Richmond area instead of combining them with brigades from North Car-

olina under the command of Beauregard to conduct a diversionary action

near Culpeper and draw Federal forces away from Pennsylvania, as Lee had re-

quested. Davis did so for the very good reason that, as Lee headed north, 16,000

Union troops on the Peninsula commanded by General John A. Dix were

threatening Richmond from the east in a brief campaign that has been all but
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ignored, while Beauregard had his hands full dealing with a major Federal ef-

fort against Charleston.

Although Davis and Lee appeared to be in accord on most matters of strat-

egy, Thomas and Woodworth are nevertheless on to something in their focus

on areas of disagreement. As Thomas explains, the difference in strategic out-

look was a subtle matter of which word—offensive or defensive—should re-

ceive the greater emphasis in the concept of an offensive-defensive strategy.18

There is an unacknowledged irony here, however, if Woodworth is correct that

Davis really preferred a “thoroughly defensive, survival-oriented grand strat-

egy.” These words describe Joseph E. Johnston’s strategy almost perfectly. But

of course it was with Johnston that Davis quarreled most bitterly. So thor-

oughly defensive and survival-oriented was Johnston’s strategy during the At-

lanta campaign that historian Richard McMurry was not being altogether

facetious when he said that Johnston would have fought the crucial battle of

that campaign on Key West.19 If Davis’s choice of Hood to replace Johnston is

any clue to his strategic leaning, it was more to the offensive than the defen-

sive, for Hood was one of the most offensive-minded of the generals who came

up under Lee’s tutelage.

A related issue in a discussion of Confederate strategy concerns the East vs.

West debate. In May 1863 the top Confederate leadership confronted a crucial

decision about allocation of resources and effort between the Eastern and West-

ern theaters. Lee had just won a renowned victory at Chancellorsville, but the

Confederacy faced a dangerous situation at Vicksburg and in middle Tennessee.

General James Longstreet and some others proposed the detachment of two di-

visions from Lee’s army to reinforce Bragg for an offensive-defensive campaign

against Rosecrans in middle Tennessee, which might also relieve the pressure

against Vicksburg. In such a scenario, Lee would have to remain on the defensive-

defensive in Virginia, a prospect he did not relish. Instead he counseled Davis

to turn him loose on an offensive into Pennsylvania while the Western armies

remained on the defensive. The result of Davis’s decision to support Lee’s plan

was the loss of Vicksburg and middle Tennessee while the Army of Northern

Virginia limped home after suffering a crippling 25,000 or more casualties at

Gettysburg.

Was this a strategic blunder or bad luck? Was Lee’s preoccupation with Vir-

ginia a consequence of parochialism that limited his vision to the East while

the war was being lost in the West? Did his preference for both an offensive

strategy and offensive tactics, especially at Gettysburg, bleed his army to
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death? Did Lee gain too much influence over Davis on these matters to the

detriment of a sound strategic vision for all theaters that would have conserved

Confederate manpower and eroded the Northern will through a defensive

strategy of attrition?

These are important questions, and several influential historians have an-

swered them in the affirmative.20 But ultimately these questions are unanswer-

able. We just do not know what would have happened if Longstreet had taken

two divisions to Tennessee in May 1863, if Lee had not invaded Pennsylvania,

or if Lee himself had gone west to take command in that troubled theater as

Davis asked him to do in August 1863 and again after the debacle at Chat-

tanooga in November.

What we do know is that Lee was far from alone in perceiving Virginia as

the most important theater. Most people in North and South alike, as well as

European observers, shared that view. While it may be true that the Confeder-

acy lost the war in the West, it is also clear that Lee’s victories in the East came

close on several occasions to winning the war, or at least to staving off defeat.

The Confederacy was tottering on the edge of disaster when Lee took com-

mand on June 1, 1862, with the enemy six miles from Richmond and a huge

amount of the Western Confederacy under Union control after a long string of

Northern victories in that theater. Within a month Lee’s offensive-defensive

strategy during the Seven Days battles had dramatically reversed the equation

in the eyes of most observers, whose view was focused on Virginia.

During the next two months Lee’s and Jackson’s offensive-defensive strategy

came close to winning European diplomatic recognition. Antietam prevented

that, but Confederate successes during the next nine months, again mainly in

the East, reopened this possibility and discouraged so many Northern voters

with the prospect of ever winning the war that the Democrats made great

gains in congressional elections and potentially threatened the Lincoln admin-

istration’s ability to continue the war. Lee and his offensive-defensive strategy

appeared invincible. Gettysburg proved that it was not, but the lingering

legacy of invincibility made Meade so cautious that the Army of the Potomac

accomplished little for the next ten months.

Again in the summer of 1864 it was principally Lee and his army that al-

most caused the North to throw in the towel and caused Lincoln to conclude

in August that he would not be reelected and the Union might not be pre-

served. To be sure, Lee’s strategy and tactics were now mainly defensive, but

the event that did more than anything else to convince many Northerners of
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the war’s hopelessness was an offensive stroke—Early’s raid toward Washing-

ton. As late as February 1865 Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton and Senator

Charles Sumner agreed that “peace can be had only when Lee’s army is beaten,

captured, or dispersed.” So long as that army remained “in fighting condition,

there is still a hope for the rebels,” but “when Lee’s army is out of the way, the

whole Rebellion will disappear.”21 And so it proved; Appomattox was the ac-

tual if not literal end of the war.

A final observation. The subject of this essay has been Confederate strategies.

There is an inevitable tendency to get so wrapped up in the subject at hand as to

neglect part of the context. In the discussion of whether Davis’s relations with

Johnston, Beauregard, Lee, Hood, or Bragg helped or hurt the Confederate

cause, whether more emphasis on the West or a more Fabian defensive strategy

might have won the war, it is easy to forget that such matters did not occur in a

vacuum. The Union army’s command relationships and strategies both shaped

and responded to Confederate command relationships and strategies. An anec-

dote in conclusion will help make this point. Several million words, or so it

sometimes seems, have been written about which Confederate general was re-

sponsible for losing the battle of Gettysburg. When someone thought to ask

George Pickett after the war who he thought was responsible for that Confeder-

ate defeat, he reflected for a moment and famously replied: “I always thought

the Union army had something to do with it.”
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5

The Saratoga That Wasn’t: The Impact 

of Antietam Abroad

65

THE CAMPAIGN AND BATTLE OF ANTIETAM had consequences that reached far

beyond the mountains and valleys and fields of western Maryland where

the fighting took place. Indeed, the battle’s reverberations were heard across the

Atlantic in London and Paris. Like the secessionists of 1776 who founded the

United States, the secessionists of 1861 who founded the Confederate States

counted on foreign aid to help them win their independence. In the Revolution

they got what they hoped for after the battle of Saratoga. French recognition of

the fledgling United States and subsequent financial and military support were

crucial to American success. In the Civil War the Confederates failed to achieve

foreign recognition, which might have been crucial to Confederate success if it

had happened. The outcome of the fighting near Sharpsburg was the main rea-

son it did not happen; in that respect Antietam could be described as a failed

Saratoga.

The principal goal of Confederate foreign policy in 1862 was to win diplo-

matic recognition of the new Southern nation by foreign powers. Both North

and South—one in fear and the other in hope—understood the importance of

this matter. As early as May 21, 1861, Union secretary of state William H. Se-

ward had instructed the American minister to Britain, Charles Francis Adams,

that if the British government extended diplomatic recognition to the Confed-

eracy, “we from that hour, shall cease to be friends and become once more, as

we have twice before been forced to be, enemies of Great Britain.”1

Even if diplomatic recognition did not provoke a third Anglo-American war,

Southerners expected it to be decisive in their favor.“Foreign recognition of our

independence will go very far towards hastening its recognition by the govern-

ment of the United States,” declared the Richmond Enquirer in June 1862. “Our

independence once acknowledged, our adversaries must for very shame disgust

themselves with the nonsense about ‘Rebels,’ ‘Traitors,’ &c” and “look upon our

Independence . . . as un fait accompli.” Confederate secretary of state Judah



P. Benjamin believed that “our recognition would be the signal for the immedi-

ate organization of a large and influential party in the Northern States favorable

to putting an end to the war.” Moreover, “in our finances at home its effects

would be magical, and its collateral advantages would be immeasurable.”2

Benjamin was not just whistling “Dixie.” Judging from the strenuous efforts

by Union diplomats to prevent recognition and from the huge volume of news

and editorial coverage of the issue in Northern newspapers, foreign recogni-

tion of the Confederacy would have been perceived in the North as a grievous

and perhaps fatal blow. It would have conferred international legitimacy on

the Confederacy and produced great pressure on the United States to do the

same. It would have boosted Southern morale and encouraged foreign invest-

ment in Confederate bonds. Recognition would also have enabled the Confed-

eracy to negotiate military and commercial treaties with foreign powers.

This question, however, presented the South with something of a catch-22.

Although Napoleon III of France wanted to recognize the Confederacy from

almost the beginning, he was unwilling to take that step except in tandem with

Britain. (All other European powers except perhaps Russia would have fol-

lowed a British and French lead.) British policy on recognition of a revolution-

ary or insurrectionary government was coldly pragmatic. Not until it had

proved its capacity to sustain its independence, almost beyond a peradventure

of a doubt, would Britain risk recognition. The Confederate hope, of course,

was for help in gaining that independence.

Most European observers and statesmen believed in 1861 that the Union

cause was hopeless. In their view, the Lincoln administration could never

reestablish control over 750,000 square miles of territory defended by a deter-

mined and courageous people. And there was plenty of sentimental sympathy

for the Confederacy in Britain, for which the powerful Times of London was

the foremost advocate. Many Englishmen professed to disdain the braggado-

cio and vulgar materialism of money-grubbing Yankees. They projected a

congenial image of the Southern gentry that conveniently ignored slavery.

Nevertheless, the government of Prime Minister Viscount Palmerston was

anything but sentimental. It required hard evidence of the Confederacy’s abil-

ity to survive, in the form of military success, before offering diplomatic

recognition. But it would also require Union military success to forestall that

possibility. As Lord Robert Cecil told a Northern acquaintance in 1861: “Well,

there is one way to convert us all—Win the battles, and we shall come round

at once.”3
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In 1861, however, the Confederacy had won most of the battles—the highly

visible ones, at least, at Manassas, Wilson’s Creek, and Ball’s Bluff. And by 1862

the cutoff of cotton exports from the South to Britain and France by the South-

ern embargo and Northern blockade was beginning to hurt the economies of

those countries. Henry Adams, private secretary to his father in the American

legation at London, wrote in January 1862 that only “one thing would save us

and that is a decisive victory. Without that our fate here seems to me a mere

matter of time.” In February the New York Tribune acknowledged the critical

foreign-policy stakes of the military campaigns then impending: “If our

armies now advancing shall generally be stopped or beaten back, France, En-

gland, and Spain will make haste to recognize Jeff ’s Confederacy as an inde-

pendent power.” Only Union victories—“prompt, signal, decisive—can alone

prevent that foreign intervention on which all the hopes of the traitors are

staked.”4

Northern arms did win signal and decisive victories during the next several

months that more than fulfilled the Tribune’s hopes, starting with Forts Henry

and Donelson and Roanoke Island in February, followed by Pea Ridge and

New Bern in March. In London the Confederate envoy James Mason conceded

that news of the fall of Forts Henry and Donelson “had an unfortunate effect

on the minds of our friends here.” Charles Francis Adams informed Seward in

March that as a consequence of Northern success, “the pressure for interfer-

ence here has disappeared.” At the same time, Henry Adams wrote to his

brother in the army back home that “times have so decidedly changed since

my last letter to you. . . . The talk of intervention, only two months ago so loud

as to take a semi-official tone, is now out of the minds of everyone.”5 The Lon-

don Times ate crow, admitting it had underestimated “the unexpected and as-

tonishing resolution of the North.” Even Napoleon’s pro-Southern sentiments

seemed to have cooled. From Paris the American minister wrote in April that

“the change in condition of affairs at home has produced a change, if possible

more striking abroad. There is little more said just now as to . . . the propriety

of an early recognition of the south.”6

News from America took almost two weeks to reach Europe. In mid-May

Henry Adams returned to the legation from a springtime walk in London to find

his father dancing across the floor and shouting, “We’ve got New Orleans.” In-

deed, Henry added, “the effect of the news here has been greater than anything

yet.” It must have been, to prompt such behavior by the grandson of John Adams

and son of John Quincy Adams. While Adams was dancing, James Mason was



writing dispiritedly to Jefferson Davis that “the fall of New Orleans will certainly

exercise a depressing influence here for intervention.”7

Mason did not stop trying, however. He urged Lord John Russell, the British

foreign secretary, to offer England’s good offices to mediate an end to a war “ru-

inous alike to the parties engaged in it, and to the prosperity and welfare of Eu-

rope.” Such an offer, of course, would be tantamount to recognizing Confeder-

ate independence. In a blunt reply, Russell pointed out that “the capture of New

Orleans, the advance of the Federals to Corinth, to Memphis, and the banks of

the Mississippi as far as Vicksburg” meant that “Her Majesty’s Government are

still determined to wait.” Nevertheless, Mason worked his contacts with mem-

bers of Parliament, who planned to introduce a motion in the House of Com-

mons calling for recognition of the Confederacy. But Palmerston wrote in June

that “this seems an odd moment to Chuse for acknowledging the Separate In-

dependence of the South when all the Seaboard, and the principal internal

Rivers are in the hands of the North. . . . We ought to know that their Separate

Independence is a Truth and a Fact before we declare it to be so.”8

Therefore, as Charles Francis Adams informed Seward, even among skep-

tics in Britain “the impression is growing stronger that all concerted resistance

to us will before long be at an end.” The danger of foreign recognition, Adams

had earlier noted, “will arise again only in the event of some decided reverse.”9

Indeed it would, and such reverses were soon to occur as the pendulum of bat-

tle swung toward the Confederacy in the summer of 1862.

On May 30 and June 6, 1862, Union arms climaxed four months of victories

with the occupation of Corinth, Mississippi, and the capture of Memphis.

General George B. McClellan’s Army of the Potomac advanced to within six

miles of Richmond. But even as these events took place, the Confederate team

of Stonewall Jackson and Robert E. Lee was beginning to strike back. Jackson’s

famous “foot cavalry” outmarched enemy forces in the Shenandoah Valley and

won a series of victories that pumped up sagging Southern morale. Robert E.

Lee took over the Army of Northern Virginia on June 1 and began planning a

counteroffensive against McClellan, which he launched on June 26. By July 2

the Army of the Potomac had been driven back to Harrison’s Landing on the

James River in the Seven Days battles, plunging Northern morale to the lowest

point in the war thus far. In the Western theaters also, the Union war machine

stalled in the summer of 1862 and then went into reverse as Confederate forces

raided through Tennessee and prepared to invade Kentucky.
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These Confederate successes reopened the question of foreign recognition.

They confirmed the widespread belief in Europe that the North could never

subdue the South. The cotton “famine” was beginning to hurt workers as hun-

dreds of textile mills in Britain and France shut down or went on short time.

Unemployment soared. Seward’s earlier assurance that Union capture of New

Orleans would lead to a resumption of cotton exports from that port was not

fulfilled, as Confederates in the lower Mississippi Valley burned their cotton

rather than see it fall into Yankee hands. Only a trickle of cotton made it across

the Atlantic in 1862. The conviction grew in Britain and France that the only

way to revive cotton imports and reopen the factories was to end the war. Pres-

sure built in the summer for an offer by the British and French governments to

mediate peace negotiations on the basis of Confederate independence.

When news of Jackson’s exploits in the Shenandoah Valley reached Europe

(much magnified as it traveled), the government-controlled press in France

and anti-American newspapers in Britain began beating the drums for inter-

vention. The Paris Constitutionnel insisted in June that “mediation alone will

succeed in putting an end to a war disastrous to the interests of humanity.” In

similar language the London Times declared that it was time to end this war

that had become “a scandal to humanity.”10 The “humanity” the Times seemed

most concerned about was textile manufacturers and their employees. The

American minister to France, citing information coming to him from that

country as well as from across the Channel, reported “a strenuous effort . . .

to induce England and France to intervene. . . . I should not attach much impor-

tance to these rumors, however well accredited they seem to be, were it not for

the exceeding pressure which exists for want of cotton.”11 In mid-June the Rich-

mond Dispatch headlined one story “Famine in England—Intervention Certain.”

Northern newspapers published many alarmist news stories and editorials about

“British Intervention,” “Foreign Intervention Again,” and “The Intervention

Panic”—all before news of the Seven Days battles reached Europe.12

Southerners hoped and Northerners feared that the Seven Days would

greatly increase the chances of intervention. “We may [now] certainly count

upon the recognition of our independence,” wrote the Virginia fire-eater Ed-

mund Ruffin. The Richmond Dispatch was equally certain that this “series of

brilliant victories” would “settle the question” of recognition.13 Under such

headlines as “The Federal Disasters in Virginia—European Intervention the

Probable Consequence,” Northern newspapers regardless of party affiliation
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warned that “we stand at the grave and serious crisis of our history. The recent

intimations from Europe look to speedy intervention in our affairs.”14

Although perhaps not so critical as this rhetoric might suggest, the matter

was indeed serious. “Let us hope that the North will listen at last to the voice of

reason, and that it will accept mediation before Europe has recognized the

Confederacy,” declared the Paris Constitutionnel. On July 16 Napoleon III

granted an interview to Confederate envoy John Slidell. The “accounts of the

defeat of the Federal armies before Richmond,” said the emperor, confirmed

his opinion that the “re-establishment of the Union [was] impossible.” Three

days later Napoleon sent a telegram to his foreign minister, who was in Lon-

don: “Ask the English government if it does not believe the time has come to

recognize the South.”15

The English seemed willing—many of them, at least. The Times stated that

if Britain could not “stop this effusion of blood by mediation, we ought to give

our moral weight to our English kith and kin [i.e., Southern whites], who have

gallantly striven so long for their liberties against a mongrel race of plunderers

and oppressors.” The breakup of the United States, said the Times in August,

would be good “riddance of a nightmare.” The London Morning Post, semi-

official voice of the Palmerston government, proclaimed bluntly in July that

the Confederacy had “established its claim to be independent.”16

Even pro-Union leaders in Britain sent dire warnings to their friends in the

North.“The last news from your side has created regret among your friends and

pleasure among your enemies,” wrote John Bright to Senator Charles Sumner of

Massachusetts on July 12.“I do not lose faith in your cause, but I wish I had less

reason to feel anxious about you.” Richard Cobden likewise sounded an alarm

with Sumner: “There is an all but unanimous belief that you cannot subject the

South to the Union. . . . Even they who are your partisans & advocates cannot

see their way to any such issue.”17 From France, Count Agenor-Etienne de Gas-

parin, who despite his title was a friend of the Union, wrote to Lincoln that only

a resumption of Northern military victories could stem the tide toward Euro-

pean recognition. Lincoln took this opportunity to reply with a letter express-

ing his determination to stay the course. Yet, he added in a tone of frustration,

“it seems unreasonable that a series of successes, extending through half-a-year,

and clearing more than a hundred thousand square miles of country, should

help us so little, while a single half-defeat should hurt us so much.”18

Unreasonable it may have been, but it was a reality. A pro-Confederate mem-

ber of Parliament introduced a motion calling for the government to cooperate
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with France in offering mediation. Scheduled for debate on July 18, this motion

seemed certain to pass. The mood at the American legation was one of despair-

ing resignation. The current was “rising every hour and running harder against

us than at any time since the Trent affair,” reported Henry Adams.19

But in a dramatic moment, Prime Minister Palmerston temporarily stemmed

the current. Seventy-seven years old and a veteran of more than half a century in

British politics, Palmerston seemed to doze through parts of the interminable

debate on the mediation motion. Sometime after midnight, however, he lum-

bered to his feet and in a crisp speech of a few minutes put an end to the debate

and the motion (the sponsor withdrew it). Parliament should trust the cabinet’s

judgment to act at the right time, said Palmerston. That time would arrive when

the Confederacy’s independence was “firmly and permanently established.” One

or two more Southern victories, he hinted, might do the job, but until then any

premature action by Britain might risk rupture with the United States.20

This did not end the matter. James Mason wrote the following day that he

still looked “speedily for intervention in some form.” In Paris on July 25 John

Slidell declared himself “more hopeful than I have been at any time since my

arrival in Europe.”21 The weight of both the British and French press still

leaned strongly toward recognition. And just before he left England in August

for a tour of the Continent with Queen Victoria, Foreign Secretary Russell

arranged with Palmerston for a cabinet meeting when he returned in October

to discuss mediation and recognition.

During the next six weeks, prospects for the Confederacy grew ever brighter.

Stonewall Jackson won another victory at Cedar Mountain on August 9. Lin-

coln and his new general in chief Henry W. Halleck decided, over McClellan’s

protest, to withdraw the Army of the Potomac from the Virginia Peninsula

southeast of Richmond to reinforce the newly created Army of Virginia under

General John Pope along the Rappahannock River. Lee decided to strike before

most of these reinforcements could arrive. In a complicated set of maneuvers

he sent Jackson’s corps on a long flanking march to get into Pope’s rear, then

reunited the army near the Manassas battlefield of the previous year. On Au-

gust 29–30 the Army of Northern Virginia withstood a series of disjointed at-

tacks by Pope and then counterattacked to win one of the most decisive victo-

ries of Lee’s career. Lee decided to make this triumph a springboard for an

invasion of Maryland to win that state for the Confederacy and perhaps to

conquer a peace on previously Union soil. At the same time, two Confederate

armies were in Kentucky carrying out what appeared to be a successful
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invasion of that state as well. On September 4 the Army of Northern Virginia

began crossing the Potomac River into Maryland.

The news of Second Manassas and of Lee’s invasion accelerated the pace of in-

tervention discussions in London and Paris. Benjamin Moran, secretary of the

American legation in London, reported that “the rebels here are elated beyond

measure” by tidings of Lee’s victory at Manassas. Moran was disgusted by the

“exultation of the British press. . . . I confess to losing my temper when I see my

bleeding country wantonly insulted in her hour of disaster.” Further word that

Lee had invaded Maryland produced in Moran “a sense of mortification. . . .

The effect of this news here, is to make those who were our friends ashamed to

own the fact. . . . The Union is regarded as hopelessly gone.”22 The French

foreign secretary told the American minister in Paris that these events proved

“the undertaking of conquering the South is impossible.” The British chancel-

lor of the exchequer, William Gladstone, said that it was “certain in the opinion

of the whole world except one of the parties . . . that the South cannot be

conquered. . . . It is our absolute duty to recognise . . . that Southern indepen-

dence is established.”23

Gladstone was not a new convert to this position. The real danger to Union

interests came from the potential conversion of Palmerston. After Second Man-

assas he seemed ready to intervene in the American war. The Federals “got a

very complete smashing,” he wrote to Russell (who was still abroad with the

queen), “and it seems not altogether unlikely that still greater disasters await

them, and that even Washington or Baltimore might fall into the hands of the

Confederates.” If something like that happened, “would it not be time for us to

consider whether . . . England and France might not address the contending

parties and recommend an arrangement on the basis of separation?” Russell

needed little persuasion. He concurred, and added that if the North refused to

accept mediation, “we ought ourselves to recognise the Southern States as an

independent State.”24

On September 24 (before news of Antietam arrived in England), Palmerston

informed Gladstone of the plan to hold a cabinet meeting on the subject when

Russell returned in October. The proposal would be made to both sides: “an

Armistice and Cessation of the Blockades with a View to Negotiation on the Ba-

sis of Separation,” to be followed by diplomatic recognition of the Confederacy.25

But Palmerston and Russell agreed to take no action “till we see a little more into

the results of the Southern invasion. . . . If the Federals sustain a great defeat . . .

[their] Cause will be manifestly hopeless . . . and the iron should be struck while
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it is hot. If, on the other hand, they should have the best of it, we may wait a while

and see what may follow.”26

Little more than a week later, the news of Antietam and of Lee’s retreat to

Virginia arrived in Europe. These reports came as “a bitter draught and a stun-

ning blow” to friends of the Confederacy in Britain, wrote American legation

secretary Moran. “They express as much chagrin as if they themselves had

been defeated.”27

The London Times certainly was stunned by the “exceedingly remarkable”

outcome of Antietam.“An army demoralized by a succession of failures,” in the

words of a Times editorial, “has suddenly proved at least equal, and we may

probably say superior, to an army elated with triumph and bent upon a con-

tinuation of its conquests.” Calling Lee’s invasion of Maryland “a failure,” the

normally pro-Southern Times admitted that “the Confederates have suffered

their first important check exactly at the period when they might have been

thought most assured of victory.”28 Other British newspapers expressed simi-

lar sentiments. The Union victories at South Mountain (a preliminary battle

three days before Antietam) and Antietam restored “our drooping credit here,”

reported American minister Charles Francis Adams. Most Englishmen had ex-

pected the Confederates to capture Washington, and “the surprise” at their re-

treat “has been quite in proportion. . . . As a consequence, less and less appears

to be thought of mediation and intervention.”29

Adams’s prognosis was correct. Palmerston backed away from the idea of

intervention. The only favorable condition for mediation “would be the great

success of the South against the North,” he pointed out to Foreign Secretary

Russell on October 2. “That state of things seemed ten days ago to be ap-

proaching,” but with Antietam “its advance has been lately checked.” Thus “the

whole matter is full of difficulty,” and nothing could be done until the situation

became more clear. By October 22 it was clear to Palmerston that Confederate

defeats had ended any chance for successful mediation. “I am therefore in-

clined to change the opinion I wrote you when the Confederates seemed to be

carrying all before them, and I am [convinced] . . . that we must continue merely

to be lookers-on till the war shall have taken a more decided turn.”30

Russell and Gladstone, plus Napoleon of France, did not give up easily. The

French asked Britain to join in a proposal for a six-month armistice in the

American war during which the blockade would be lifted, cotton exports would

be renewed, and peace negotiations would begin. France also approached Rus-

sia, which refused to take part in such an obviously pro-Confederate scheme.
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On November 12 the British cabinet also rejected it after two days of discus-

sions in which Secretary for War Sir George Cornewall Lewis led the opposition

to intervention. In a letter six days later to King Leopold of Belgium, who fa-

vored the Confederacy and supported intervention, Palmerston explained the

reasons for Britain’s refusal to act. “Some months ago,” wrote Palmerston, when

“the Confederates were gaining ground to the North of Washington, and events

seemed to be in their favor,” an “opportunity for making some communication”

appeared imminent. But “the tide of war changed its course and the opportu-

nity did not arrive.”31

Most disappointed of all by this outcome was James Mason, who was left

cooling his heels by the British refusal to recognize his own diplomatic status

as well as that of his government. On the eve of the arrival in London of news

about Antietam, Mason had been “much cheered and elated” by initial reports

of Lee’s invasion. The earl of Shaftesbury, Prime Minister Palmerston’s son-in-

law, had told Mason that “the event you so strongly desire,” an offer of media-

tion and recognition, “is very close at hand.” Antietam dashed these hopes and

soured Mason on the “obdurate” British; he felt “that I should terminate the

mission here.”32 He decided to stay on, but never again did his mission come so

close to success as it had in September 1862.

Another consequence of Antietam with an important impact abroad was

Lincoln’s issuance of a preliminary Emancipation Proclamation. During the

war’s first year the North had professed to fight only for Union. Even as late as

August 1862, in his famous public letter to New York Tribune editor Horace

Greeley, Lincoln had said that if he could save the Union without touching slav-

ery he would do it. This position alienated many potential British friends of the

Union cause. Since “the North does not proclaim abolition and never pre-

tended to fight for anti-slavery,” wrote one of them,“how can we be fairly called

upon to sympathize so warmly with the Federal cause? . . . If they would ensure

for their struggle the sympathies of Englishmen, they must abolish slavery.”33

In his letter to Greeley, however, Lincoln had also said that if he could save

the Union by freeing some or all of the slaves, he would do that. In fact, he had

already decided to take this fateful step and had so informed his cabinet on July

22. Secretary of State Seward persuaded him to withhold the proclamation “un-

til you can give it to the country supported by military success.” Otherwise, in

this time of Northern despair over the military reverses in the Seven Days bat-

tles and elsewhere, the world might view such an edict “as the last measure of an

exhausted government, a cry for help . . . our last shriek, on the retreat.”34
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The wait for a military victory to give the proclamation legitimacy and im-

petus proved to be a long and discouraging one. But Antietam brought the

waiting to an end. Five days after the battle, Lincoln issued a proclamation

warning Confederate states that unless they returned to the Union by January

1, 1863, their slaves “shall be then, thenceforward, and forever free.”35

Europeans responded to this preliminary proclamation with some skepti-

cism. But when January 1 came and Lincoln fulfilled his promise, a historic

shift in European—especially British—opinion took place. “The Emancipa-

tion Proclamation has done more for us here than all our former victories and

all our diplomacy,” wrote Henry Adams from London. “It is creating an almost

convulsive reaction in our favor all over this country.” Huge mass meetings in

every part of Britain—some fifty of them in all—adopted pro-Union resolu-

tions.36 The largest of these meetings, at Exeter Hall in London, “has had a

powerful effect on our newspapers and politicians,” wrote Richard Cobden,

one of the most pro-Union members of Parliament. “It has closed the mouths

of those who have been advocating the side of the South. Recognition of the

South, by England, whilst it bases itself on Negro slavery, is an impossibility.”

Similar reports came from elsewhere in Europe. “The anti-slavery position of

the government is at length giving us a substantial foothold in European cir-

cles,” wrote the American minister to the Netherlands. “Everyone can under-

stand the significance of a war where emancipation is written on one banner

and slavery on the other.”37

Antietam was unquestionably the most important battle of the Civil War in

its impact on foreign relations. Never again did Britain and France come so

close to intervention; never again did the Confederacy come so close to recog-

nition by foreign governments. In the Revolution, the battle of Saratoga brought

French intervention, which was the key to ultimate American victory. In the

Civil War, Antietam turned out to be the Saratoga that failed.
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6

To Conquer a Peace? Lee’s Goals 

in the Gettysburg Campaign

77

GENERAL ROBERT E. LEE WROTE two official reports on the Gettysburg cam-

paign: a preliminary after-action account on July 31, 1863, and a final

report on January 20, 1864. In these documents he summarized the five main

objectives of his invasion of Pennsylvania:

1) To draw the Union Army of the Potomac away from the Rappa-

hannock River line.

2) To take the initiative away from the enemy and disrupt any offen-

sive plans General Joseph Hooker might have had for the rest of

the summer.

3) To drive Union occupation forces out of Winchester and the lower

Shenandoah Valley.

4) To draw Union forces away from other theaters to reinforce

Hooker.

5) To take the armies out of war-ravaged Virginia and to provide the

Army of Northern Virginia with food, forage, horses, and other

supplies from the rich agricultural countryside of Pennsylvania.1

If Lee’s goals were indeed limited to these five objectives, the Gettysburg cam-

paign was a Confederate success. Lee did seize the initiative from Hooker; he

did draw him away from the Rappahannock and disrupt any possible Union of-

fensive in Virginia for the rest of the summer. The campaign did clear the lower

Shenandoah Valley of enemy troops under General Robert Milroy and in fact

captured four thousand of them. During the three to four weeks the Army of

Northern Virginia was in Pennsylvania it lived very well off the enemy’s coun-

try. And according to Kent Masterson Brown’s book Retreat from Gettysburg,

the Confederates seized enough food and forage and animals in Pennsylvania

to keep the army supplied for months to come. The fifth objective Lee men-

tioned was achieved with qualified success: The only Union forces drawn from



elsewhere during the campaign were five brigades from the Washington

defenses—although after the battle some Northern units were shifted from the

southern Atlantic coast to reinforce the Army of the Potomac.

The implication in Lee’s reports that his goals in the Gettysburg campaign

were limited, and largely achieved, is at least partly consistent with some mod-

ern studies of the campaign. They challenge the traditional view that Gettys-

burg was a disastrous Confederate defeat that shattered Lee’s hopes for a war-

winning victory on Northern soil. They also reject the notion that Gettysburg

was a crucial turning point toward ultimate Union victory in the war. Accord-

ing to historians who question these traditional interpretations, Lee’s incur-

sion into Pennsylvania was a raid, not an invasion. A smashing victory over the

Army of the Potomac would have been a nice bonus, but it was not the main

goal of the raid. The Union victory at Gettysburg was merely defensive, and

the Army of Northern Virginia got away with its spoils and lived to fight an-

other day—indeed, many other days, as the war continued for almost two

more years. It was only in retrospect and in memory that Gettysburg became

the climactic battle and turning point of the war.2

Some of these arguments are self-evidently correct. The war did go on for

almost two more years, and the Confederacy still had a chance to win it as late

as August 1864 by wearing out the Northern will to continue fighting. Rebel

foraging parties did scour hundreds of square miles of south-central Pennsyl-

vania for whatever they could find and take—including many African Ameri-

cans carried back to Virginia into slavery.

But we might ask whether all these spoils were worth the 28,000 or more ca-

sualties suffered by Confederates in the campaign as a whole, including the

nightmare retreat. Of this number at least 18,000 men were gone for good

from the Army of Northern Virginia—dead, imprisoned, or so badly wounded

that they could never fight again. And we might also ask whether, even though

Gettysburg was not a decisive turning point toward imminent Union victory,

it might have been a decisive turning point away from a Confederate victory

that could have demoralized the Army of the Potomac and the Northern peo-

ple and might also have neutralized the loss of Vicksburg.

But what about Lee’s official reports that set forth no such ambitious pur-

pose for his invasion—or raid? To disagree with Lee is not to question his in-

tegrity. He told the truth in his reports. But he appears not to have told the

whole truth. There is a considerable amount of evidence that he had more

sweeping goals for his invasion of Pennsylvania than he described.
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We need first to provide a context for this evidence. A fundamental assump-

tion underlay Lee’s military strategy, not only in the Gettysburg campaign but

also in the war as a whole. Lee believed that the North’s greater population and

resources would make Union victory inevitable in a prolonged war of attrition,

so long as the Northern people had the will to employ those superior resources.

The only way the Confederacy could achieve its independence, Lee thought, was

to win battlefield victories while the South had the strength to do so, victories

that would if possible cripple the enemy’s main army and demoralize the North-

ern people to the point they became convinced that continuing to fight was not

worth the cost in lives and resources. Lee believed that these battlefield victories

could not be won by sitting back and waiting for the enemy to take the initia-

tive. The only time he did that, before 1864 at least, was at Fredericksburg in

December 1862, a defensive Confederate victory that Lee found frustrating be-

cause the defeated enemy was able to pull back over the Rappahannock without

further harm. Even at Antietam, where the Confederates fought a tactically de-

fensive battle except for localized counterattacks, the battle itself was the culmi-

nation of Lee’s strategic offensive. During the battle—indeed, the day after it as

well—Lee looked for ways to take the tactical offensive even with his exhausted

and depleted army. And following his retreat across the Potomac after Antie-

tam, Lee still wanted to recross into Maryland farther upriver to continue his

offensive, and expressed frustration over the army’s inability to do so.

From the moment he took command of the Army of Northern Virginia, Lee

had sought openings for a knockout blow. After driving McClellan back to the

James River at the cost of 20,000 Confederate casualties in the Seven Days bat-

tles, Lee did not bask in his victory but instead lamented that “our success has

not been as great or as complete as I could have desired. . . . Under ordinary

circumstances the Federal Army should have been destroyed.”3

Destroyed!! This Napoleonic vision continued to be Lee’s guiding star for

the next year. Just as Napoleon had destroyed enemy armies at Austerlitz and

Jena-Auerstadt, forcing Austria, Russia, and Prussia to sue for peace on his

terms, Lee hoped for similar if perhaps less spectacular results from the Seven

Days, from the invasion of Maryland in 1862—and from the invasion of Penn-

sylvania in 1863.

In the Antietam and Gettysburg campaigns Lee linked his military initiatives

to proposals for parallel political initiatives to achieve the goal of Confederate

independence. After his victory at Second Manassas, Lee believed the enemy

army was “much weakened and demoralized,” he wrote to Jefferson Davis. Now

TO CONQUER A PEACE? 79



was the time to give them that knockout blow. Braxton Bragg’s and Edmund

Kirby Smith’s armies were invading Kentucky at the same time that Lee’s men

crossed the Potomac into Maryland. In a Napoleonic proclamation to his

troops on September 6, 1862, Lee declared: “Soldiers, press onward! Let the

armies of the East and West vie with each other in discipline, bravery, and activ-

ity, and our brethren of our sister States [Maryland and Kentucky] will soon be

released from tyranny, and our independence be established on a sure and abid-

ing basis.”4

Lee was an avid reader of Northern newspapers smuggled across the lines.

From them he gleaned not only bits of military intelligence but also—and

more important in this case—information about Northern politics and the

growing disillusionment with the war among Democrats and despair among

Republicans. One of Lee’s purposes in the Maryland invasion was to intensify

this Northern demoralization in advance of the congressional elections in the fall

of 1862. He hoped that Confederate military success would encourage antiwar

candidates. If Democrats could gain control of the House, it might cripple the

Lincoln administration’s ability to carry on the war. On September 8 Lee out-

lined his ideas on this matter in a letter to Davis.“The present posture of affairs,”

Lee wrote,“places it in [our] power . . . to propose [to the Union government] . . .

the recognition of our independence.” Such a proposal, coming when “it is in

our power to inflict injury on our adversary . . . would enable the people of the

United States to determine at their coming elections whether they will support

those who favor a prolongation of the war, or those who wish to bring it to a

termination.”5

This desire to influence the Northern elections was one reason Lee gave se-

rious thought to resuming the campaign in Maryland even after Antietam.

That was not to be. Democrats did make significant gains in the 1862 congres-

sional elections, although Republicans managed to retain control of Congress.

But morale in the Army of the Potomac and among the Northern public

plunged to rock bottom in the early months of 1863 after the disaster at Fred-

ericksburg, the fiasco of the Mud March, and the failure of Grant’s initial ef-

forts to accomplish anything at Vicksburg. Antiwar Democrats in the North—

self-described as Peace Democrats but branded by Republicans as treasonable

Copperheads—became more outspoken and politically powerful than ever.

Lee followed these developments closely. In February he secretly ordered

Stonewall Jackson’s skilled topographical engineer, Jedediah Hotchkiss, to draw

detailed maps of south-central Pennsylvania from the Cumberland Valley to
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Harrisburg and all the way east to Philadelphia. Lee did not give Hotchkiss

such an assignment just because he liked to read maps.6

About this time Lee also read in Northern newspapers of General George B.

McClellan’s testimony to the congressional Committee on the Conduct of the

War about the finding of Lee’s Special Orders No. 191 in the Antietam cam-

paign. This solved the mystery of why McClellan had moved more quickly and

aggressively than Lee had anticipated. Stephen Sears suggests that this eye-

opening revelation may have convinced Lee that only an unlucky accident had

frustrated his ambitious goals for the first invasion of the North. With better

luck and tighter security he might succeed on a second try.7

By April 1863 Lee was beginning to plan that second invasion. Not only

would it sweep Milroy out of the Shenandoah Valley and force Hooker out of

Virginia, Lee informed Davis; it would also compel the Federals threatening

the coast of the Carolinas and General William S. Rosecrans’s Union Army of

the Cumberland to divert reinforcements to Hooker. The Army of the Po-

tomac would soon become weaker as the terms of 30,000 of its two-year men

who had enlisted in 1861 and nine-month men who had enlisted in 1862 be-

gan to expire. Now was the time, said Lee, to strike again with an invasion to

force Hooker’s reduced army into the open for another blow to discourage

Northern opinion. “If successful this year,” Lee wrote his wife on April 19,

“next fall there will be a great change in public opinion at the North. The Re-

publicans will be destroyed & I think the friends of peace will become so

strong that the next administration will go in on that basis.”8 Here indeed was

a bold strategic vision. It was not limited to a mere raid to take the armies out

of Virginia and obtain supplies.

Before Lee could begin to implement this vision, however, Hooker struck

first on the Rappahannock. Lee countered, sent Jackson on his famous flank

march, mesmerized Hooker, and forced him to hunker down in his entrench-

ments north of Chancellorsville by May 5. Intending to throw his knockout

punch right there before Hooker could get back over the river as Burnside had

done the previous December, Lee was bitterly disappointed when Hooker

slipped away on the night of May 5–6.

Even as they mourned Stonewall Jackson’s death, Southerners nevertheless

celebrated Chancellorsville as a great victory. But to Lee it was another empty

triumph that left the enemy to fight another day and also left the two armies

once again confronting each other across the Rappahannock as the sand in the

Confederacy’s hourglass dropped inexorably grain by grain. If the war was
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ever to be won, Lee believed, 1863 was the year; the South would only get

weaker and the North stronger if the conflict went on much longer. The men

and horses of the Army of Northern Virginia were on half rations as the Con-

federacy’s economy and rail network continued to deteriorate. Food and for-

age as well as the opportunity to maneuver the enemy into a position where

Lee could fight him to advantage beckoned from Pennsylvania.

But by the time General James Longstreet and his two divisions under Gen-

erals John Bell Hood and George Pickett rejoined the Army of Northern Vir-

ginia after their sojourn south of the James gathering supplies and threatening

the Union lines at Suffolk, Lee had to overcome competing visions of what

Confederate strategy should be. Grant was closing in on Vicksburg; Rosecrans

threatened General Braxton Bragg’s position in middle Tennessee; a Union

army/navy task force threatened General P.G.T. Beauregard at Charleston.

Longstreet suggested that he take Hood’s and Pickett’s divisions to reinforce

Bragg for an offensive against Rosecrans, which might also force Grant to re-

lease his tightening grip on Vicksburg. Secretary of War James Seddon and

Postmaster-General John Reagan gained a hearing from Jefferson Davis for

their proposal that Longstreet’s two divisions go directly to General John C.

Pemberton’s support at Vicksburg.

In conversations and correspondence during the second and third weeks of

May, however, Lee strongly opposed these proposals. It would take too long for

Longstreet’s men to get to Vicksburg for them to do any good, he said, and it was

not clear that Pemberton and Joseph Johnston would know what to do with

them if they did get there. Besides, the heat and diseases of a Deep South sum-

mer would loosen Grant’s grip. Even if Vicksburg fell, a successful invasion of

Pennsylvania would more than compensate for that loss. If Longstreet’s two

divisions went west, Lee warned, he might have to retreat into the Richmond

defenses.9

Lee won over Davis and Seddon. Most interesting of all, he won over

Longstreet, who now agreed with Lee that an invasion of Pennsylvania offered

the best opportunity “either to destroy the Yankees or bring them to terms,” as

Longstreet wrote to Senator Louis Wigfall of Texas on May 13.10 If the defensive-

minded Longstreet could talk like this, it seems even more likely that the

offensive-minded Lee went north looking for that Confederate Austerlitz or

Jena-Auerstadt. Longstreet later claimed he had extracted a promise from Lee

that he would maneuver in such a way as to fight only on the tactical defensive

in Pennsylvania. As Stephen Sears comments, however, “that of course was
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nonsense.”11 Lee might have been willing to fight on the tactical defensive if

he could do so on ground or under conditions that gave him the opportunity

to win the kind of victory he felt had eluded him at Fredericksburg and

Chancellorsville—but he certainly could not have made such a binding promise

to Longstreet. And almost everything Lee said or did in Pennsylvania indicated

that he had always meant to keep the initiative by attacking.

In any event, plans for the invasion went forward. Davis scraped up some

reinforcements for the Army of Northern Virginia, though not as many as Lee

had hoped for. Nevertheless, he was confident as his army started north. His

reading of Northern newspapers and other intelligence reports convinced him

that the Northern people were demoralized. Regiment after regiment of two-

year and nine-month men in the Army of the Potomac was being demobilized.

On June 23 Confederate division commander Dorsey Pender wrote to his wife:

“It is stated on all sides that Hooker has a small army and that it is very much

demoralized. General Lee says he wants to meet him as soon as possible.”12 Lee

had taken Hooker’s measure at Chancellorsville and now spoke of him with

thinly veiled contempt as “Mr. F. J. Hooker” in a sarcastic reference to Hooker’s

“Fighting Joe” nickname in the Northern press.

Lee believed his own army to be “invincible,” he told General Hood. “They

will go anywhere and do anything if properly led.”13 Proper leadership after

Jackson’s death and other Chancellorsville casualties was a problem, to be sure.

Lee reorganized the army into three corps with Generals Richard Ewell and

A. P. Hill as new corps commanders. Their record as division commanders un-

der Jackson gave promise of vigorous, hard-hitting leadership in their new

role. And that is precisely what Lee expected of them. Lee went into Pennsylva-

nia as he had gone into Maryland the year before, not merely on a raid for sup-

plies but looking for a fight—perhaps even a war-winning fight. In a conversa-

tion with General Isaac Trimble on June 27, when most of the Army of

Northern Virginia was at Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, and when Lee believed

the enemy was still south of the Potomac, he told Trimble: “When they hear

where we are, they will make forced marches . . . probably through Frederick,

broken down with hunger and hard marching, strung out on a long line and

much demoralized, when they come into Pennsylvania. I shall throw an over-

whelming force on their advance, crush it, follow up the success, drive one

corps back on another, and by successive repulses and surprises, before they

can concentrate, create a panic and virtually destroy the army.” Then “the war

will be over and we shall achieve the recognition of our independence.”14
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Trimble wrote these words twenty years later, and one might question their

literal accuracy—even though Trimble said the conversation was vivid in his

memory and he was confident that he quoted Lee almost verbatim. In any

case, Trimble surely did not make up Lee’s words out of whole cloth. They

were consistent with Lee’s tactical decisions at Gettysburg even though many

of the assumptions underlying his conversation with Trimble turned out to

have been wrong: The Army of the Potomac was north of the river, it was not

strung out or demoralized, and it was no longer commanded by Mr. F. J.

Hooker. Even so, at Gettysburg Lee ordered an attack—again an attack—and

again attacks, almost as if to make his predictions to Trimble come true.

As he had done during the invasion of Maryland the previous September,

Lee offered some political advice to Jefferson Davis. This advice also was con-

sistent with his prediction to Trimble that a crushing military victory would

enable Davis to extract a peace agreement from the United States government

that would recognize Confederate independence. Lee’s reading of Northern

newspapers had convinced him that “the rising peace party in the North,” as he

described the Copperheads, offered the South a “means of dividing and weak-

ening our enemies.” It was true, Lee acknowledged in a letter to Davis on June

10, that the Copperheads professed to favor reunion as the object of the peace

negotiations they were clamoring for, while of course the Confederate goal in

any such negotiations would be independence. But it would do no harm, Lee

advised Davis, to play along with this reunion sentiment to weaken Northern

support for the war, which “after all is what we are interested in bringing

about. When peace is proposed to us it will be time enough to discuss its

terms, and it is not the part of prudence to spurn the proposition in advance,

merely because those who made it believe, or affect to believe, that it will result

in bringing us back to the Union.”15

Lee concluded his letter with a broad hint that Davis “will best know how to

give effect” to Lee’s views. Davis did indeed think he knew a way to offer the

olive branch of a victorious peace at the same time that Lee’s sword won that

victory in the field. About the time he received Lee’s letter, Davis also opened

one from Vice President Alexander H. Stephens suggesting a mission to Wash-

ington under flag of truce. The ostensible purpose would be a negotiation to

renew the cartel for prisoner of war exchanges, which had broken down be-

cause of the Confederate threat to execute or reenslave captured officers and

men of black regiments. But the real purpose would be negotiation of a peace

on the basis of Confederate independence. Davis immediately summoned
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Stephens from Georgia to Richmond with the intention of sending him into

Pennsylvania with the army as a sort of minister plenipotentiary to start nego-

tiations after Lee won a military victory.16

Stephens arrived too late to catch up with the troops; and he protested that

the enemy would never receive him anyway if he accompanied the army. So

Davis sent him under flag of truce to Fortress Monroe, where he arrived on

July 2 and had word sent to Lincoln asking permission to come to Washington.

The press in Richmond may have gotten wind of this affair. In any case the ini-

tial news from Lee’s invasion that filtered back from Pennsylvania was highly

encouraging. An editorial in the Richmond Examiner reflected a widespread

sentiment in the South in early July: “The present movement of General Lee

will be of infinite value as disclosing the easy susceptibility of the North to in-

vasion. Not even the Chinese are less prepared by previous habits of life and

education for martial resistance than the Yankees. We can carry our armies far

into the enemy’s country, exacting peace by blows leveled at his vitals.”17

That was precisely what Lee hoped to do. But first, on June 28, he ordered

Ewell with two divisions, supported by Longstreet, to move north against Har-

risburg. Having already cut the Baltimore & Ohio Railroad, Lee intended to

destroy the Pennsylvania Railroad bridge and tracks at Harrisburg in order to

cut all the links between the Midwest and Washington, Baltimore, and Philadel-

phia. Believing that the Army of the Potomac was still south of its namesake

river, Lee thought he had time to carry out this demolition before concentrat-

ing to carry out a similar demolition of Hooker’s army.

But that very evening of June 28 Lee received word from Longstreet’s spy

James (or Henry—his first name is uncertain) Harrison that the enemy was near

the Maryland/Pennsylvania border, much closer and more concentrated than

Lee—in the absence of any word from Jeb Stuart—had realized. Recall orders

went off to Ewell’s divisions, including Jubal Early’s on the Susquehanna River

east of York, to concentrate at Gettysburg or Cashtown, and Lee headed that

way himself on June 29. Two days later the battle of Gettysburg began.

It began without Lee’s presence, and in a sense against his wishes and his or-

ders to subordinates not to bring on a battle until the army was concentrated.

But once he made the decision to go in with everything he had, about three

o’clock on the afternoon of July 1, he did not deviate from his intention to

seize and hold the initiative by repeatedly attacking in an attempt to win the

kind of victory that would destroy the enemy that had eluded him since the

Seven Days battles a year earlier. “The enemy is there,” Lee told Longstreet on
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the morning of July 2 and again the next morning, pointing to Cemetery

Ridge, “and I am going to attack him there.”

As late as the morning of July 3—perhaps even as late as 3:30 that

afternoon—Lee still hoped and planned for a Cannae victory. His orders for July

3 included not only the attack we now call Pickett’s Charge—or the Pickett-

Pettigrew assault—but also an attack on Culp’s Hill and a coup-de-grace strike

by Stuart’s six thousand cavalry swooping down on the Union rear while Pickett

and Ewell punched through the center and rolled up the right.

By 4:00 p.m. on July 3 these hopes had been shattered. A day later a telegram

arrived in Washington from the Union naval commander at Hampton Roads

(ironically named Samuel Phillips Lee) notifying President Lincoln of Alexan-

der H. Stephens’s desire to meet with him. Having already heard the news from

Gettysburg, Lincoln sent back a brusque refusal.18 And the war continued.
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7

The Last Rebel: Jesse James

ONE OF THE ENDURING MYTHS of American folklore is that Jesse James was a

home-grown Robin Hood who “stole from the rich and gave to the

poor,” in the words of “The Ballad of Jesse James,” which enjoyed a revived

popularity among the romantic Left in the 1960s. Supported by Hollywood

movies, pulp fiction, and even serious scholarship, this image has dominated

our understanding of the post–Civil War James gang and other Western out-

laws. The British historian Eric J. Hobsbawm placed James squarely in the

category of “social bandit.” He was a “primitive rebel,” a “noble robber” who

championed “a special type of peasant protest and rebellion.” He was one of

the “peasant outlaws . . . who remain within peasant society, and are consid-

ered by their people as heroes, as champions, avengers, fighters for justice.”1

One problem with this interpretation, noted the eminent historian of the

American West Richard White, is that “Jesse James could not be a peasant

champion because there were no American peasants to champion.” White pro-

vides a variation of the primitive-rebel theme, however, by endorsing the idea

that “the portrait of the outlaw as a strong man righting his own wrongs and

taking his own revenge had a deep appeal to a society concerned with the place

of masculinity and masculine virtues in a newly industrialized and seemingly

effete order.”2 Another historian, David Thelen, elaborated these themes in his

study of rural resistance to modernization in postwar Missouri. The instru-

ments and master symbols of efforts “to convert farming from a traditional

way of life into a profitable business” were banks and railroads—the very insti-

tutions that the James band robbed. “At the center of popular support for the

bandits,” writes Thelen, was the belief that by attacking these institutions the

robbers “defended traditional values. . . . Jesse James rose to fame following

the classical pattern of the world’s great social bandits.”3

James’s biographer T. J. Stiles will have none of it. Easiest for him to refute is

the Robin Hood myth: “There is no evidence that [the James gang] did anything
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with their loot except spend it on themselves.”4 Popular stories such as the one

that told of Jesse giving a poor widow the mortgage money and then getting it

back by robbing the rapacious banker are folklore. The unromantic truth is that

Jesse spent much of his ill-gotten gains on fine horseflesh and gambling.

Stiles also disposes easily of the image of social bandits defending the peas-

antry. The James family owned seven slaves and a substantial farm that grew

hemp and tobacco for the market before the Civil War. Most of the other out-

laws came from a similar background in Missouri’s “Little Dixie,” the prosper-

ous counties bordering the Missouri River and containing the greatest concen-

tration of slaves in the state. Rather than being “primitive rebels,” the bandits’

“families had owned a larger-than-average number of slaves,” and “their fami-

lies and supporters were among the most market-minded farmers in the state.”5

What about the argument that by robbing banks and trains, the James gang

was making a statement against modernizing capitalism? Jesse James would

have considered this notion a great joke. He would surely have agreed with a

famous bandit of a later generation, Willie Sutton. When someone asked Sut-

ton why he robbed banks, he supposedly replied: “Because that’s where the

money is.” The same was true in Missouri and its neighboring states after the

Civil War. As for railroads, Stiles points out that James’s train robberies were

not directed at the railroads as such but at the express companies that shipped

cash and other valuables in the baggage cars. The robbers went after the ex-

press company safes because that’s where the money was.

But if James was not Robin Hood, or a social bandit, or a rural enemy of

capitalism, was he merely a criminal motivated by greed? Certainly not, ac-

cording to Stiles. The key to understanding James and what he stood for was

the Civil War, especially the vicious guerrilla war within the larger war that

plagued Missouri. Forced to a decision between Union and Confederacy in

1861, most Missourians chose the Union. But support for the Confederacy was

strong in Little Dixie, especially in the counties flanking the Missouri River

just east of the Kansas border. In these counties lived most of the men and boys

who went into the brush as Confederate guerrillas, including Frank and Jesse

James, who were only seventeen and thirteen years old respectively when the

war began.

But they grew up quickly under the tutelage of such psychopathic killers as

William Clarke Quantrill, “Bloody Bill” Anderson, and Archie Clement. Frank

James rode with Quantrill in the raid of August 1863 across the border to

Lawrence, Kansas, hated capital of the Free State Party in the antebellum
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Kansas wars between proslavery and antislavery forces. The raiders seized all

the unarmed males they could find in Lawrence and murdered them in cold

blood—nearly two hundred in all. Both Frank and Jesse were with Bloody Bill

Anderson in a band of eighty men who rode into Centralia, Missouri, on Sep-

tember 27, 1864. They burned a train, robbed its passengers, and took twenty-

three unarmed Union soldiers traveling home on furlough, some of them

wounded convalescents, and ruthlessly murdered all but one of them. Chased

out of town by Union militia, the guerrillas picked up 175 allies from other

bands, ambushed their pursuers, and killed 124 of the 147 militia, including

the wounded, whom they shot in the head.

These experiences were Jesse and Frank James’s education in a crusade to de-

fend slavery and disunion. A study of the social origins of Missouri’s Confeder-

ate guerrillas shows that they came from families (like the James family) that

were three times more likely to own slaves and possessed twice as much wealth

as the average Missouri family. The Younger brothers (Cole, Jim, Bob, and John),

who formed the core of the postwar James gang along with Jesse and Frank, were

the sons of Jackson County’s richest slaveowner.6 One of the motifs of Jesse

James’s life grew out of this context. “His entire existence,” writes Stiles, “was

tightly wrapped around the struggle for—or, rather, against—black freedom.”7

He fought during the war against emancipation and after the war against the Re-

publican Party that freed and enfranchised the slaves.

Persistent Confederate loyalties were the glue that bound the James gang to-

gether after the war and motivated their crimes. Wartime bushwhacking

turned into Reconstruction banditry. “Like the Ku Klux Klan and other groups

of rebel veterans in the Deep South,” maintains Stiles, “the bushwhackers

served as irregular shock troops in the Confederate resurgence after the war.”8

Many of the banks and express companies struck by the James gang were

owned by individuals or groups associated with the “Radicals”—the Republi-

can Party nationally as well as in Missouri.

When Confederate soldiers surrendered at Appomattox and elsewhere, the

Civil War of 1861–65 ended, only to start up again in the new form of violent

resistance by the Klan and other paramilitary organizations to Reconstruction

efforts to enforce the civil and political rights of freed slaves. In Missouri the

conflict never really ended at all. Wartime hatreds between Unionist and Con-

federate Missourians continued at almost the same level through the early years

of Reconstruction, when Republicans controlled the state and their militia

fought the same guerrilla outlaws they had fought during the war. The James
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brothers and their friends “began to rebel against Missouri’s homegrown Re-

construction with the same methods they had used during the war, ranging

from robbery to intimidation to murder.”9

Bloody Bill Anderson and Quantrill had been killed during the war; Archie

Clement, a cold-blooded killer who was young Jesse’s hero, met the same fate at

the hands of Republican militia in 1866. Jesse vowed revenge; from then on he

emerged as the most ruthless of the guerrilla outlaws who were sustained by

the support and cover of the same pro-Confederate regions of Little Dixie that

had sheltered them and served as their base during the war.

Jesse waged this continuing war with his pen as well as with his six-shooters.

He revealed a talent for obfuscation and self-promotion in numerous letters he

wrote for publication in newspapers identified with the ex-Confederate faction

of the Missouri Democratic Party. In this enterprise he was aided by John

Newman Edwards, a journalist who had served as adjutant to Confederate

general Joseph Shelby during the war. Vowing never to surrender, Shelby and a

few hundred followers, including Edwards, had made their way to Mexico in

1865. There they cultivated the favor of Ferdinand Maximilian, whom Louis

Napoleon of France had installed as emperor of Mexico in 1864. When repub-

lican forces under Benito Juárez overthrew and executed Maximilian in 1867,

Shelby and his men returned to Missouri. Edwards soon took up his editorial

pen and used it to glorify James and his gang as knights fighting the good fight

against Radicalism.

After one of the James and Younger brothers’ most audacious robberies, a

heist of the cashbox from the ticket booth at the Kansas City fair, Edwards

wrote an editorial titled “The Chivalry of Crime” that foreshadowed the whole

noble-outlaw myth. “There are things done for money and for revenge of

which the daring of the act is the picture and the crime is the frame,” wrote Ed-

wards. “A feat of stupendous nerve and fearlessness that makes one’s hair rise

to think of it, with a condiment of crime to season it, becomes chivalric; po-

etic; superb.” These guerrilla bandits, claimed Edwards, “might have sat with

ARTHUR at the Round Table, ridden at tourney with Sir LANCELOT or worn

the colors of GUINEVERE.”10

Heady stuff, but Jesse James went it one better in a letter to the Kansas City

Times signed by Jack Shepherd, Dick Turpin, and Claude Duval—famous ban-

dits of European folklore. “Some editors call us thieves,” wrote Jesse. “We are

not thieves—we are bold robbers. I am proud of the name, for Alexander the

Great was a bold robber, and Julius Caesar, and Napoleon Bonaparte.” Written
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during the heated presidential election campaign of 1872, Jesse’s letter pro-

moted his self-image as Confederate martyr and Robin Hood. “Just let a party

of men commit a bold robbery, and the cry is hang them,” he wrote,“but Grant

and his party can steal millions, and it is all right. . . . It makes me feel like they

were trying to put me on a par with Grant and his party. . . . They rob the poor

and rich, and we rob the rich and give to the poor.”11

By the 1870s Democrats had “redeemed” (their word) Missouri from Repub-

lican rule, and the ex-Confederate wing of the party had regained respectability.

So long as the James gang carried out its robberies and murders within or close

to Missouri, it was able to defy county sheriffs, state militia, bounty hunters,

and even the Pinkerton detective agency. When the outlaws ventured farther

afield, however, they courted trouble. And nowhere did they find more trouble

than in Northfield, Minnesota, 450 miles north of their usual hunting grounds.

Why did they go to Northfield in 1876? The answer reveals much about the per-

sistent Confederate ideology and actions of these outlaws.

To Northfield earlier in 1876 had come Adelbert Ames to join his father and

brother in running the local flour mill. Ames was no ordinary miller, however.

He was a West Point graduate (class of 1861) and a Medal of Honor winner in

the Civil War, in which he became one of the best Union division commanders.

After the war he was stationed with occupation forces in Mississippi and

elected as the first Republican senator from that state in 1870. One of the most

idealistic of the “carpetbaggers,” Ames was a strong supporter of equal rights

for blacks. In 1873 he was elected governor of Mississippi. During the legisla-

tive elections of 1875, however, white Mississippians formed “rifle clubs” and

carried out the “Mississippi Plan” to win the state for Democrats by violence,

intimidation, and murder. Ames appealed for federal troops, but the Grant ad-

ministration refused. Democrats won the election; a disillusioned Ames left

the state and soon went to Northfield.

Ames was everything Jesse James detested: a leader of the victorious army

that had crushed James’s beloved Confederacy; an idealistic radical who had

worked for racial justice; and perhaps worst of all, the son-in-law of notorious

(in Southern eyes) Radical Republican congressman Benjamin Butler. When

Jesse James learned that Ames had settled in Northfield, he decided to make his

biggest political statement yet by robbing the local bank, in which Ames and

Butler were rumored to have deposited $75,000. With seven other men includ-

ing his brother Frank and three of the Younger brothers, Jesse headed north in

August 1876.
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The robbery attempt on September 7 turned into the worst disaster of James’s

career as the self-proclaimed Napoleon of crime. The cashier of the bank (a

Union veteran) refused to open the vault—for which James murdered him in

cold blood—while the citizens of Northfield fought back, killing two of the

bandits and wounding all three of the Youngers before the robbers could flee

the town. The aroused Minnesota countryside swarmed with posses that cap-

tured the three Youngers and killed one other bandit. They also wounded

Frank and Jesse, who nevertheless escaped and eventually made their way back

to Missouri in an epic feat of endurance. Nevertheless, it was the beginning of

the end for Jesse James. Frank temporarily went straight and tried to become a

farmer, though he lapsed and joined Jesse in more robberies. Several other

members of the old gang were killed or captured. The political climate in Mis-

souri had changed. The ex-Confederate faction made its peace with the Unionist

wing of the Democratic Party. Many Democrats now saw James as a liability

because he had made Missouri a byword for crime that frightened away in-

vestment and immigration. The most famous desperado in America, the

sandy-haired Jesse grew a beard, dyed it black, and lived under a false name in

Tennessee for a time before returning to Missouri, where there was now a price

of $10,000 on his head. He recruited new members for his gang, but none of

them had roots in the Civil War guerrilla soil, and they felt none of the loyalty

that had so strongly bonded the original guerrilla outlaws. Two of these new

recruits, Charley and Bob Ford, betrayed Jesse for the $10,000 reward and shot

him dead on April 3, 1882.

After reading this biography, no one can doubt that the driving force of Jesse

James’s career was persistent Confederate ideology and loyalty. But T. J. Stiles

concludes the book with a troubling question that remains unanswered. It is

true, he writes, that James was “daring, brave, and capable of astonishing feats

of endurance,” but “it is also true that most of his homicide victims after the

Civil War were unarmed and helpless, as were many of the men he murdered

as a teenage guerrilla. So why do so many still worship him as a hero?”12 Why

indeed? The answer lies in what both contemporaries and later commentators

have chosen to see in Jesse James—Robin Hood, social bandit, scourge of

capitalism—rather than in what he really stood for.
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Long-Legged Yankee Lies: The Lost 

Cause Textbook Crusade
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WOODROW WILSON WAS THE FIRST native-born Southerner to be elected

president (in 1912) since Zachary Taylor in 1848. On July 4, 1913, Wil-

son had been in office exactly four months when he addressed a huge reunion

of Union and Confederate veterans who had come to Gettysburg to commem-

orate the fiftieth anniversary of that Civil War battle. “How wholesome and

healing the peace has been!” Wilson exulted. “We have found one another

again as brothers and comrades, in arms, enemies no longer, generous friends

rather, our battles long past, the quarrel forgotten.”1 The spirit of this joint re-

union of Blue and Gray was captured by a photograph of septuagenarian Con-

federate veterans shaking hands with their Union counterparts across the

stone wall where so much death had occurred fifty years earlier at the climax of

Pickett’s Charge.

This reconciliation of once-bitter enemies was achieved at the cost of justice

to the freed slaves and their descendants. Flush with victory in 1865 and deter-

mined to secure “the fruits of victory” by planting Yankee institutions and val-

ues in the conquered South and empowering black freedpeople in the domain

once ruled by the planter class, the Northern people within a generation had

yielded the field to the guardians of white supremacy and Confederate mem-

ory. The custodians of that memory won their postwar battle to celebrate the

South’s Lost Cause as a valiant crusade for constitutional liberties and state’s

rights that was overwhelmed only by brute force. Slavery had little to do with

causing the war, in this version of history, and reconciliation of the two sec-

tions that had fought a “brothers’ war” was a more important consequence

than the abolition of slavery. The federal government and the Northern people

had long since conceded the power to define race relations in the South to

whites, who had proceeded to impose a rigid system of segregation and dis-

franchisement on black people.



In 1865 Edward Pollard, editor of the Richmond Examiner during the Civil

War, published a book titled The Lost Cause: A New Southern History of the

War of the Confederates, and two years later followed it with a second volume

titled The Lost Cause Regained. These books foreshadowed most of the themes

now associated with what many historians describe as “the myth of the Lost

Cause.” In this use, the word “myth” is not synonymous with “falsehood”

(though it may incorporate many untruths) but rather to be understood in its

anthropological meaning as the collective memory of a people about their

past, which sustains a belief system that shapes their view of the world in

which they live.

The Lost Cause myth helped Southern whites deal with the shattering real-

ity of catastrophic defeat and impoverishment in a war they had been sure they

would win. They emerged from the war subdued but unrepentant; they had

lost all save honor, and their unsullied honor became the foundation of the

myth. Having (in their own view) outfought the Yankees, they were eventually

ground down by “overwhelming numbers and resources,” as Robert E. Lee told

his grieving soldiers at Appomattox. This theme was echoed down the years in

Southern memoirs, at reunions of Confederate veterans, and by heritage

groups like the United Daughters of the Confederacy and the Sons of Confed-

erate Veterans. “Genius and valor went down before brute force,” declared a

Georgia veteran in 1890. The Confederacy “had surrendered but was never

whipped.”2 Robert E. Lee was the war’s foremost general, indeed, the greatest

commander in American history, while Ulysses S. Grant was a mere blud-

geoner whose army overcame its more skilled and courageous adversary only

because of those overwhelming numbers and resources.

Not only did Confederate soldiers fight better; they also fought for a noble

cause, the cause of state’s rights, constitutional liberty, and consent of the gov-

erned. Slavery had nothing to do with it. “Think of it, soldiers of Lee!” declared

a speaker at a reunion of the United Confederate Veterans in 1904. “You were

fighting, they say, for the privilege of holding your fellow man in bondage! Will

you for one moment acknowledge the truth of that indictment? Oh, no! That

banner of the Southern Cross was studded with the stars of God’s heaven. . . .

You could not have followed a banner that was not a banner of liberty!”3

Similar rhetoric poured forth at the dedications of hundreds of monuments

to Confederate soldiers and their commanders planted on courthouse lawns

and other public spaces across the South. If the Confederacy had raised propor-

tionately as many soldiers as the postwar South raised monuments, it might not
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have succumbed to “overwhelming numbers.” White children played a conspic-

uous part in these monument-unveiling ceremonies, so that the rising genera-

tion with no personal memories of the war would understand the heroism of

their fathers. The climactic such event occurred in 1907 when three thousand

children pulled a large wagon containing the statue of Jefferson Davis through

two miles of cheering spectators to the site of the colossal Davis memorial on

Monument Avenue in Richmond. According to an observer, the children hauled

on “two lines of rope over seven hundred feet in length.” In recognition of their

sacred effort, “souvenir pieces of rope will be kept in their homes by many of

the children through the years of the future.”4

Children were ubiquitous at parades, rallies, and reunions of veterans and

heritage groups. Indeed, the very names of the United Daughters of the Con-

federacy and Sons of Confederate Veterans expressed a determination to keep

the Confederate heritage alive among the children of those who fought the

war. Katharine Du Pre Lumpkin, born in Georgia as the youngest child of a

Confederate veteran, remembered her first attendance at a United Confederate

Veterans (UCV) reunion in 1903. The speeches made a great impression on

the six-year-old girl, who recalled the occasion a half century later: “Even a

child liked to listen, punctuated as they were every few moments with excited

handclapping, cheers, stamping of feet, music. And such great men,” including

an Episcopal bishop who was a Confederate veteran. “Who there would not

feel his Lost Cause blessed when so noble a man could tell them, ‘We all hold it

to be one of the noblest chapters in our history.’ ”5

Lumpkin’s father was an officer in the UCV. He took her to many meetings

during which she heard him exhort his colleagues to “educate the children! . . .

Men of the South, let your children hear the old stories of the South; let them

hear them by the fireside, in the schoolroom, everywhere, and they will pre-

serve inviolate the sacred honor of the South.” He practiced at home what he

preached in public. All the time she was growing up, Lumpkin heard heroic

tales of the war. One of her favorite memories was of formal debates that

her parents organized among the children. These “debates” somehow always

seemed to come out the same way, however, for she remembered “how the

plaster walls of our parlor rang with tales of the South’s sufferings, exhorta-

tions to uphold her honor, recitals of her humanitarian slave regime . . . and,

ever and always, persuasive logic for her position of ‘States Rights.’ ”6

Lumpkin’s father relied on more than oral tradition. He “was ever in search

of books to nurture us,” she wrote. “One new set, I can recall, had, to be sure,
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lives of Lee and Jackson, but to our dismay also brought a life of Grant. We

children were especially indignant at this affront,” so her sister “snatched the

Grant book away to hurl it into the woodshed as ignominious trash.”7

Lumpkin’s parents were carrying out the injunction of Sumner A. Cunning-

ham, founder and editor of Confederate Veteran Magazine, to create “living

monuments” to Southern heroism. In 1909, at the close of a decade in which as

many stone or bronze monuments had been dedicated as in all other decades

combined, Cunningham noted with sadness that “year by year the ranks of the

Confederate veterans are thinning; rapidly, the mothers of the cause are falling

into their last sleep, and the time will be, only too soon, when at no convention,

no meeting will there be left any who witnessed the great and wonderful strug-

gle for liberty.” Statues of Confederate soldiers were, of course, necessary to

preserve the memory of this struggle, wrote Cunningham, but “shall no living

monuments record the gallant dead?” The children and grandchildren of vet-

erans must be these living monuments. “Let auxiliaries be formed of the eager

children. In their fertile minds now is the time of planting if a harvest is to be

reaped.”8

In a grim reminder of those thinning ranks, the National Casket Company

had become one of the principal advertisers in Confederate Veteran Magazine.

This company entered the winning float in a Southern heritage parade in 1908.

Two teenagers, one dressed as a Confederate officer and the other as a planta-

tion belle, stood on the float next to a casket atop a large funeral bier with the

inscription “Your Sons and Daughters will forever guard the memory of your

brave deeds.”9

Confederate veterans and their wives had been aware of the need for living

monuments well before Cunningham’s editorial and the National Casket float.

Soon after its founding in 1895, the United Daughters of the Confederacy

(UDC) began to organize children’s auxiliaries, most of which were named, ap-

propriately, Children of the Confederacy. Their purpose, according to a UDC

member, was “telling the Truth to Children.” The “nobleness, the chivalry, the

self-denial, the bravery, and the tireless endurance of the Confederate soldier

should be instilled into every Southern child.”10

The adult leaders of the Children of the Confederacy came up with several

creative ways to accomplish this goal. One of the most effective was an “educa-

tional game” with fifty-two playing cards bearing portraits of Confederate offi-

cers and political leaders, the names of Confederate states and victorious battles

(with the definition of Confederate victories stretched a bit), and descriptions
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of other notable events. Called “The Game of Confederate Heroes,” this pas-

time was a big hit. One woman who often played it with her children com-

mented, “I always feel like weeping when I draw ‘Robert E. Lee,’ ‘The Stars and

Bars,’ and ‘The Cruise of the Shenandoah.’ I find this an easy way of familiariz-

ing the children with precious moments, and they all love to play the game.”11

Another tactic was to have children recite poetry or speeches, supposedly of

their own composition, on ceremonial occasions. At a reception in Charleston

for Mary Custis Lee, General Robert E. Lee’s daughter, the last of several chil-

dren’s speeches was offered by the youngest orator, seven-year-old B. William

Walker, grandson of a Confederate general. Walker concluded with these words:

Robert E. Lee “was a grand man. He loved God, and loved his country [which

country was not specified], he loved all that was good and noble. . . . The name

of Robert E. Lee will never die. It is written in history and the book of Life, and

will live for ever.” Mary Lee was so moved by Walker’s eloquence that she swept

him up in her arms and kissed him. His response was not recorded.12

Alas, a serpent lurked in this Confederate Garden of Eden. The decades

flanking 1900 were a period of expansion for public education at what we

would today call the middle school and high school levels. Before this time,

U.S. history had been part of the curriculum only in an occasional, unsystem-

atic way. But by the 1890s the professionalization of history at the university

level had come of age, and American history entered the curriculum in sec-

ondary schools. Publishers scrambled to produce textbooks for this new mar-

ket. Most of their authors and nearly all of their publishers were located in the

North—the publishers of nine out of the ten leading U.S. history textbooks be-

fore 1900, according to one student of the subject. Their point of view tended

to reflect the triumphant nationalism growing out of Union victory in the

Civil War.13

Here was the serpent in the garden, warned Confederate veterans: Yankee

textbooks introducing innocent Southern children to the knowledge of good

and evil—mostly Northern good and Southern evil. The shocked chaplain

general of the UCV reported that such books caused many Southern youths to

“think that we fought for slavery. . . . This is really pathetic,” for if schoolbooks

continued to “fasten upon the South the stigma of slavery and that we fought

for it . . . the Southern soldier will go down in history dishonored.” This was

only one of the “long-legged Yankee lies” in Northern books that invaded

Southern homes, schools, libraries, bookstores, and newsstands with “a horde

of war literature so erroneous in statement of principle and fact . . . as to
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require on [our] part an immediate defense of [our] reputation by a prompt

refutation of the errors thus widely sown in the minds of [our] children.”14

As they had done in 1861, Southerners mobilized to repel this invasion. A

principal motive for the UDC’s founding was to counter this “false history,”

which taught Southern children “that their fathers were not only ‘rebels’ but

guilty of almost every crime enumerated in the decalogue. . . . One of our main

objects has been to put into the hands of our children a correct history.”15 Both

the UDC and UCV formed “Historical Committees” with the twofold purpose

to “select and designate such proper and truthful history of the United States, to

be used in both public and private schools of the South” and to “put the seal of

their condemnation upon such as are not truthful histories.”16

Having found such unsatisfactory books, the committees should “enter into

friendly correspondence with the authors and publishers of such books, with

a view to correcting such errors, or supplying such omissions.” This friendly

correspondence should urge authors to make clear that “the cause we fought

for and our brothers died for was the cause of civil liberty” and that Confeder-

ates were “a chivalric, intelligent, proud, liberty-loving people” who contended

for “the most sacred rights of self-government” against “the clamor of a major-

ity overriding the Constitution and demanding terms so revolting to our sense

of justice” as to be intolerable.17

Although the Grand Army of the Republic, the Union veterans’ organization,

also formed committees to promote its version of the war, the UCV and UDC

committees were more determined, uncompromising, and persistent. “Friendly

correspondence” with Northern publishers had some results. Some publishers

issued revised editions of their U.S. history textbooks in an effort to meet South-

ern criteria. Others put out separate editions for the Southern market.

But for most UCV and UDC history committees, these efforts were unsatis-

factory. The books were still written by Yankees, “who are inimical to us, and

who have permitted just enough of the truth to creep into their pages to make

the lies stick and to place the Confederate soldier, as well as our entire people,

in a false light before the world.”18

Friendly correspondence having proved inadequate, the UCV vowed to “do

everything in its power to encourage the preparation of suitable school histo-

ries and especially to encourage their publication by the building up of South-

ern publishing houses.” This enterprise enjoyed considerable success. In 1895

the preeminent Southern educator Jabez L. M. Curry compiled a textbook titled

The Southern States of the American Union, published in Richmond. Unlike
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Northern books, which tended to “consign the South to infamy,” wrote Curry in

the introduction, his book demonstrated that the South was “rich in patriotism,

in intellectual force, in civil and military achievements, in heroism, in honor-

able and sagacious statesmanship.” Here was history as it should be written.19

Equally exemplary was A School History of the United States, first published

in 1895, also in Richmond, written by a Virginian whose name announced her

credentials: Susan Pendleton Lee. The abolitionists had branded slavery “a

moral wrong,” she wrote, but the Southern people knew that “the evils con-

nected with it were less than those of any other system of labor. Hundreds of

thousands of African savages had been Christianized under its influence—the

kindest relations existed between [the slaves] and their owners. . . . The slaves

were better off than any other menial class in the world.” As for the Ku Klux

Klan during Reconstruction, it was necessary “for self-protection against . . .

outrages committed by midguided negroes.”20

Armed with the increasing availability of these and several other textbooks

by Southern authors, UCV and UDC committees met with local school boards

and administrators to press them to get rid of books that contained long-

legged Yankee lies and substitute approved books by Southern writers. The

UCV was a powerful lobby in Southern politics, and the UDC enjoyed great

prestige in Southern communities. Many school principals and school board

members were Confederate veterans or the sons of veterans. The crusade to

purge Yankee lies from the schools achieved great success. As early as 1902

Confederate Veteran Magazine ran an exultant headline: “False Histories Ousted

in Texas.”21 In South Carolina the UCV history committee got a bill intro-

duced in the legislature to ban any “partial or partisan or unfair or untrue

book” from every school in the state and to punish anyone who assigned such

a book with a $500 fine or one year’s imprisonment. The bill did not pass, but

school boards and teachers got the message. By 1905 a UCV leader in South

Carolina could congratulate his colleagues that “the most pernicious histories

have been banished from the school rooms.”22

Other Southern states were not far behind. In 1904 the Mississippi legislature

enacted a law requiring the state textbook commission to choose a uniform se-

ries of texts in which “no history in relation to the late civil war between the

states shall be used in this state unless it be fair and impartial.” Similar laws ap-

peared elsewhere. At least two states, North Carolina and Florida, appropriated

funds to subsidize the production of “a Correct History of the United States, In-

cluding a True and Correct History of the Confederacy,” in the words of Florida’s
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law. Nearly all Southern states created state textbook commissions to prescribe

texts for all public schools instead of leaving the choice up to local school sys-

tems, as most Northern states did—an interesting application of the state sover-

eignty these same textbooks maintained that the Confederacy stood for. Whether

intended or not, one effect of this pattern of statewide adoptions was to compel

national publishers to eliminate anything offensive to the South to avoid a state

or regional boycott of their books.23

By 1910 the historical committee of the UCV expressed satisfaction with

the results of its textbook crusade. “We do not fear the bookmaker now,” the

committee reported. “Southern schools and Southern teachers have prepared

books which Southern children may read without insult or traduction of their

fathers. Printing presses all over the Southland—and all over the Northland—

are sending forth by thousands ones which tell the true character of the heroic

struggle. The influence . . . of the South forbid[s] longer the perversion of

truth and the falsification of history.”24

The serpent had been banished from textbooks but still lingered in trade and

reference books that might find their way into the hands of innocent youth. The

UCV and UDC led a charge against placing in public and school libraries such

works, “which are unkind and unfair to the South, which belittle our achieve-

ment, impugn our motives and malign the character of our illustrious lead-

ers.” Several state and local chapters formed committees to “recommend to the

proper authorities the elimination of any books inculcating false history” from

libraries.25 One target of these committees was the Encyclopedia Britannica,

which contained an article stating that slavery was exploitative rather than pa-

ternal and another maintaining that secession was revolutionary rather than

constitutional.“Such a distortion of historical facts,” bristled the UCV historical

committee, “could emanate only from ignorance or malignity.”26

No book or author was either too important and powerful or too marginal

and obscure to escape the censure of UCV and UDC watchdogs. Two examples

come from 1911. A Confederate veteran happened that year to read Woodrow

Wilson’s History of the American People. In a brief reference to the famous

naval battle between the USS Monitor and the CSS Virginia (Merrimac), Wilson

wrote that the Monitor won the showdown. The outraged veteran fired off a let-

ter of protest to Wilson and sent copies to Southern newspapers, which gave it

wide publicity. “If this is the way a Virginia born historian writes her history,

may God spare us from another such,” he told Wilson, who was then governor

of New Jersey and soon to run for president of the United States. “When one
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born of our own soil speaks untruthful history, it cuts deeper and makes a more

insidious wound” than the “flaming slanders” of Yankee historians, who every-

one knew were full of “overloaded prejudice and ignorance.”A chastened Wilson

wrote a letter of apology on the official stationery of the New Jersey executive

mansion, expressing himself “very much mortified” by his mistake. Wilson’s

letter was also widely printed in the Southern press.27

While this exchange was taking place, a UCV committee discovered in a

fourth-grade reader used in South Carolina schools a poem entitled “The Old

Sergeant,” which included a line describing the Confederate army as a “dark,

rebellious host.” Using the tactics of friendly correspondence, the UCV per-

suaded the Northern publisher, D. C. Heath, to replace the poem with the bib-

lical story of Ruth, which the UCV found acceptable.28

If friendly correspondence and political activism by adults failed to purge

false history, students themselves might take direct action. In 1894 a student in

a Tennessee grammar school told her teacher (as a speaker at a UCV reunion

described the incident) that “she didn’t intend to study Mr. Higginson’s history

any more, that she had burnt her book up, for ‘it made the Yankees win all the

battles.’ The other little girls in the class who were the daughters of the old sol-

diers burnt their books, too.” Southern newspapers applauded this action;

UCV camps passed resolutions of approval; and from Arkansas came a peti-

tion bearing five hundred signatures commending the girls, who “dared to take

the first step toward writing a history that would do justice to the South.”29

Two decades later the “historian general” of the UDC, Mildred L. Ruther-

ford, who also described herself as the official state historian of Georgia, re-

counted an incident that occurred at an unnamed Southern college. The U.S.

history text used there portrayed Jefferson Davis in an unflattering light. As

Rutherford depicted it, the students “sent a committee to the teacher to request

that the textbook be changed.” The teacher refused. The students then went to

the college president, who backed the teacher. The trustees declined to inter-

fere. So, in Rutherford’s words, the students “kindled a bonfire on the campus

and into it every copy of that history was thrown.” Rutherford commended

their action and added that “the authorities were taught a lesson.”30

As this incident suggests, while Confederate organizations had won the vic-

tory for true history in Southern public schools by the 1910s, private schools

and colleges might still harbor Yankee textbooks. Therefore the UCV and

UDC could not rest on their oars. Rutherford made this point explicit in her

address to the first UDC convention held outside the South, in San Francisco
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in 1916. She claimed that 81 percent of Southern private schools “use histories

which misrepresent the south.”31

What this meant is unclear, for Rutherford’s definition of “misrepresenta-

tion” was singular and her use of facts was loose. Nevertheless, as historian

general of the UDC she led a crusade to expand the surveillance by historical

committees to shape up private institutions and prevent backsliding by public

ones. In 1919 Rutherford published A Measuring Rod to Test Text Books and

Reference Books in Schools, Colleges, and Libraries. The UCV adopted this mea-

suring rod as a set of criteria for “all authorities charged with the selection of

text-books for colleges, schools, and all scholastic institutions” and requested

“all library authorities in the southern States” to “mark all books in their col-

lections which do not come up to the same measure, on the title page thereof,

‘Unjust to the South.’ ”32

Here are some of Rutherford’s instructions to teachers and librarians:

Reject a book that speaks of the Constitution other than [as] a compact

between Sovereign States.

Reject a text-book that . . . does not clearly outline the interferences

with the rights guaranteed to the South by the Constitution, and

which caused secession. . . .

Reject a book that says the South fought to hold her slaves.

Reject a book that speaks of the slaveholder of the South as cruel and

unjust to his slaves.

Reject a text-book that glorifies Abraham Lincoln and vilifies Jeffer-

son Davis.

Reject a text-book that omits to tell of the South’s heroes and their

deeds.33

The UDC and the UCV also tirelessly promoted what Rutherford called the

“Truths of History” in another of her pamphlets, in which she promised to

present “a fair, unbiased, impartial, unprejudiced and Conscientious Study of

History.” Above all, she insisted, the historian must get her facts right, for the

South had suffered from false history. Here are some examples of her facts,

culled from many of similar purport:

“Southern men were anxious for the slaves to be free. They were

studying earnestly the problems of freedom, when Northern fanat-

ical Abolitionists took matters in their own hands.”
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More slaveholders and sons of slaveholders fought for the Union

than for the Confederacy (this fit awkwardly with assertions else-

where that the Yankees got immigrants and blacks to do most of

their fighting).

“Gen. Lee freed his slaves before the war began and Gen. Ulysses S.

Grant did not free his until the war ended.”

“The war did not begin with the firing on Fort Sumter. It began

when Lincoln ordered 2,400 men and 285 guns to the defense of

Sumter.”

Union forces outnumbered Confederate forces five to one, not sur-

prising when the Union population was thirty-one million while

the Confederate population was only five million whites and four

million slaves.34

Finally, Rutherford took great pains to describe Lincoln as a crude, vulgar,

cynical tyrant who violated the Constitution at every opportunity. To support

her portrait of Lincoln, she quoted James Ford Rhodes, perhaps the most in-

fluential Civil War historian of the time: Lincoln’s “Emancipation Proclama-

tion was not issued from a humane standpoint. He hoped it would incite the

negroes to rise against the women and children. His Emancipation Proclama-

tion was intended only as a punishment for the seceding States.”35

It mattered little to Rutherford’s avid readers that this supposed Rhodes

quotation was a total fabrication, or that every one of her “facts” and “truths”

cited above was false. She was enormously influential in Southern education as

well as in the UDC. Many of her “truths” found their way into approved South-

ern history textbooks, at least those below the college level.36

The discipline of history in Southern colleges partook to some degree in the

professionalization occurring at the national level in the early twentieth cen-

tury. Higher education, therefore, proved a tougher nut for neo-Confederates

to crack, but crack it they did. As early as 1902 Professor William E. Dodd of

Randolph-Macon College, who was a native of North Carolina and one of the

few Southern liberals of his time, complained that Confederate veterans had

imposed a straitjacket of censorship by requiring courses in American history

to teach that “the South was altogether right in seceding from the Union” and

“that the war was not waged about the negro.” No serious scholarship was pos-

sible, wrote Dodd, “when such a confession of faith is made a sine qua non of

fitness for teaching or writing history.”37
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Some professional historians who gave lip service to academic freedom,

however, were not above taking advantage of this climate of opinion. Professor

Franklin L. Riley of the University of Mississippi, author of a U.S. history text-

book, publicly championed what the profession in those days called “scientific

history.” But he privately told his agent to “hammer” a competing textbook in

an Arkansas adoption struggle because the competitor gave more attention to

Lincoln than to Davis and “devotes nearly 27 pages to ‘the heroes who saved

the Union’ and only 7 pages . . . to only one Southern hero of the War—

General Robert E. Lee.”38

The cause célèbre in the college textbook wars began at Virginia’s Roanoke

College in 1910. A professor of history there, Herman J. Thorstenberg, a

Northern-born son of Swedish immigrants, assigned Henry W. Elson’s popular

History of the United States as a textbook. A student whose father happened to

be Confederate veteran as well as a local judge and a member of the college’s

board of trustees protested the book’s treatment of the South and refused to at-

tend class. Her father backed her up, brought the situation before the board, and

publicized it in the local newspaper. From there it spread all over the South as

the press and Confederate organizations seized upon the issue.

Not only was Elson a Yankee (from Ohio); he also had the temerity to suggest

that Lincoln was a better man than Davis. Far worse was his treatment of the an-

tebellum South, slavery, and the sectional conflict. Although he appeared to be

evenhanded, holding Northern extremists like Charles Sumner and John Brown

equally responsible with Southern fire-eaters for polarizing the sections, this ap-

portionment of blame was unacceptable. Even more so was Elson’s conclusion

that the slavery issue was the main factor in provoking secession and war, which

he called the “slaveholders’ rebellion.”Worst of all were two passages in which El-

son quoted a sister of President James Madison, who had said that although

“Southern ladies were complimented with the name of wife, they were only the

mistresses of seraglios,” and quoted another Southern woman who told Harriet

Martineau that “the wife of many a planter was but the chief slave of his harem.”39

The uproar over this affair went on for almost two years. Citizens in Roanoke

and in the nearby town of Salem, where the college was located, threatened mob

violence against Thorstenberg and the college. The Roanoke Times thundered:

“We would like to see a fire kindled on the campus and every copy of the book

formally and carefully committed to the flames.” The same newspaper later de-

clared that “we had better have poison put into the food of our sons [and

daughters] than to have them taught that their forefathers were heads of
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harems . . . and that the soldiers of the Confederacy fought to maintain human

slavery.”40 The editor of Confederate Veteran Magazine endorsed the determina-

tion of local citizens to “abolish their most cherished institution rather than tol-

erate such a book.” UCV and UDC chapters all over the South took a position

similar to the one expressed by the president of the Maryland UDC: “No history

should be admitted into any school of the South until every sentence and word

has been carefully scrutinized by competent and faithful Southern men, and the

teacher who would commend such a book should be dismissed and advised

that another climate would be conducive to his health.”41

Although the faculty and president of Roanoke College offered a weak de-

fense of academic freedom, the matter became moot when Thorstenberg

caved in to pressure from the board of trustees to stop using Elson’s text.

Meanwhile, UDC and UCV chapters discovered that the book was also used in

several other Southern colleges, including the state universities of North Car-

olina, South Carolina, and Texas. But UDC leaders in those states soon re-

ported “with great pleasure” that the book had been “discontinued” at these

and other institutions. The following year a UCV officer in Tennessee gave the

book a careful reading and discovered another problem: Although it was

“tinged with some make-believe of affection for the whites of the South, yet [it

has] an uncontrollable love for the colored race and a desire upon the author’s

part, though unexpressed, to place them in every particular upon terms of

equality with the better class of whites of the South.”42

The UCV need not have worried that this unexpressed desire would con-

tinue to corrupt Southern youth. By the time Woodrow Wilson entered the

White House in 1913, Elson’s text had disappeared from Southern schools,

along with any others that departed from the line laid down by the UCV and

the UDC. The Lost Cause triumphed in the curriculum, if not on the battle-

field. A North Carolinian educated in that state during the 1920s who later left

the South and eventually became dean of Yale Divinity School looked back on

the books he had read in school: “I never could understand how our Confeder-

ate troops could have won every battle in the War so decisively and then have

lost the war itself!”43

Neo-Confederate historical committees had done their work well. Never-

theless, the crusade could not end. Eternal vigilance was still the price of true

history. Few members of the UCV remained by 1932, the last year of publica-

tion of Confederate Veteran Magazine.44 But the UDC and the Sons of Confed-

erate Veterans remained vigilant. The Virginia chapter of the UDC expressed
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“shock” that year at the news that David Muzzey’s all-time best seller among

high school American history textbooks, described by the UDC as “atrocious”

in its treatment of the South, had somehow been adopted by the Virginia text-

book commission to replace a book by a native Virginian. The Sons of Confed-

erate Veterans issued a “Call to Arms” to overturn this decision and return to

“the purity of our history.”45 That quest for purity remains vital today, as any

historian working in the field can testify.
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“We Stand by Each Other Always”:

Grant and Sherman

109

MANY PEOPLE WITH A CASUAL INTEREST in American history think they

know four things about Ulysses S. Grant: He was a drunk; he failed at

everything he tried before the Civil War; he managed to overcome Robert E.

Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia only by blunt, hammering tactics at enor-

mous human cost; and his two presidential terms were riddled with corrup-

tion and cronyism. Though he was hailed in his own time as savior of the re-

public, Grant’s reputation in the next half century sank more precipitously

than that of any other major figure in our history. Countless historians have

quoted Henry Adams’s quip that “the progress of evolution from President

Washington to President Grant was alone evidence enough to upset Darwin.”

As Brooks D. Simpson noted with wry understatement in his biography of the

general: “Grant has not fared well as a biographical subject.”1

There have been exceptions. In the 1930s the British military historian

J.F.C. Fuller compared Grant favorably with Robert E. Lee and judged him the

foremost general of the Civil War. The American historians T. Harry Williams

and Kenneth P. Williams echoed these conclusions in the 1950s. Bruce Catton

wrote two excellent and sympathetic volumes on Grant’s wartime generalship

in the 1960s.2

These books dented but did not overturn the popular impression of Grant

as a mediocrity and a military “butcher.” And William McFeely’s Grant, which

appeared in 1981 and won a Pulitzer Prize, left the reader with more negative

than positive impressions. Since the 1980s, however, a Grant revival has taken

place, fueled in part by the outstanding edition of Grant’s papers produced by

John Y. Simon and his colleagues at Southern Illinois University. New scholar-

ship bids fair to restore Grant’s reputation as one of the great captains of his-

tory, and even to elevate his presidency several notches in the historical

rankings.3



Grant’s early career gave little promise of future greatness. He graduated in

the middle of his West Point class of 1843, did reasonably well as a junior officer

in the Mexican War, but experienced loneliness for his wife and children when

assigned to a remote army post in California in the 1850s. He did not get along

with his commanding officer, who forced him to resign from the army in 1854

or face a court-martial for alleged drunkenness. Grant resigned and returned to

his family in St. Louis but enjoyed little success in civilian occupations. The out-

break of the Civil War found him clerking in his father’s leather store in Galena,

Illinois. Three years later he was general in chief of the United States Army.

Almost everyone who knew Grant in the 1850s underestimated this impe-

cunious ex-captain. In 1861 the governor of Illinois and the War Department

shunted aside or ignored Grant’s offer to train and command a regiment in the

mobilization of the first Union troops. Only the influence of Illinois congress-

man Elihu Washburne, who had befriended Grant in Galena and remained his

champion throughout the war, secured him an appointment as colonel of an

Illinois regiment in June 1861 and as brigadier general later that year. Grant

immediately exhibited the qualities of quiet authority, sangfroid, and control

of men and of himself that became his hallmark as a commander. He turned

the unruly farm boys of the 21st Illinois, whose lack of discipline had driven

their first colonel from the service, into an effective fighting unit.

Grant’s ascent thereafter was steady if not meteoric: command of a brigade,

a division, an army (Army of the Tennessee), an army group, and all of the

armies of the United States. Along the way, troops under his command forced

the surrender of three enemy armies: at Fort Donelson on February 16, 1862;

at Vicksburg on July 4, 1863; and at Appomattox on April 9, 1865. Grant did

not win all of his battles, but he never suffered a decisive defeat. What is most

important, he won all of his campaigns.

What explained Grant’s success? Many contemporaries asked the same

question. None could answer it, including Grant’s closest wartime colleague,

William Tecumseh Sherman. “I knew him as a cadet at West Point,” wrote

Sherman after the war, “as a lieutenant of the Fourth Infantry, as a citizen of St.

Louis, and as a growing general all through the bloody Civil War. Yet to me he

is a mystery, and I believe he is a mystery to himself.”4

Shy with strangers, uncomfortable in the limelight, notoriously taciturn,

Grant earned a reputation as “the American Sphinx.”Yet wherever he went, things

got done—quietly, efficiently, quickly, with no wasted motion. In crisis situations

during combat, Grant remained calm. He did not panic. He persevered, and he
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never accepted defeat even when he appeared to be beaten. In his first battle, at

Belmont, Missouri, on November 7, 1861, Grant’s brigade initially broke the en-

emy line, but Confederate reinforcements then threatened to surround them and

capture the lot. Harried subordinates counseled surrender, but Grant simply re-

marked: “We had cut our way in and could cut our way out just as well.”5 They

proceeded to do just that.

At Fort Donelson on February 15, 1862, a Confederate breakout attack

broke the Union right during Grant’s temporary absence to consult the Union

naval commander three miles downriver. Grant returned to find his division

commander in that sector shocked and confused, the troops on the edge of

panic. Where others perceived disaster, Grant saw opportunity. “Some of our

men are pretty badly demoralized,” he said to a staff officer, “but the enemy

must be more so, for he has attempted to force his way out, but has fallen back:

the one who attacks first now will be victorious and the enemy will have to be

in a hurry if he gets ahead of me.”6 Grant promptly ordered his left division to

make a diversionary counterattack, reorganized the right, repaired the breach,

penned up the Confederates in their defenses, and compelled their surrender.

Seven weeks later at the battle of Shiloh in southwest Tennessee, after his

army had been roughly handled and driven back two miles on April 6, one of

Grant’s staff officers asked about preparations for retreat. Surprised, Grant

replied: “Retreat? No! I propose to attack at daylight, and whip them.”7 With

the help of reinforcements that joined his army overnight, he did so.

This pattern persisted through the war. When Grant went east in the spring

of 1864 to become general in chief, he made his headquarters in the field with

the Army of the Potomac to oversee its campaign against Robert E. Lee’s Army

of Northern Virginia. Union officers who had faced Lee for two years warned

repeatedly that he was up against the enemy’s first team now. When the Army

of the Potomac experienced a tactical reverse in its first battle under Grant, in

the “Wilderness” of Virginia, a distraught brigadier rode up to Grant and

blurted out a panicked warning that Lee would get in the Union rear and cut

them off from their retreat route over the Rappahannock River. Grant fixed

him with a glare and declared: “Oh, I am heartily tired of hearing what Lee is

going to do. Some of you always think he is about to turn a double somersault,

and land in our rear and on both of our flanks at the same time. Go back to

your command, and try to think what we are going to do ourselves, instead of

what Lee is going to do.”8 Grant suited action to words, and maintained the

initiative to the end at Appomattox eleven months later.
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It is one thing to describe Grant’s calmness under pressure, his ability to size

up a situation quickly, and his decisiveness in action. It is quite another to

explain the inner sources of these strengths. Ultimately, as Sherman noted,

the explanation must remain a mystery. But some things are clear. Grant pos-

sessed that most uncommon quality, common sense. He had the capacity—

like Harry Truman, whom Grant resembled in many ways—to make a deci-

sion and stick with it. Union general John Schofield noted that the most

extraordinary quality of Grant’s “extraordinary character” was “its extreme

simplicity—so extreme that many have entirely overlooked it in their search

for some deeply hidden secret to account for so great a character, unmindful

that simplicity is one of the most prominent attributes of greatness.”9 Grant

made it look easy.

Grant modeled himself, consciously or subconsciously, on Zachary Taylor,

his old commander in the Mexican War. “General Taylor,” Grant wrote, “never

made any great show or parade, either of uniform or retinue.” Neither did

Grant. “But he was known to every soldier in his army, and was respected by

all.” So was Grant. “Taylor was not a great conversationalist.” Nor was Grant.

“But on paper he could put his meaning so plainly that there could be no mis-

taking it.” So could Grant; one of his virtues as a commander was the clarity of

his orders and dispatches. “No soldier could face either danger or responsibil-

ity more calmly than Taylor. These are qualities more rarely found than genius

or physical courage.”10

Grant proved his physical courage under fire many times in the Mexican

War as well as in the Civil War. So did many others. But as Grant noted, the

willingness to take responsibility and to make decisions—which Grant called

“moral courage”—was much rarer. It embraces a readiness to take risks and to

accept the possibility of failure, for without the risk of failure there is little

chance of success. Fear of failure caused paralysis of will and evasion of action

by several Civil War generals—most notably George B. McClellan. Grant and

Lee were the preeminent Civil War commanders because, more than any oth-

ers, they were the ones willing to take the largest risks. Grant had known failure.

He started the war with a lowly position and no reputation. As his biographer

Brooks Simpson notes, “perhaps he was not afraid of failure because he had

encountered setbacks so many times.”11

Grant also possessed what Simpson calls a “sense of self.” Even when others

did not believe in him, he believed in himself. A passage in Grant’s memoirs

portrays a revelatory experience early in the war that gave him a sense of self
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thereafter. His first field operation as colonel of the 21st Illinois, in July 1861,

was intended to find and break up a Confederate guerrilla band in Missouri

commanded by one Tom Harris. “My sensations as we approached what I sup-

posed might be ‘a field of battle’ were anything but agreeable,” Grant recalled.

“I had been in all the engagements in Mexico that it was possible for one per-

son to be in; but not in command. If some one else had been colonel and I had

been lieutenant-colonel I do not think I would have felt any trepidation.”

When they reached the enemy camp they found it abandoned. Grant’s anxi-

eties dissolved. “It occurred to me at once that Harris had been as much afraid

of me as I had been of him. . . . From that event to the close of the war . . . I

never forgot that the enemy had as much reason to fear my forces as I had his.

The lesson was valuable.”12 It was a lesson that several other commanders

never learned.

Grant needed every bit of that self-confidence when he came up against Lee

in the final year of the war. This campaign, and especially the first six weeks of

it, from May 5 to June 18, 1864, witnessed the most relentless fighting and the

cruelest carnage of the war, culminating in a prolonged stalemate in the

trenches before Petersburg and Richmond that anticipated the Western Front

in World War I. Historians have often described these events as Grant’s “cam-

paign of attrition” to grind down the Confederates with superior numbers and

resources. Union frontal assaults at Spotsylvania, Cold Harbor, and Petersburg

gave Grant a reputation as a “butcher.”

This description is distorted. The campaign turned out to be one of attrition,

but that was more Lee’s doing than Grant’s. The Union commander intended to

maneuver Lee into a position for open-field combat; Lee parried these efforts

from elaborate entrenchments with the hope of holding out long enough to dis-

courage the Northern people and force their leaders to make peace—a strategy

of psychological attrition. It almost worked, but Lincoln’s reelection and

Grant’s determination to stay the course brought victory in the end. And if any

general deserved the label “butcher,” it was Lee. Although the Confederates had

the advantage of fighting on the defensive most of the time, they suffered al-

most as high a percentage of casualties as the Union forces in this campaign.

For the war as a whole, Lee’s army had a higher casualty rate than the armies

commanded by Grant. The romantic glorification of the Army of Northern Vir-

ginia by generations of Lost Cause writers has obscured this truth.

If any one facet of Grant’s popular image stands out above others, it is Grant

the drunk. Brooks Simpson’s biography offers the most balanced and informed
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analysis of this matter. Grant’s reputation as a heavy drinker is based very little

on evidence and a great deal on gossip, envy, and vengefulness. The truth seems

to be that heavy drinking was the norm among officers in the antebellum army,

to assuage the boredom of peacetime routine at remote outposts. Grant proba-

bly drank less than his peers, but he could not hold his liquor well. In 1854, two

years and two thousand miles away from his family, including an infant son he

had never seen, Grant probably drank to excess and may have resigned to es-

cape a court-martial for drunkenness. Whatever happened, the story of his

drinking became a staple of gossip in the old army. Grant “never shook the sto-

ries,” writes Simpson; “they would haunt him for the rest of his life.”13

During the war such stories proliferated, usually circulated by dishonest

war contractors, corrupt subordinates, or jealous rivals whom Grant had rep-

rimanded, dismissed, or supplanted. “Any time he offended someone,” notes

Simpson, “that someone was sure to whisper that the general was a drunk-

ard.”14 The two most notorious incidents of Grant’s alleged drunkenness dur-

ing the war—during the Vicksburg campaign and soon after it—never hap-

pened, according to Simpson. Although Grant sometimes took a drink during

the war, and may on occasion have taken two, his colleagues who knew him

best and were in the best position to observe him were unanimous in their tes-

timony that he was rarely if ever drunk. Simpson’s findings should lay to rest

the image of Grant the drunk—but given the power of myth over reality, they

probably will not.

Grant’s personal friend and comrade in arms General William T. Sherman

suffered from his own image problem. Nervous, voluble, prone to overstate-

ment, Sherman had suffered something of a nervous breakdown under the

pressure of commanding the Department of the Cumberland in the fall of 1861.

After a few months of rest and recuperation, he recovered to perform in out-

standing fashion as a division commander under Grant at the battle of Shiloh

in April 1862. But Sherman could never entirely escape the reputation of

madness—especially when he made enemies of newspaper reporters, whom he

despised. In a masterpiece of ironic satire, Sherman described his friendship

with Grant: “He stood by me when I was crazy and I stood by him when he was

drunk, and now, sir, we stand by each other always.”15

Two recent books have portrayed the personal rapport and professional

partnership between Grant and Sherman as, in the slightly overstated subtitle

of one, “the friendship that won the Civil War.” Their principal instrument in

achieving this victory was the Army of the Tennessee, which Grant commanded
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from its origins in 1861 to October 1863 and Sherman commanded for the

rest of the war. This army, according to Steven Woodworth, was “the most ef-

fective fighting force on the continent” by 1864. It “won the decisive battles in

the decisive theater of the war” while other Union armies were losing battles or

barely holding their own.16

Like most Union armies, the Army of the Tennessee was named after the

river that flowed through its initial area of operations. It grew from a core of

several brigades commanded by Grant that occupied the vital strategic region

where four navigable rivers come together along the Illinois-Kentucky border:

the Cumberland, Tennessee, Ohio, and Mississippi rivers. This army increased

to its maximum size of about 60,000 men during the Vicksburg campaign in

1863. Soldiers in the Army of the Tennessee came almost entirely from the states

of what we now call the Midwest: Ohio, Indiana, Illinois, Michigan, Wisconsin,

Iowa, Missouri, and Minnesota. The Midwesterners Grant and Sherman (both

born in Ohio) created this army in their own image, writes Woodworth: “It

partook . . . of [Grant’s] matter-of-fact steadiness and his hard-driving aggres-

siveness” as well as of Sherman’s genius for strategic mobility.17

When Grant came east in 1864 to become general in chief, his efforts to instill

into the Army of the Potomac the aggressive, can-do attitude that he brought

with him enjoyed limited success. He was never able to turn that army into the

supple, quick-striking instrument of his will that he had made of the smaller

Army of the Tennessee. Woodworth implies a geographical explanation for this

contrast. Most soldiers in the Army of the Potomac came from the longer-settled

and more urban states of the Northeast, while “Grant’s qualities tended to be

those of that up-and-coming region” of the Midwest that furnished the soldiers

in the Army of the Tennessee. They “were quick to adopt Grant’s approach to

war, because it was the way their own fathers had approached the challenges of

carving farms out of the wilderness.”18 This interpretation may have some valid-

ity, but a more likely explanation for the Army of the Potomac’s relative inertia is

the legacy of General George B. McClellan, who created that army and stamped

it with his trademark defensive-mindedness and lack of initiative.

Perhaps, too, the Army of the Tennessee was not quite so all-conquering as

suggested by the title of Woodworth’s book, Nothing but Victory. This title

comes from a letter by Captain Jacob Ritner of the 25th Iowa Infantry to his

wife just before the attack against Confederate defenses on Missionary Ridge at

Chattanooga in November 1863. “We all expect a hot fight before long,” wrote

Ritner, “but we expect nothing but victory.”19 On this occasion, however, the
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three divisions of the Army of the Tennessee (commanded by Sherman) failed

to carry their objective, while troops from the Army of the Cumberland and

Army of the Potomac, in the first battle in which parts of all three principal

Union armies fought together, attacked successfully and won the battle.

Nor were all the other actions fought by the Army of the Tennessee victorious.

In December 1862 four divisions of that army attacked a strong Confederate po-

sition at Chickasaw Bluffs just north of Vicksburg and were repulsed with heavy

casualties. And at the culmination of a successful campaign to drive Vicksburg’s

defenders back into their trenches in May 1863, the Army of the Tennessee’s first

two assaults against these formidable works suffered bloody setbacks.

Nevertheless, it is quite true that this army penetrated farther into Confed-

erate territory, destroyed more enemy resources, and experienced more con-

sistent success than any other Union army. Its capture of two Confederate

strongholds in Tennessee, Fort Henry and Fort Donelson (with the help of

river gunboats), in February 1862 enabled Union forces to drive deeply into

the enemy heartland by way of the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers. Two

months later Grant’s snatching of victory from the jaws of defeat at Shiloh

paved the way for the capture of Memphis and the breaking of the Confeder-

acy’s major east-west railroad. Despite the repulse of the first two assaults at

Vicksburg, the Army of the Tennessee won five other battles leading up to

those attacks and eventually captured this Confederate bastion along with its

30,000 defenders. Then, having cut the Confederacy in twain at Vicksburg, the

Army of the Tennessee constituted the “maneuvering and striking force” of

Sherman’s army group in the campaign that captured Atlanta in September

1864 and half of his army as it marched from Atlanta to the sea and from

Savannah to Raleigh by the war’s end.20

The Army of the Tennessee’s role as the maneuvering force in the Atlanta

campaign was particularly significant. Despite Sherman’s reputation in the

South as a ferocious ogre of vengeance and spoliation, he was actually sparing

of the lives of his own soldiers, of the enemy’s soldiers, and of civilians. He pre-

ferred to accomplish his strategic goals by maneuver rather than by all-out

combat. After the battle of Shiloh in 1862 he wrote to his wife: “The scenes on

this field would have cured anybody of war. Mangled bodies, dead, dying, in

every conceivable shape, without heads [or] legs.”21 Sherman tried to conduct

his campaigns to avoid another Shiloh. Of seventeen Civil War army com-

manders on both sides, Sherman had the second-lowest percentage of casual-

ties in his armies (Robert E. Lee’s army had the highest).22
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Although many historians have written about Sherman and the Atlanta

campaign, the best study of Sherman’s strategy remains Basil H. Liddell Hart’s

biography, published three-quarters of a century ago and strangely neglected

by modern scholars.23 There is a whiff of armchair generalship, or Monday-

morning quarterbacking, in the writings of Civil War historians (myself in-

cluded) who have never been in combat. Not so with Liddell Hart. A student at

Cambridge when World War I began, he was commissioned in 1914 and fought

on the Western Front until he was wounded and gassed at the Somme in 1916. Af-

ter the war he became one of the foremost experts on military history and strat-

egy in the English-speaking world. His main effort in the 1920s was to develop

alternatives to the devastating trench warfare and frontal assaults that he had ex-

perienced on the Western Front. He found his alternative in the restoration of

mobility and surprise, which he termed a “strategy of the indirect approach.”24

Searching military history for examples to illustrate this strategy, Liddell

Hart discovered Sherman’s Georgia campaign of 1864. So impressed was he

with Sherman that he not only drew upon this example in many articles and

books but also wrote his 450-page biography of Sherman in 1929. Liddell

Hart’s ideas on mobility, deception, and the indirect approach shaped the new

doctrine of armored warfare, which envisaged the employment of tanks and

motorized infantry for deep penetration behind enemy lines. Liddell Hart

helped create the British Mechanized Force in 1927. His writings were trans-

lated into German and had an impact on the ideas of Heinz Guderian, the

chief architect of the Wehrmacht’s Panzer strategy. In this indirect fashion,

Sherman’s Atlanta campaign may have influenced the development of Ger-

many’s blitzkrieg strategy in 1940.25

The Civil War as well as World War I offered many examples of a strategy of

direct approach—an advance against the enemy by the most obvious route and

an attack on the enemy’s chosen defensive position. An indirect approach in-

volved feints and turning movements to confuse the enemy and get on his flank

or into his rear, forcing him out of position and compelling him to retreat or

fight at a disadvantage. Liddell Hart’s (and Sherman’s) indirect approach also

included two other maneuvers: first,“organized dispersion,” an advance in wide,

loosely grouped formations on separate roads within supporting distance of

each other “like the waving tentacles of an octopus” to confuse the enemy and

conceal the actual objective until the last moment; second, the use of a “baited

gambit” (Liddell Hart was a chess player) to tempt an enemy force to attack an

apparently isolated unit of one’s own army, only to discover that this gambit
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was a trap that brought the enemy’s flank or rear under attack once he was com-

mitted.26

In Sherman’s Georgia campaign, Liddell Hart found numerous examples of

deep turning movements, organized dispersion, and the baited gambit. Five

times from May to July 1864 Sherman flanked the Confederate army com-

manded by General Joseph E. Johnston out of strong defensive positions with

deep turning movements. Four were carried out by the Army of the Tennessee.

After General John Bell Hood replaced Johnston as the Confederate com-

mander, Sherman’s baited gambits caused Hood to batter his army to pieces in

four attacks that resulted in 18,000 Confederate casualties and the loss of At-

lanta. Three of the four battles involved mainly the Army of the Tennessee on

the Union side.

These events broke the spirit of many in the South. But not of Jefferson

Davis, who insisted that the Confederacy remained “as erect and defiant as ever.

Nothing [has] changed in the purpose of its Government, in the indomitable

valor of its troops, or in the unquenchable spirit of its people. . . . There is no

military success of the enemy which can accomplish its destruction.” As for

Sherman, said Davis, Southern guerrillas and cavalry would swarm in his rear

and chop his army off at the knees. “The fate that befell the army of the French

Empire in its retreat from Moscow will be reenacted. Our cavalry and our peo-

ple will harass and destroy his army as did the Cossacks that of Napoleon, and

the Yankee General, like him, will escape with only a bodyguard.”27

When Grant read Davis’s speech, he scoffed: “Mr. Davis has not made it

quite plain who is to furnish the snow for this Moscow retreat.”28 A clever ri-

poste; but Sherman proposed to break Davis’s last-ditch defiance with more

than words. One week after Lincoln’s reelection, Sherman’s army set forth

from Atlanta on its famous march to the sea. This operation gave Sherman an

opportunity to spread his octopus tentacles by sending each of his four corps

on separate roads covering a swath of Georgia sixty miles wide, using baited

gambits to keep the enemy in the dark about his objective. “Sherman had

sought and found a solution in variability, or elasticity,” wrote Liddell Hart,

“the choice of a line leading to alternative objectives with the power to vary his

course to gain whichever the enemy left open.”29

Sherman’s march from Atlanta to Savannah in November–December 1864

has become the stuff of legend, but the campaign of his army northward from

Savannah to North Carolina in February–March 1865 was an even more stun-

ning achievement. In both campaigns Sherman’s 60,000 men lived off the land
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they marched through. But the Georgia march covered 285 miles in a direction

parallel to the principal rivers in relatively dry fall weather against token en-

emy opposition. The march through the Carolinas covered a distance 50 per-

cent greater and crossed many rain-swollen rivers and swamps in an unusually

wet winter against increasing opposition as the Confederates scraped together

a small army in a futile effort to stop Sherman. General Joseph E. Johnston,

whom Jefferson Davis reluctantly restored to command in February 1865, be-

lieved that it would be “absolutely impossible for an army to march across

lower portions of [South Carolina] in winter.” But, he later wrote, “when I

learned that Sherman’s army was marching through the Salk swamps, making

its own corduroy roads at the rate of a dozen miles a day and more, and bring-

ing its artillery and wagons with it, I made up my mind that there had been no

such army in existence since the days of Julius Caesar.”30

The mobility and logistics of these marches were part of Sherman’s strategy

of the indirect approach. Without any large battles, they devastated Confeder-

ate resources and undermined the will of the Southern people to continue

fighting. The Army of the Tennessee was the cutting edge of these marches.

Their achievements added to a cocky conviction that they were better than

other Union armies, especially the Army of the Potomac. “The war would

never end were it left to the fighting of the band box army in the east,” wrote an

Indiana private in 1863.“They have been in but one Confederate state [Virginia]

while we have been through five.” An Illinois soldier thought that “the Po-

tomac Army is only good to draw greenbacks and occupy winter quarters.” For

their part, Eastern Union soldiers sometimes derided the less-disciplined

Westerners as “nothing but an armed mob, and [their adversaries] are not any-

thing near so hard to whip as Lee’s well disciplined soldiers.”31

When soldiers from the Army of the Tennessee and the Army of the Po-

tomac first came together, as did parts of both armies in October 1863 to rein-

force the hard-pressed Army of the Cumberland at Chattanooga after its de-

feat in the battle of Chickamauga, they traded insults and sometimes blows.

“The eastern men have always been defeated while the western men have been

victorious,” wrote an Iowa soldier, “yet these yankees [i.e., Northeasterners]

pretend to look down on the western men & officers with contempt. . . . It will

cause a rumpus yet & get some of these yankees an all fired thrashing.”32

The experience of fighting together against a common foe diminished this

enmity during Sherman’s 1864 Georgia campaign, when transfers from the

Army of the Potomac made up a significant part of his army. But the Westerners
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still considered themselves superior to the “Yankees” back in Virginia. And it is

certainly true that while the Army of the Potomac and the Confederate Army of

Northern Virginia fought each other to a bloody stalemate across a narrow front

of two hundred miles for almost four years, Union armies in the West—

especially the Army of the Tennessee—marched victoriously through twelve

hundred miles of enemy territory. The Southern resources and railroads and

other infrastructure they destroyed did much to bring about ultimate Union

victory. Yet that victory could not be achieved until Confederate armies were

eliminated, especially Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. So long as that

army existed, so did the Confederate nation. And it was the much-maligned

Army of the Potomac that finally brought Lee’s army to bay at Appomattox.

The war was won only by hard fighting, and the Army of the Potomac did

most of that fighting. Of the ten largest battles in the war (each with combined

Union and Confederate casualties of 23,000 or more), seven were fought be-

tween the Army of the Potomac and the Army of Northern Virginia. Of the

fifty Union regiments with the largest percentage of battle casualties, forty-one

fought in the Eastern theater. Of course, in the grim calculus of war, sustaining

casualties is less important than inflicting them, but there too the Army of the

Potomac did far more than other Union armies. Of the fifty Confederate regi-

ments with the highest percentage of combat casualties, forty were in the Army

of Northern Virginia.33 In terms of fighting prowess, therefore, the “band box”

soldiers in the Army of the Potomac more than held their own.

In other respects also the Western soldiers were perhaps not quite so tough

as they—and some historians—have portrayed them. In all wars before the

twentieth century, microbes were more lethal than bullets. Nearly twice as many

soldiers died from disease as from combat in the Civil War. Recruits from rural

areas were more vulnerable to microbes than those from cities and towns who

had previously been exposed to diseases like measles and mumps that farm

boys had not encountered while growing up. Virtual epidemics of these child-

hood diseases swept the camps of Midwestern soldiers, weakening their resis-

tance to the killer diseases of the Civil War: diarrhea/dysentery, typhoid, pneu-

monia, and malaria. Soldiers from Midwestern states in Union armies suffered

a disease mortality rate 43 percent higher than those from the more urban

states of the Northeast—while the latter had a combat mortality rate 23 percent

greater than Midwesterners.34

In any event, by the fall of 1864 Grant and Sherman had forged a winning

strategy that combined the relentless hammering by the Army of the Potomac
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to cripple and eventually destroy the Army of Northern Virginia with the march

through the Deep South by Sherman’s army group, spearheaded by the Army of

the Tennessee, to wreck the Southern infrastructure. Neither part of this strat-

egy would have alone won the war; in combination they proved triumphant. It

was not pretty, but it was effective. As Sherman famously expressed it in a

speech fifteen years later to an audience too young to have fought in the war but

already beginning to romanticize it, war is not a glorious adventure; when “you

come down to the practical realities, boys, war is all hell.”
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The Hard Hand of War

IN 1994, ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY YEARS after General William T. Sherman’s

army set forth on its march from Atlanta to the sea, Sherman’s legacy re-

mained vivid and bitter in the South. A proposed monument to Sherman’s sol-

diers at Bentonville, North Carolina, where one of the last battles of the Civil

War took place, ran into a firestorm of local opposition. Sherman was “more

evil than Ivan the Terrible or Genghis Khan,” declared the secretary of cultural

resources for North Carolina. His soldiers deserved no monument, agreed the

state commander of the Sons of Confederate Veterans. “Monuments should be

erected to heroes. These were no heroes. They were thieves, murderers, rapists,

arsonists, trespassers.”1

These words are a fair sample of opinion among guardians of the Lost

Cause legend in the South. The Sons of Confederate Veterans celebrated their

defeat of the plan for a monument (Bentonville Battlefield is a state park) as a

glorious victory by the heirs of those who should have won the war. The Amer-

ican Civil War is a highly visible exception to the adage that victors write the

history of wars. No other defeated nation has had more numerous and ardent

champions than the Confederacy. And no other victorious general since Genghis

Khan has had a worse historiographical reputation than Sherman. In recent

years, however, his devil image has undergone considerable transformation

outside the ranks of neo-Confederate partisans.2

Mark Grimsley’s The Hard Hand of War strips away the myths and explores

the reality of Sherman’s attack on the Southern civilian economy and popula-

tion as a means of winning the war. Grimsley maintains that the actions of

Sherman and other Union commanders were “seldom the wanton, wholesale

fury of legend” but rather struck a “balance between severity and restraint” and

were “indeed discriminate and roughly proportional to legitimate needs.”3

Compared with the policies of Philip II of Spain against the Dutch in the six-

teenth century, with those of the British in Ireland and of all armies in Germany
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during the Thirty Years War in the seventeenth century, or with the murder

and bombing of civilians by both Axis and Allies in World War II, “the re-

straint of Union armies in the Civil War acquires fresh salience.”4 This argu-

ment will not change the minds of the Sons of Confederate Veterans. But it will

impress fair-minded readers.

Several historians have portrayed Sherman as the progenitor of modern

“total war,” which reached its climax in World War II.5 By 1864 Union military

leaders, especially Sherman, concentrated on the destruction of Southern rail-

roads, factories, farms, and anything else that sustained the Confederate war

effort. The emancipation of slaves was part of this “total war” against Southern

resources, for the slaves made up most of the South’s labor force and their lib-

eration would cripple the Confederate economy. Sherman’s recognition that

the civilian population can be as important in war as armies themselves is re-

garded as a harbinger of the future. “We are not only fighting hostile armies,”

he said, “but a hostile people, and must make old and young, rich and poor,

feel the hard hand of war.”6

Sherman also practiced psychological warfare against enemy civilians in a

manner that supposedly anticipated total war in the twentieth century. The

terror that his soldiers provoked among Southern whites “was a power,” he

wrote, “and I intended to utilize it . . . to humble their pride, to follow them to

their inmost recesses, and to make them fear and dread us. . . . We cannot

change the hearts and minds of those people of the South, but we can make

war so terrible” and “make them so sick of war that generations would pass

away before they would again appeal to it.”7

These words make Sherman sound like an advocate of total war. But Grimsley

challenges this notion. He accepts the thesis of Mark Neely that true total war is

war “without any scruples or limitations” that “breaks down the distinction be-

tween soldiers and civilians, combatants and noncombatants,” war in which sol-

diers give no quarter, take no prisoners, and make no discrimination between

the lives of enemy soldiers and enemy civilians,“and this no one in the Civil War

did systematically.”8 As Grimsley makes clear, the killing or even rape of white

civilians in the South by Union soldiers was extremely rare, in contrast to most

invading and conquering armies through history. Sherman’s soldiers destroyed a

great deal of property, to be sure. But Axis and Allied bombers in World War II

destroyed hundreds of thousands of civilian lives as well. That was total war.

Grimsley searches for a different label to describe the kind of conflict the

American Civil War became by 1864. His solution is “hard war,” characterized
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by a military policy of “directed severity.”9 These phrases, however, are less im-

portant than the story that gives them meaning, and Grimsley tells that story

more clearly than anyone else has done. In lucid, straightforward prose

grounded in thorough research he analyzes the evolution of Union strategy

through three main phases. The first was a policy of “conciliation,” premised

on a belief in the essential loyalty to the Union of a silent majority of Southern

people. The passions of the moment, so the argument went, had stampeded

them into the secessionist camp. If the Union government and its armies pur-

sued a policy of firmness tempered by restraint, that silent majority would

gradually be won back to loyalty. The deluded fire-eaters who had taken the

South into rebellion and the armies they had raised were the enemy, but the mass

of Southern people were not. Thus Northern commanders invading the Con-

federacy in the first year of the war issued strict orders against pillaging and

placed guards around Southern civilian property to enforce these orders.

Above all, the Lincoln administration and Congress pledged in 1861 not to

touch the most sensitive property of all—the slaves.

None other than William T. Sherman was initially an outspoken advocate of

the conciliation policy. In the summer of 1861 he deplored the marauding ten-

dencies of Union soldiers in Virginia: “No goths or vandals ever had less re-

spect for the lives and property of friends and foes, and henceforth we ought

never to hope for any friends in Virginia.”10 As late as July 1862, when Sherman

commanded Union occupation forces in the Memphis area, he punished some

of his men who took mules and horses from farmers. Such “petty thieving and

pillaging,” he wrote, “does us infinite harm.” He authorized military police to

shoot soldiers who stole or vandalized private property. “This demoralizing

and disgraceful practice of pillage must cease,” he declared, “else the country

will rise on us and justly shoot us down like dogs and wild beasts.”11 Sherman’s

brother John, a powerful senator from Ohio, even went so far in August 1862

as to rebuke the general for “your leniency to the rebels” who were “bitter ene-

mies to be . . . conquered by confiscation . . . by terror, energy, audacity, rather

than by conciliation.”12

John Sherman’s words foreshadowed a new policy—one that his brother

soon embraced wholeheartedly. Several factors produced this turn toward

“hard war.” The first was loss of faith in those presumed legions of Southern

Unionists ready to reassert their control once Northern armies conquered

Southern territory and defeated Confederate armies. Northern forces did con-

quer thousands of square miles of territory and win several battles in the first
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half of 1862, but few Unionists came forward. Instead, guerrilla raids behind

Union lines burned railroad bridges and ripped up tracks, fired into Northern

supply boats on the Western rivers, attacked Union picket outposts, and am-

bushed Northern soldiers unless they moved in large groups. These activities

convinced William T. Sherman as well as other Union officers that, in Sher-

man’s words, they must act henceforth “on the proper rule that all in the South

are enemies of all in the North. . . . The whole country is full of guerrilla

bands. . . . The entire South, man, woman, and child, is against us, armed and

determined.”13

By 1862, also, the rank and file of Union soldiers had grown tired of the “kid

glove” policy of leaving untouched the property of civilians whom they sus-

pected of having rebel sympathies and of harboring guerrillas and snipers. Like

soldiers in all wars who find themselves hungry, cold, and hated in enemy terri-

tory at the end of long and precarious supply lines, they helped themselves to

crops and livestock owned by enemy civilians and to fence rails for fires to cook

this booty and to keep warm. As one Union soldier in western Tennessee put it

in August 1862, “This thing of guarding rebels’ property has about ‘played

out.’ ” In the same month orders went out from General in Chief Henry W. Hal-

leck in Washington to General Ulysses Grant in Mississippi: “Take up all active

[rebel] sympathizers and either hold them as prisoners or put them beyond our

lines. Handle that class without gloves, and take their property for public

use. . . . It is time that they should begin to feel the presence of the war.”14

As commander in chief, Lincoln played an active part in this movement to-

ward hard war. He approved a War Department executive order on July 22,

based on the Confiscation Act passed five days earlier, that authorized Union

military commanders anywhere in the South to “seize and use any property,

real or personal, which may be necessary or convenient . . . for supplies or

other military purposes.”15 When complaints about this policy reached Lin-

coln from Northern Democrats and professed Southern Unionists, the presi-

dent responded with a hard line. Did they expect him to prosecute the war

“with elder-stalk squirts, charged with rose water? Would you deal lighter

blows rather than heavier ones? . . . This government cannot much longer play

a game in which it stakes all, and its enemies stake nothing. Those enemies

must understand that they cannot experiment for ten years trying to destroy

the government, and if they fail still come back into the Union unhurt.”16

In the executive order of July 22, the reference to “personal” property

could be construed to include slaves. Indeed, Lincoln had decided to issue an
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emancipation proclamation, and so informed his cabinet on that same day,

July 22. Two months would pass before he actually issued the preliminary

Emancipation Proclamation on September 22, after the Union military victory

at Antietam. But the commitment to emancipation in July gave the coup de

grace to the policy of conciliation. Lincoln had become convinced, as he told

the cabinet, that “the slaves were undeniably an element of strength to those

who had their service, and we must decide whether that element should be

with us or against us. . . . Decisive and extensive measures must be adopted.

We wanted the army to strike more vigorous blows. The Administration must

set an example and strike at the heart of the rebellion”—slavery.17

In January 1863, after Lincoln had issued the final proclamation, General

Halleck pronounced the epitaph of the conciliation policy: “The character of

the war has very much changed within the last year,” he wrote to Grant. “There

is now no possible hope of reconciliation with the rebels. . . . We must conquer

the rebels or be conquered by them. . . . Every slave withdrawn from the en-

emy is the equivalent of a white man put hors de combat.”18

The end of conciliation did not lead immediately to the “hard war” of

1864–65. Grimsley describes an intermediate stage variously labeled “war in

earnest” or “a vigorous war policy.” Its chief characteristic was an expansion of

foraging for supplies by Northern forces fighting deep in enemy territory.

Union armies also practiced the age-old military policy of “area denial”—

destruction of food and forage they did not consume in order to deny it to the

enemy. Such legitimate and authorized activities often got out of hand; as with

armies throughout history, the line between foraging and pillaging grew so

thin that it sometimes disappeared altogether.19

These exercises became more frequent in the last year of the war as Union

armies sliced through the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, the interior of Geor-

gia and South Carolina, and other regions that had previously escaped the

hardest hand of war. With Grant now in command of all Union armies and

Sherman in command of his most mobile field army, “the Union strategy of

1864–1865 aimed at both the destruction of rebel armies and the destruction of

rebel war-making capability.” This was not a policy of wanton devastation of all

property. Rather it was “directed severity”—the targeting of resources capable

of sustaining armies. This “combination of severity and restraint,” Grimsley

maintains, resulted from “a basic morality” that still prevailed among Union

soldiers “even in 1864, after years of warfare. . . . Public and quasipublic prop-

erty like railroads, warehouses, and factories received the rough ministrations
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of Federal troops more often than private property. Plantations—the lairs of

the slaveholding aristocracy—were targeted far more often than small farms.”

Although “not averse to destruction,” Union soldiers “wanted to see the hard

hand of war descend on those who deserved it, and usually only in rough pro-

portion to the extent of their sins.”20

But what about all those houses that Yankee troops burned, leaving only

their chimneys standing as “Sherman’s sentinels” over hundreds of miles of ru-

ined countryside? What about the burning of Atlanta, Columbia, and other

towns? Grimsley concedes that Union soldiers did occasionally burn, loot, and

pillage private property of no military value. But they burned far fewer houses

in reality than they did in Southern memory—an interesting fact discovered

by James Reston Jr. in 1982 when he retraced Sherman’s route through Geor-

gia. He encountered locals who said Sherman had burned everything in his

path, but then proudly pointed out the fine examples of antebellum architec-

ture in the neighborhood.21

In South Carolina, however, reality approached myth. “The truth is,” Sher-

man wrote as he prepared to enter that state, “the whole army is burning with

an insatiable desire to wreak vengeance on South Carolina. I almost tremble

for her fate, but feel that she deserves all that seems in store for her.” Union sol-

diers put hundreds of houses to the torch in South Carolina. They gleefully re-

named the village of Barnwell “Burnwell.” But to Grimsley this proves his the-

sis of directed severity. Northerners considered South Carolina the cockpit of

secession, the home of the hottest fire-eaters, the state that started the war by

firing on the American flag at Fort Sumter. A Union soldier was heard to say as

he entered South Carolina: “Here is where treason began and, by God, here is

where it shall end.”22 When the army crossed the border into North Carolina

the “wanton destruction” ended, Grimsley notes, thus underscoring the “sub-

stantially directed nature of the severity that had preceded it” and furnishing

“one of the strongest proofs of the sense of discriminating righteousness that

animated the Federal rank and file.”23

Grimsley has probably not converted many members of the Sons of Confed-

erate Veterans to an appreciation of this sense of discriminating righteousness.

They are not likely any time soon to support the building of a monument to

Sherman and his soldiers. They will continue to revere Robert E. Lee as the great-

est general of the Civil War—perhaps the greatest general in American his-

tory. But they probably will not appreciate Lee’s role in the greatest irony of

the Civil War—one that goes a long way toward explaining the evolution of
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Union military policy into Mark Grimsley’s “hard war.” When Lee took com-

mand of the Army of Northern Virginia on June 1, 1862, the Confederacy was on

the verge of defeat. Union conquests in the West had brought more than 50,000

square miles of Confederate territory under Northern control and had caused

profound discouragement in the South. General George B. McClellan’s large

Army of the Potomac had approached to within six miles of Richmond. The

Confederate government had packed its archives and treasury on trains to evac-

uate the capital. If the war had brought an end to the Confederacy in the summer

of 1862, slavery and the antebellum Southern social order would have remained

largely intact and the Southern infrastructure relatively undamaged. But Lee’s

counteroffensive in the Seven Days battles and other major victories during the

next year ensured a prolongation of the war, opening the way to the emergence

of Grant and Sherman to top Union commands, the abolition of slavery, the “di-

rected severity” of Union policy in 1864–65, and the Götterdämmerung of the

Old South. Here was the irony of Robert E. Lee: His success produced the de-

struction of everything he fought for.
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Unvexed to the Sea: Lincoln, Grant,

and the Vicksburg Campaign

IN NOVEMBER 1861, ACCORDING TO ONE STORY, President Abraham Lincoln met

with several of his military advisers to discuss strategy for gaining control

of the Mississippi River. Lincoln pointed to a map of this great valley that

stretched from Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico and placed his finger on the

town of Vicksburg, Mississippi. “See what a lot of land those fellows [Confed-

erates] control of which Vicksburg is the key,” he said. “The war can never be

brought to a close until that key is in our pocket.”1

This story appears in the memoirs of Admiral David Dixon Porter, written

twenty years after the war. Porter was a good naval commander but an un-

trustworthy memoirist. He embellished many things and even constructed

some things out of whole cloth—usually to make himself appear to better ad-

vantage. The meeting he described did take place, but its purpose was to plan a

campaign to capture New Orleans, not Vicksburg. There is no confirmation

from any other source that Lincoln mentioned Vicksburg at this meeting. At

that time the Confederates controlled the whole Mississippi River from Bel-

mont in Missouri and Columbus across the river in Kentucky to its mouth a

hundred miles south of New Orleans, and Vicksburg was not then particularly

more important than several other places along the river. In September 1861

Confederate general Leonidas Polk had seized Columbus, just twenty miles

south of the confluence of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers at Cairo, Illinois,

and fortified the bluffs there with dozens of big guns that could blow out of the

water anything that tried to get past. Confederates called Columbus “the Gibral-

tar of the West.”

If Vicksburg at this time had only marginal military importance, the river

itself was a key to the strategy of both sides. The Confederates fortified several

other points on the Mississippi, while Union general in chief Winfield Scott

devised a strategy to snuff out the rebellion. His strategy was popularly labeled

the Anaconda Plan, after the snake that wraps itself around its victims and
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squeezes them to death. Scott proposed to squeeze the Confederacy by a block-

ade of its seaports and a campaign by gunboats and troops down the Missis-

sippi that would seal off the Confederacy from the world and slice it in two

along the river. Although derided by some Northern newspapers that clamored

instead for a campaign “On to Richmond,” the Anaconda Plan remained a ba-

sic part of Northern strategy through the war. As the blockade tightened and

Union forces eventually gained control of the whole Mississippi River, this

strategy played an important part in ultimate Union victory. And Vicksburg

did eventually become the key to that control.

But that did not happen until the war was more than a year old. In 1861 and

the early months of 1862, Lincoln’s main concern in the Western theater of the

war was East Tennessee, where the majority of the population had voted

against secession but Confederate troops were in control. Lincoln’s focus on

East Tennessee was part of his general strategy in 1861 to secure Union control

of the border states and Upper South regions where Unionists were in the ma-

jority. By early 1862 that strategy had succeeded in western Virginia, which

was on its way to becoming West Virginia, in Missouri except for continuing

guerrilla warfare that plagued the state, and in northern Kentucky as well as

Maryland. But to Lincoln’s vexation, Union forces operating from Kentucky

failed to come to the aid of East Tennessee Unionists when they rose in rebel-

lion against Confederate occupation in November 1861. The Confederate army

caught and hanged several of these Unionists.

Lincoln redoubled his efforts to get General Don Carlos Buell, Union com-

mander in Kentucky, to invade East Tennessee. General in Chief George B. Mc-

Clellan added his weight to the pressure on Buell. Both Lincoln and McClellan

sent repeated orders to Buell to capture Knoxville with the dual purpose of lib-

erating East Tennessee and severing the main east-west Confederate railroad,

which ran through Knoxville and Chattanooga. This would aid McClellan’s

planned campaign against Richmond by preventing Confederate reinforce-

ments from the West being transferred to the Virginia theater, and would dis-

rupt the west-to-east movement of supplies for Confederate forces.

Buell just as frequently replied that central and western Tennessee were the

true routes of Union advance, because the navigable Cumberland and Ten-

nessee rivers would facilitate invasion and supply, while the rugged mountains

and poor roads of East Tennessee prevented an advance in that direction. To

one of these dispatches from Buell, Lincoln replied in January 1862: “It disap-

points and distresses me.” Knoxville was a more important strategic objective
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than Nashville, Lincoln insisted, “first, because it cuts a great artery of the ene-

mies’ communication, which Nashville does not, and secondly because it is in

the midst of loyal people, who would rally around it, while Nashville is not. . . .

My distress is that our friends in East Tennessee are being hanged and driven to

despair, and even now I fear, are thinking of taking rebel arms for the sake of

personal protection. In this we lose the most valuable stake we have in the

South.” At the same time, McClellan wrote to Buell: “I was extremely sorry to

learn from your telegram to the President that you had from the beginning at-

tached little or no importance to a movement in East Tennessee.”2

Buell finally responded to this pressure by sending a small force under Gen-

eral George Thomas toward East Tennessee, provoking the battle of Mill

Springs in eastern Kentucky on January 19, 1862. It was a Union victory, but

Thomas could advance no farther, and East Tennessee remained under Con-

federate control for almost two more years.

Meanwhile Buell was able to move against his preferred target of Nashville

because of events farther west, along the Tennessee River. General Henry W.

Halleck, Union commander in that theater since November 1861, considered

the best line of Union operations to be the Tennessee and Cumberland rivers

rather than the Mississippi, as Scott had contemplated in the Anaconda Plan.

The Confederate bastion at Columbus was too strong to attack directly, said

Halleck, and a Union penetration up the Tennessee River (southward) would

flank both Columbus and Nashville and force the Confederates to abandon

both. Halleck had two subordinates who agreed with him and were eager to

get started: General Ulysses S. Grant and Flag Officer Andrew H. Foote. At the

beginning of February 1862 Halleck turned them loose. Once started, this

combined army-navy force proved unstoppable for several months. Foote and

Grant captured Forts Henry and Donelson; Union gunboats ranged all the way

up the Tennessee River to Florence, Alabama; the Confederates evacuated

Nashville and Columbus; Grant and Buell turned back a Confederate coun-

teroffensive at Shiloh.

In March 1862 the Union leadership finally turned its attention to the Mis-

sissippi River and began to implement that part of Winfield Scott’s Anaconda

Plan. Another army-navy task force under General John Pope and Flag Officer

Foote—soon to be replaced by Captain Charles C. Davis because a wound that

Foote had suffered at Fort Donelson incapacitated him—captured New

Madrid, Missouri, and Island No. 10 on the Mississippi. The river flotilla fought

its way south to capture Memphis in early June. A month earlier Flag Officer
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Daniel Glasgow Farragut’s fleet had accomplished the most spectacular feat of

the war so far by capturing New Orleans. Farragut’s fleet steamed upriver

while Davis’s gunboats continued downriver to meet at Vicksburg in June

1862. That fortified city high on the bluffs then did indeed become the key to

control of the Mississippi River and its valley.

During these months Lincoln was preoccupied with the Virginia theater of

the war. He spent most of his time and energy trying to get McClellan to ad-

vance and to fight. In the few spare hours that Lincoln could devote to the

Western theater, he remained more concerned about East Tennessee than

about Vicksburg. The main Union effort in the West after capture of the rail

junction at Corinth, Mississippi, in May 1862 was Buell’s effort to drive Gen-

eral Braxton Bragg’s Army of Tennessee out of Chattanooga and finally to

liberate East Tennessee. Instead, Buell found himself scrambling to defend

Nashville and Louisville—and even Cincinnati—as a Confederate counterof-

fensive led by Bragg and General Edmund Kirby Smith invaded Kentucky,

threatening Union control of that border state until they were turned back at

the battle of Perryville.

When a prominent judge in St. Louis accused Lincoln of neglecting the

Mississippi Valley, the president responded that he was strongly committed to

opening the river, but “the country will not allow us to send our whole Western

force down the Mississippi, while the enemy sacks Louisville and Cincinnati.”3

Even though circumstances continued to compel Lincoln to focus mainly on

the Virginia and Kentucky-Tennessee theaters through the end of 1862, he was

well aware of the importance of the great river that he had twice descended on

a flatboat in his youth. He hoped that the combined power of Farragut’s and

Davis’s fleets could capture Vicksburg in the summer of 1862. But the rein-

forced strength of this new Confederate “Gibraltar of the West” and the falling

level of the river that threatened to ground Farragut’s deep-draft vessels ended

that effort in August 1862. The military crises in Kentucky and Maryland as

well as attempts by two smaller Confederate armies under Generals Earl Van

Dorn and Sterling Price to drive Grant out of northern Mississippi prevented

any renewed effort against Vicksburg until November. And when that effort fi-

nally began, it was initially plagued by a divided Union command for which

Lincoln was partly responsible.

In November 1862 the president decided to replace the notorious Ben-

jamin Butler with Nathaniel P. Banks as commander of Union army forces in

New Orleans and southern Louisiana. Banks’s record in the Virginia theater,
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where Stonewall Jackson had handled him roughly in the spring and summer

of 1862, did not give great promise of success as a combat commander in

Louisiana. Nevertheless, Lincoln and his new general in chief Henry W. Hal-

leck gave Banks the mission of opening the Mississippi River—which would of

course require the capture of Vicksburg and of Port Hudson, a second fortified

bastion two hundred miles south of Vicksburg. Halleck instructed Banks on

November 9 that “the President regards the opening of the Mississippi River as

the first and most important of all our military and naval operations, and it is

hoped that you will not lose a moment in accomplishing it.” Banks outranked

Grant, so Halleck told Banks that “as the ranking general in the Southwest, you

are authorized to assume control of any military forces from the Upper Missis-

sippi which may come within your command. The line of division between

your department and that of Major-General Grant is therefore left undecided

for the present, and you will exercise superior authority as far north as you

may ascend the river.”4

Lincoln overrated Banks’s command capacity, as future events would show.

At this time he also overrated the abilities of another general who would com-

plicate the command situation in the Vicksburg campaign: Major General

John A. McClernand, who did not outrank Grant but thought he should. The

origins of the McClernand issue may have gone back to a cabinet meeting in

August 1862. A month earlier Lincoln had issued a call for 300,000 new three-

year volunteers for the army, and the War Department was about to issue a

requisition for an additional 300,000 nine-month militia under authorization

from the recent enactment of a new militia law. The cabinet discussed the idea

of using some of these new troops to supplement old regiments in a campaign

to capture Vicksburg and open the Mississippi. This may have been the germ

of a later project to create an army for that purpose with McClernand as its

commander.5

A brief discussion of this project is important for an understanding of Lin-

coln, Grant, and the Vicksburg campaign. McClernand had served under Grant

at Belmont, Forts Henry and Donelson, and Shiloh. He was ambitious for an in-

dependent command; he was also eager to get out from under Grant, and the

feeling was undoubtedly mutual with Grant. Like Banks, McClernand was one

of the “political generals” who had been commissioned in 1861 as part of Lin-

coln’s effort to mobilize various political and ethnic constituencies for the war

effort. Lincoln would come to regret some of these appointments—including

McClernand’s—but in 1861 that appointment had seemed important in order

UNVEXED TO THE SEA 135



to rally lukewarm Democrats in southern and central Illinois for the war. Mc-

Clernand had done a good job in that effort, and despite Grant’s doubts he had

also shown some aptitude for military command.

In September 1862 McClernand had persuaded Governor Richard Yates of

Illinois, and through him President Lincoln, to give him authority to organize

new troops recruited in the Midwest for a campaign to open the Mississippi

River. Halleck and perhaps Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton were less than

enthusiastic about this project—though Stanton, like Lincoln, had become

frustrated with West Point professionals like McClellan and Buell who had

fumbled opportunities to win more decisive victories against the invading

Confederates in Maryland and Kentucky. Lincoln was about to remove both of

those generals from command, so Stanton as well as the president may have

been more open to giving an independent command to the nonprofessional

McClernand, who at least promised an aggressive campaign.6

In any case, on October 21 Stanton ordered McClernand to take charge of

the remaining new regiments in Illinois, Indiana, Wisconsin, and Iowa for a

campaign to open the Mississippi. But there were two significant clauses in this

order, perhaps drafted or influenced by Halleck. They instructed McClernand

to begin his campaign as soon as “a sufficient force not required by the opera-

tions of General Grant’s command shall be raised” and also specified that “the

forces so organized will remain subject to the designation of the General-in-

Chief [Halleck], and be employed according to such exigencies as the service

in his judgment may require.”7

These clauses would prove to be McClernand’s undoing, though perhaps

only Halleck realized that at the time. Lincoln added his personal endorsement

to this October 21 order: “I feel deep interest in the success of the expedition

and desire it to be pushed forward with all possible dispatch.”

Within a week Grant heard rumors of the proposed McClernand expedi-

tion. On November 10 Grant sought clarification from Halleck of his author-

ity in this theater, especially as he was planning a campaign of his own against

Vicksburg. Halleck wired back: “You have command of all troops sent to your

Department, and have permission to fight the enemy when you please.” Grant

immediately telegraphed General William T. Sherman to “move on the enemy

so soon as you can leave Memphis with two full Divisions”—including the

regiments that McClernand had organized and sent south with the expectation

that he would soon follow and take command. On December 9 Grant in-

formed Halleck that “a letter from General McClernand, just received states
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that he expects to go forward in a few days. Sherman has already gone.”8 The

West Pointers Grant and Halleck had outwitted the politician McClernand and

had hijacked the army he expected to command.

Lincoln’s role in this hijacking is unclear. What is clear is that he had ini-

tially appointed Banks and McClernand to important commands in the expec-

tation that they would converge on Port Hudson and Vicksburg from the south

and north to capture these bastions and open the river. The historian T. Harry

Williams found this difficult to understand. “Why Lincoln passed over Grant

and selected two incompetents to accomplish one of the most important ob-

jectives of Union strategy,” wrote Williams in Lincoln and His Generals, “is

hard to explain.”9 Of course, the incompetence of Banks and McClernand is

more clear in retrospect than it was to Lincoln when he made these appoint-

ments. And the president was aware of the telegraphic exchanges between Hal-

leck and Grant in which Grant received authority over all of the troops in his

theater and Sherman appropriated those that McClernand expected to com-

mand. Lincoln saw all important telegrams coming into and going out of the

War Department telegraph office, and Halleck rarely issued important orders

without Lincoln’s knowledge and approval.

McClernand arrived in Memphis at the end of December to find that his

supposed army had gone south with Sherman. Grant subsequently assigned

McClernand to command only one of the four corps that now constituted the

Army of the Tennessee. McClernand sent angry protests to Lincoln—at pre-

cisely the time when Lincoln was bedeviled by the infighting in the officer

corps of the Army of the Potomac during the aftermath of the disaster at Fred-

ericksburg. Lincoln was in no mood to countenance McClernand’s efforts to

provoke similar controversies in the Army of the Tennessee. He responded to

McClernand’s expostulations with a stern letter advising him for his own good

to bow to the inevitable and become a loyal corps commander under Grant.

“I have too many family controversies (so to speak), already on my hands,”

Lincoln wrote, “to voluntarily take up another. You are now doing well—well

for the country, and well for yourself—much better than you could possibly

be, if engaged in open war with General Halleck. Allow me to beg, that for

your sake, for my sake, & for the country’s sake, you give your whole attention

to the better work.”10

It is also worth remembering that if it had not been for Lincoln’s steadfast

support of Grant and resistance to pressures for his removal during the past

year, Grant would not have been in command of the Vicksburg campaign and
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perhaps not even have been in the army at all. When Halleck—now Grant’s

ally—had earlier chastised him after Fort Donelson for failing to send in re-

ports and going to Nashville without authorization, and hinted that Grant had

“resumed his former bad habits”—a thinly veiled reference to rumors about

Grant’s drinking—Lincoln had instructed Halleck to provide solid evidence of

any wrongdoing by Grant, and Halleck had backed down. When similar ru-

mors surfaced after Shiloh, Lincoln again demanded evidence, of which there

was none.11

The story of Lincoln saying he wanted to know what brand of whiskey Grant

drank so he could send some to his other generals is probably apocryphal. Also

probably apocrychal is a quotation attributed to Lincoln: “I can’t spare this

man; he fights.” But the point these stories illustrated—Lincoln’s support of

Grant—is quite genuine. Lincoln did say, after Grant had proved his worth and

become famous, that “I have had stronger influence brought against Grant,

praying for his removal, since the battle of Pittsburg Landing [Shiloh], than for

any other object, coming too from good men. . . . If I had done as my Washing-

ton friends, who fight battles with their tongues instead of swords far from the

enemy, demanded of me, Grant, who has proved himself so great a military

captain, would never have been heard of again.”12 Grant’s main supporter in

Congress, Elihu Washburne, wrote the general in 1864 that “when the torrent of

obloquy and detraction was rolling over you, and your friends, after the battle

of Shiloh, Mr. Lincoln stood like a wall of fire between you and it, uninfluenced

by the threats of Congressmen and the demands of insolent cowardice.”13 Per-

haps the greatest contribution Lincoln made to the successful strategy of Union

forces in the Western theater, and eventually in the war as a whole, was to stick

with Grant through thick and thin when others wanted to get rid of him.

For a time in the winter of 1863, however, Lincoln’s faith in Grant was

sorely tested. The general’s initial two-pronged campaign against Vicksburg in

December 1862 came to grief. Troops under Grant’s direct command moved

overland from La Grange, Tennessee, while Sherman led others down the river

from Memphis. Confederate general Earl Van Dorn commanded a cavalry raid

that destroyed Grant’s supply base at Holly Springs. Then Pemberton’s Con-

federate force north of Vicksburg repulsed Sherman’s attack at Chickasaw

Bluffs. Grant came personally downriver to take charge of the whole Army of

the Tennessee in its futile efforts to get at Vicksburg in February and March

1863. These months were a low point of the war for the North, not least be-

cause of repeated frustrations at Vicksburg: the failure of the attempt to divert
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the river through a canal intended to bypass the city; the wasted energy of the

Lake Providence route; the repulse of the Union river fleet in the efforts to get

troops on dry land east and northeast of Vicksburg by the Yazoo Pass and

Steele’s Bayou routes. Exaggerated reports of these failures reached Washing-

ton and the North, along with similarly exaggerated reports of the demoraliza-

tion of Grant’s soldiers and the ravages of typhoid fever, diarrhea and dysen-

tery, and pneumonia killing off thousands of them.

The old rumors about Grant’s drinking began to circulate again. Politicians

renewed their pressure on Lincoln to get rid of Grant. One of the sharpest

criticisms—made privately, but it certainly reached Lincoln’s ears—came in a

letter on February 19 from Joseph Medill, editor of the Chicago Tribune, the

most powerful Republican newspaper in the Midwest, to Elihu Washburne.

“Your man Grant” is a miserable failure, Medill wrote. “His army now is al-

most in a state of insubordination [a gross exaggeration]. Is it any wonder the

military affairs of the West have been so woefully managed. No man’s career in

the army is more open to destructive criticism than Grant’s. We have kept off

him on your account. We could have made him stink in the nostrils of the pub-

lic like an old fish had we properly criticised his military blunders. Was there

ever a more weak and imbecile campaign?” Even Elihu Washburne’s brother

Cadwalader Washburn, a major general, wrote to his brother in March: “I fear

Grant won’t do. The truth is, Grant has no plan for taking Vicksburg, & is frit-

tering away time & strength to no purpose. The truth must be told even when

it hurts. You cannot make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.”14

Lincoln also expressed private frustration with the apparent lack of progress

in Grant’s campaign.15 In March Secretary of War Stanton, with Lincoln’s ap-

proval, sent the War Department troubleshooter Charles A. Dana west, ostensi-

bly to investigate the paymaster service in that theater but in reality to deter-

mine whether Grant deserved the administration’s continued support. Dana

soon began sending back confidential reports by special cipher to Stanton, who

shared them with Lincoln, that were favorable to Grant. These reports probably

were a major factor in Lincoln’s decision to stick with Grant.16

At the same time, however, both Halleck and Lincoln thought that Grant’s

best strategy would be to combine with Banks’s Army of the Gulf in a joint

campaign first against Port Hudson and then against Vicksburg, or vice versa.17

In such a case, Banks would have outranked Grant and taken command. But the

distance between the two armies and the logistical nightmare of trying to

unite and supply them, plus Banks’s late start against Port Hudson—and also,
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probably, Grant’s disinclination to yield command of the whole enterprise to

Banks—combined to prevent any joint effort by the two armies. Moreover, by

April Grant had matured the plan that he carried out brilliantly during the next

several weeks and that led eventually to the capture not only of Vicksburg but

also of its 30,000 defenders.

On April 16 Acting Rear Admiral David Dixon Porter began to implement

Grant’s plan by running his gunboat fleet plus several transports carrying sup-

plies past the Vicksburg batteries in order to ferry the troops across to the east

bank somewhere downriver. The soldiers had built bridges and corduroyed

roads through the swamps and across the bayous to march down the west

bank to rendezvous with the gunboats and transports. They crossed at Bruins-

burg, about forty miles south of Vicksburg, against virtually no opposition.

The lack of opposition was owing to a pair of diversions that Grant orga-

nized to deceive the Confederate commander, John C. Pemberton. He sent a

cavalry brigade under Colonel Benjamin Grierson on what turned out to be

one of the most dramatic raids of the war from Tennessee all the way through

Mississippi in the last half of April. Grierson tore up railroads and bridges,

won several skirmishes and captured or killed more than six hundred Confed-

erates at the cost of only two dozen casualties, lured most of Pemberton’s cav-

alry and an entire infantry division into a futile effort to catch him, and rode

safely into Union lines at Baton Rouge after marauding for six hundred miles,

most of it through enemy territory. For the second diversion, Grant had Sher-

man’s corps feign an attack from the Yazoo River against the bluffs north of

Vicksburg near the site of his bloody repulse four months earlier. This feint

worked perfectly, convincing Pemberton that it was the main attack while

Grant’s other two corps crossed at Bruinsburg and began a three-week cam-

paign that most military historians consider without parallel in the war.

It was also one of the riskiest campaigns in the war. Even though most of

Porter’s gunboats and transports had successfully run the Vicksburg batteries

downriver with the aid of a four-knot current, they would be sitting ducks if

they tried to go back up against the current to Grant’s main supply base above

Vicksburg. Thus, once they crossed the river deep in enemy territory, Grant’s

44,000 men would be mostly on their own until they could fight their way back

to some kind of base above Vicksburg. This problem worried Sherman and

most of Grant’s other subordinates, who advised against the move.

But Grant was confident that with the supplies his men brought with them

plus those they could seize from the Mississippi countryside, they could keep
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going for as long as it took. When reports of Grant’s success in crossing the

river below Vicksburg on April 30 reached Washington, Halleck and Lincoln

also worried about Grant’s vulnerability deep in enemy territory where a larger

enemy force might be concentrated against him. As late as May 11 Halleck sent

a message to Grant urging him to combine with Banks, but such a move was

out of date if not impossible by that time, and Grant demurred. If his cam-

paign had failed he might have been in big trouble. Nothing succeeds like suc-

cess, though, and Grant put his neck on the line to achieve that success.

During the three weeks after crossing the Mississippi, Grant’s army marched

130 miles, fought and won five battles against enemy forces that, if combined,

would have been almost as large as Grant’s own, inflicted 7,200 casualties on

the enemy at the cost of only 4,300 to themselves, and penned up an apparently

demoralized army in the Vicksburg defenses. Union attacks on those defenses

on May 19 and 22 proved that the Confederates were not as demoralized as

Grant thought they were, so he reluctantly settled down to a siege. Reinforced

to an eventual total of 70,000 men during the siege, Grant detached almost

half of them under Sherman to guard against an attack on his rear by a force of

almost 30,000 men that General Joseph E. Johnston built up east of the Big

Black River. Johnston never attacked, however, and on the Fourth of July the

starving Confederates surrendered. Five days later the similarly starving Con-

federates at Port Hudson also surrendered.

These combined captures of 37,000 men were the largest of the war, larger

even than Appomattox. And Lincoln knew who deserved the credit. Even before

definite news of Vicksburg’s surrender reached Washington, Lincoln declared

that “Grant is my man and I am his the rest of the war!” Two days later, when

explicit word arrived, Lincoln told Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles: “I can-

not, in words, tell you my joy over this result. It is great, Mr. Welles, it is great!”18

Lincoln’s joy contrasted with his disappointment at General George Meade’s

failure to inflict greater damage on the Army of Northern Virginia before it got

back across the Potomac after Gettysburg. On July 13 Lincoln sat down and

wrote a graceful letter to Grant expressing the president’s “grateful acknow-

ledgment for the almost inestimable service you have done the country.” Lin-

coln added that “when you first reached the vicinity of Vicksburg, I thought

you should do, what you finally did—march the troops across the neck, run

the batteries with the transports, and thus go below; and I never had any faith,

except a general hope that you knew better than I, that the Yazoo Pass expedi-

tion, and the like, could succeed. When you got below, and took Port Gibson,
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Grand Gulf, and vicinity, I thought you should go down the river and join

General Banks; and when you turned Northward East of the Big Black, I feared

it was a mistake. I now wish to make the personal acknowledgment that you

were right, and I was wrong.”19

Grant was indeed Lincoln’s man the rest of the war. In Lincoln’s happy

phrase, “the Father of Waters again goes unvexed to the sea.”20 The Confeder-

acy was cut in twain. Grant’s success at Vicksburg propelled his promotion to

command of the entire Military Division of the Mississippi, including the

Army of the Cumberland hunkered down in Chattanooga after its defeat at

Chickamauga. Grant went personally to Chattanooga in October and orches-

trated the Union counteroffensive in November that drove Braxton Bragg’s

Confederate Army of Tennessee back into Georgia, accomplished Lincoln’s

initial top priority for the Western theater by liberating East Tennessee, and set

the stage for Sherman’s campaign the next year that would slice the Confeder-

acy into three parts. All of these triumphs stemmed primarily from two crucial

factors that proved also to be the principal reasons why the North eventually

won the war: Lincoln’s faith in Grant through thick and thin, and Grant’s vin-

dication of that faith in the Vicksburg campaign.
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IN THE 1970S GENERAL JOHN A. WICKHAM of the U.S. Army, commander of the

famed 101st Airborne Division, visited the Civil War battlefield of Antie-

tam. There he gazed at Bloody Lane, where Union soldiers had attacked re-

peatedly before finally breaking through after suffering casualties greater than

50 percent in some regiments. “You couldn’t get American soldiers today to

make an attack like that,” he said.1

Why not? Because neither the soldiers nor the American public would tol-

erate such losses. But that is probably the wrong question. The right question

is: Why did Civil War soldiers do what they did? This percentage of casualties

was far from unusual in Civil War battles. The 1st Texas Infantry lost 80 per-

cent of its men killed, wounded, or missing at Antietam. Both the 1st Min-

nesota and 26th North Carolina similarly experienced close to 80 percent

casualties at Gettysburg. Other units approached these figures in several bat-

tles. What motivated these men? How could they endure such losses and keep

fighting?

I tried to answer these questions in my book For Cause and Comrades: Why

Men Fought in the Civil War.2 Drawing on soldiers’ letters and diaries, I found

that their motives included fervent patriotism, ideological convictions about

the righteousness of their cause, the cohesion of community-based regimental

companies, Victorian cultural values of duty, honor, courage, and manhood, in

which cowardice and letting down one’s comrades doomed one to eternal

shame and dishonor, and religious beliefs that enabled many soldiers to face

death with a composure that seems extraordinary today. I also discussed the

importance of leadership by officers who could remain cool under fire, impose

discipline without provoking corrosive resentment, command the confidence

of their men, and not ask them to do anything or face any danger they were

unwilling to do or face themselves. The best officers led from the front rather



than giving orders from the rear. Among the most important factors that dis-

tinguished the best Civil War regiments from the mediocre ones were the qual-

ity and exemplary courage of their officers.

Two books published on the 140th anniversary of the war’s end—one about

the 20th Massachusetts Volunteer Infantry and the other a biography of Charles

Russell Lowell, commander of the 2nd Massachusetts Volunteer Cavalry—have

caused me to think that I may have underestimated the significance of leader-

ship in the molding of an effective fighting unit.3 Most of the original officers

of the 20th Massachusetts Infantry and several of those in the 2nd Cavalry, in-

cluding Lowell, were Harvard alumni, and an exceptional number of them

were killed in battle leading their men from the front. For them the ideals of

duty, honor, and sacrifice were not mere words; they were deep-rooted values

for which they quite literally gave their lives. Of the 578 Harvard men who

fought in the Civil War, ninety were killed—eight of them officers in the 20th

Massachusetts.

Scores of additional non-Harvard sons of the Brahmin elite also served in

the Union army. Massachusetts regiments—especially the 2nd and 20th In-

fantry and 2nd Cavalry—included such distinguished names as Abbott (two

brothers, both killed), Adams, Barlow, Cabot, Crowninshield, Forbes, Higgin-

son, Holmes (Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., Harvard ’61, wounded three times),

James, Lee, Lowell (two brothers, both killed), Palfrey, Putnam, Quincy, Revere

(two brothers, grandsons of Paul Revere, both killed), Russell, Sedgwick, Web-

ster (Fletcher Webster, a son of Daniel Webster, killed at Second Bull Run as

colonel of the 12th Massachusetts Infantry), and Whittier. Three nephews of

the poet James Russell Lowell lost their lives in the war. Charles Russell Lowell,

his brother, a brother-in-law, and six of his thirteen cousins who fought in the

war were killed.

Most of these men served as officers, but a few Harvard alumni fought in

the ranks. The most accomplished was Francis Balch, who enlisted in the 20th

Massachusetts in 1862. Class of 1859 at Harvard, Balch had won the Detur

Prize as a freshman and the Bowdoin Prize and Thayer Scholarship as a junior,

graduated as valedictorian, and earned a law degree from Harvard in 1861. He

survived the war and in 1867 fathered Emily Balch, who in 1946 won the No-

bel Peace Prize for her work on behalf of the League of Nations and other

international organizations.

What motivated these men, officers and privates alike, nearly all of whom

enlisted before the Union draft went into effect in mid-1863—and who could
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have bought exemption in any case? First, many of them were descendants of

the Revolutionary generation that had won independence from Britain and

founded the nation now threatened with destruction. “The institutions of the

country, indeed free institutions, hang on this moment,” wrote Paul Revere—

grandson of the Revolutionary War hero—two years before Abraham Lincoln

made the same point at Gettysburg.“I should be ashamed of myself if I were to

sit down in happy indulgence, and leave such a great matter as this to take its

course.”4 Charles Russell Lowell’s great-grandfather had roomed with James

Madison when they were delegates to the Continental Congress. As Carol

Bundy notes in The Nature of Sacrifice, “virtually all Lowell’s friends could

claim at least one ancestor who had been a Founding Father” or had “fought in

the Revolutionary War.” The same was true of most of the Brahmin elite in the

Union army: “So the desire of these young men to preserve the Union, to de-

fend the Constitution and its principles, was not an abstract or philosophical

attitude but one imbued with almost hereditary, even proprietary feelings.”5

Strong convictions of duty and honor grew from this heritage—the duty

to serve, and the dishonor of failing to serve. Explaining his decision to enlist

(against his father’s wishes), Charles Francis Adams Jr. (the great-grandson of

John Adams) declared that “it would have been an actual disgrace had [our]

family, of all possible families American, been wholly unrepresented in the field.”

When Paul Revere, killed at Gettysburg, was buried next to his brother, killed at

Antietam, in Mt. Auburn Cemetery, their mother wrote in her journal: “They

knew the risk they ran. But the conflict must be met. It was their duty to aid it.

The claim on them was as strong as on any and gallantly they answered it.”6

Closely related to these values of duty and honor was an ethic of sacrifice, the

noblesse-oblige conviction that the privileged classes had a greater obligation to

defend the country precisely because of the privileged status they enjoyed. Cap-

tain Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. praised the first colonel of the 20th Massachu-

setts, William Raymond Lee, for having “taught us more perfectly than we

could learn elsewhere to strive not only to acquire the discipline of soldiers but

[also] the high feelings and self-sacrifice of chivalrous gentlemen.”7

Charles Russell Lowell shared this conviction with his brother-in-law and

best friend, Robert Gould Shaw, a Harvard alumnus whose father was a promi-

nent and well-to-do abolitionist. After serving as a captain in the 2nd Massa-

chusetts Infantry, Shaw in January 1863 accepted a commission as colonel of

the 54th Massachusetts Infantry, the first black regiment raised in the North-

east. He died at the head of his regiment in its attack on Fort Wagner in South

BRAHMINS AT WAR 147



Carolina on July 18, 1863 (the subject of the movie Glory). Lowell wrote to his

own grieving fiancée, Shaw’s sister Josephine: “I see now that the best Colonel

of the best black regiment had to die, it was a sacrifice we owed,—and how

could it have been paid more gloriously?”8 Fifteen months later Lowell made a

similar sacrifice, leaving Josephine a widow six weeks before their child was

born. She dedicated the remaining forty-one years of her life to working for the

underprivileged in American society: freed slaves, exploited workers, women in

poverty, the down-and-out of every ethnic group.

Like Robert Gould Shaw, many of these Massachusetts officers had been

active in the antislavery movement. That was true of the whole Lowell clan.

James Russell Lowell was one of the most prominent abolitionist writers, and

his nephews Charles Russell Lowell and William Lowell Putnam echoed his

sentiments. This was a war for freedom and human rights, wrote Charles Low-

ell in 1861,“in which decent men ought to engage for the sake of humanity.” In

William Putnam’s last letter before he was killed at Ball’s Bluff, he wrote: “He

who said that ‘A century of civil war is better than a day of slavery’ was right.

God grant that every river in this land of ours may run with blood, and every

city be laid in ashes rather than this war should come to an end without the utter

destruction of every vestige of this curse so monstrous.”9

Not all Massachusetts officers shared these sentiments. A conservative strain

infused part of the Brahmin class and turned them against abolitionism and the

antislavery Republicans. This issue split the officers of the 20th Massachusetts

into two camps. It became informally known as the “Democratic,” or more

conservative, Harvard regiment—in contrast with the “Republican” Harvard

2nd Massachusetts Infantry. The 20th became even more Democratic after

many of its original antislavery officers were killed, badly wounded, or trans-

ferred to other regiments (two of them to become officers in the new 54th and

55th Massachusetts black regiments in 1863).

Disagreements about slavery and emancipation did not seem to affect the

efficiency and fighting qualities of the 20th Massachusetts. General Andrew A.

Humphreys, chief of staff for the Army of the Potomac in 1863–64, described

the 20th as “one of the very best regiments in the service.”10 During the winter

of 1862–63, inspecting officers rated the 20th among the top eleven of 330

Union infantry regiments in the Virginia theater. One consequence of such a

reputation was the assignment of the regiment to the toughest, most dangerous

combat missions. During the war the 20th had 795 men killed or wounded in
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action—40 percent of the total enrollment. The figure of 260 men killed or

mortally wounded was greater than for any other Massachusetts regiment and

fifth highest among the two thousand Union regiments.11

What explained the 20th’s proficiency at fighting? Miller makes a persuasive

case that it was the quality of its officers—especially their selfless willingness to

share every danger with their men. In contrast to the practice in most volunteer

regiments from other states, enlisted men in Massachusetts regiments did not

elect their company officers. Governor John Andrew could therefore appoint of-

ficers for what he considered their ability (which he often equated with social

standing) rather than for political popularity or expediency. Only a few of these

officers had prior military training or experience, but they did have the prestige

and status that provided Massachusetts regiments with a greater degree of disci-

pline and order than those of most other states. Of no other regiment was this

more true than of the 20th, owing in considerable part to Colonel William Ray-

mond Lee, who had attended West Point as well as Harvard, and who shaped the

character and ethos of the regiment during the year and a half he commanded it.

The social distance between officers and enlisted men in the 20th was greater

than in most other regiments. Some of the original officers expressed a cliquish

snobbery toward noncoms from middle- and working-class backgrounds who

were commissioned from the ranks as the inevitable attrition of war whittled

away the “gentlemen” officers. One of the qualities that make Miller’s book

among the best of the hundreds of Civil War regimental histories is his analy-

sis of the dynamics of class in the 20th. The experience of combat gradually re-

duced the distance and tensions between Brahmin officers and the rank and

file—an achievement all the more remarkable because of the ethnic and class

heterogeneity of the regiment. Two of the ten companies were composed of

German Americans, one of Irish, one of waterfront toughs of various ethnic

backgrounds, and one mainly of whaling men from Nantucket.

Some of these recruits initially looked upon their officers as effete fops.

They soon learned otherwise. These Harvard men had in them the steel of

their ancestors who fought at Concord and Bunker Hill and Saratoga. They

demonstrated their toughness at Antietam and Gettysburg and a dozen other

battles. Even the disastrous defeat at Ball’s Bluff on October 21, 1861, the regi-

ment’s first battle, helped to bind officers and men, who stuck together under

the direst circumstances. One private later summed up an impression widely

shared by the rank and file in the 20th: “We had a Grand Set of officers. . . . I
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hav often thought Since how brave the[y] ware the[y] Seamed to like to fight

and Set the Men A Good Example.”12

Loyalty to the regiment and to their men brought officers back again and

again after recovering from wounds that could have sent them home with hon-

orable discharges. Holmes was wounded once a year and returned all three

times. (He not only survived the war; after serving for thirty years as a distin-

guished associate justice of the United States Supreme Court, he died two days

before his ninety-fourth birthday in 1935.) Colonel Paul Revere, wounded at

Antietam, came back after recovering in time to be killed at Gettysburg. His suc-

cessor, George Macy, lost his left hand at Gettysburg, returned to take command

just before the battle of the Wilderness, where he took bullets in both legs, and

later came back to command the entire brigade to the end at Appomattox.

The examples of these “gentlemen” officers worked their way down to men

promoted from the ranks. Captain John Kelliher, a former bootmaker who was

commissioned in September 1863, was so badly wounded at Spotsylvania in

May 1864 that the surgeon who removed his lower jaw, one arm, a shoulder

blade, a clavicle, and two of his ribs had no hope for his recovery. But Kelliher

not only confounded that diagnosis; he returned in November 1864 with the

rank of major to command the surviving remnant of the regiment.

Charles Russell Lowell did not serve in the 20th Massachusetts—though his

brother and several friends and cousins did. Valedictorian of the Harvard class

of 1854, Lowell had a successful business career interrupted by two years in

Europe to seek rest and treatment for tuberculosis. In 1861 he secured a com-

mission in the 6th U.S. Cavalry and later served as a staff officer in the Army of

the Potomac. In the winter of 1862–63 the governor of Massachusetts, John

Andrew, commissioned him to recruit, organize, and command the 2nd Mass-

achusetts Cavalry. Seven of the twelve companies in this unique regiment were

composed of Massachusetts men; the other five were filled by Californians,

most of them natives of New England who had gone west during the Gold

Rush a decade or more earlier. These men represented California’s principal

military contribution to the Union war effort. They were older than the aver-

age Massachusetts recruit, more experienced as horsemen, and more accus-

tomed to outdoor life. The California companies were the best in the regiment,

especially adept at the counterguerrilla warfare that became the main activity

of the 2nd Massachusetts in 1863 and 1864.

Although an excellent rider, the twenty-eight-year-old Colonel Lowell was

slight in build and youthful in appearance. Several of the California company
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officers were older than Lowell. Yet he quickly gained their confidence and

loyalty. Lowell’s first challenge was to meld the disparate Massachusetts and

California companies into a single fighting unit. One of the strengths of

Carol Bundy’s biography, as with Miller’s history, is its analysis of the ten-

sions within the regiment, which could be overcome only by strong qualities

of leadership. Lowell possessed that elusive quality of personal magnetism

known as charisma; as an early biographer put it, he had a natural “capacity

of ruling men, which was the most remarkable of his gifts.”13 Cool under fire,

Lowell found that men would follow him anywhere and obey his orders with-

out hesitation. It helped their confidence that he seemed to lead a charmed

life. In more than two years of combat he had thirteen horses shot from under

him without suffering a scratch himself. Who would not follow this lucky

colonel?

For more than a year the mission of Lowell’s regiment was to disperse, cap-

ture, or destroy the Confederate guerrilla band known as Mosby’s Rangers.

John Singleton Mosby was the bold and apparently fearless leader of partisans

who operated behind Union lines in occupied Confederate territory, attacking

supply trains, burning bridges, cutting telegraph lines, robbing paymasters,

and capturing or killing small Union forces separated from their units. Several

counties in northern Virginia stretching from Washington to the Shenandoah

Valley became known as Mosby’s Confederacy. Mosby’s raiders once captured

a Union general in his bed only ten miles from Washington. Lowell’s task was

to eliminate this fishbone in the throat of the Union army. He came up with

several new tactics in the deadly game of raids and counterraids. Despite set-

backs and attrition from exhaustion and casualties during their continual pa-

trols and ambushes, the 2nd Massachusetts gained several victories over Mosby

and by mid-1864 had constricted his territory.

Even though successful, Lowell and his men grew weary of such inglorious

duty and yearned for some “real cavalry fighting” in the field. In July 1864 they

got their wish. Now part of a cavalry brigade with Lowell as brigade commander,

the 2nd Massachusetts participated in the defense of Washington against the

Confederate general Jubal Early’s daring raid in July 1864. In the subsequent

campaign to pursue Early’s corps into the Shenandoah Valley and destroy it,

Lowell’s brigade was incorporated into the cavalry corps of the newly created

Army of the Shenandoah commanded by General Philip Sheridan.

Lowell’s experience in irregular warfare became invaluable to Sheridan in

his quest for intelligence. Lowell led the 2nd Massachusetts in lightning raids
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on enemy units to capture prisoners for interrogation. Watching one of these

attacks in which Lowell led his men over Confederate breastworks and brought

away seventy-four prisoners including a lieutenant colonel and three captains,

Sheridan commented that “Lowell is a brave man.” That bravery earned Low-

ell command of a cavalry brigade of regulars (the 1st, 2nd, 5th, and 6th U.S.

cavalries), a unique distinction for a volunteer officer from a civilian back-

ground.14

In command of this brigade, Lowell took part in a picture-book cavalry

charge at the climax of the battle of Winchester in Virginia on September 19,

1864, one of the most decisive Union victories of the war. A month later, after

more Northern victories, General Early struck back at dawn on October 19

with a surprise attack at Cedar Creek, fifteen miles south of Winchester, routing

two Union infantry corps. In the absence of Sheridan, who was returning from

consultations in Washington, Lowell helped form a new defensive position.

When Sheridan arrived at midday, knowing that “there was no cooler head

or better brain in all the army,” he ordered Lowell to form two brigades to hold

the Union’s left flank while Sheridan reorganized the army for a counter-

attack.15 Lowell had just had his thirteenth horse shot under him, and this time

it turned out to be an unlucky omen. Soon afterward he was hit in the chest by

a ricocheted bullet that collapsed his right lung. Refusing to go to the rear,

Lowell had himself lifted onto a borrowed horse, so weak that he had to be

strapped in the saddle, and rode at the head of the 2nd Massachusetts as Sheri-

dan launched what became a devastating counterattack. When the cavalry

thundered forward, Lowell was again hit by a bullet, which severed his spine

and left him paralyzed. “My poor wife,” he whispered, “I am afraid it will kill

her.”16 It did not. But it did kill him. A week after his death, Lowell’s commis-

sion as brigadier general arrived from Washington.

Several dozen classmates attended Lowell’s funeral in Appleton Chapel at

Harvard on October 28. Some of them were on crutches or missing an arm or

a leg, victims of the same war that claimed Lowell’s life. They listened as the

Reverend George Putnam, whose son had married Lowell’s sister, delivered the

eulogy. Putnam read aloud the names of Lowell’s twelve relatives and close

friends who had preceded him in death on the battlefield. Putnam then turned

toward the coffin and asked: “Are we paying too heavy a price for our country’s

freedom?” After a long pause in the silent chapel, he continued: “Our full hearts

answer—no—not too much—not too much.”17
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Today it is a moving experience to walk through Harvard’s Memorial Hall,

dedicated in 1878, where plaques and busts honor most of the ninety-three

alumni who died in the war. Of them all the most affecting is the bust of

Charles Russell Lowell by Daniel Chester French, the sculptor of the memorial

in Washington to Abraham Lincoln, who, like Lowell, gave the nation the last

full measure of devotion.
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“Spend Much Time in Reading the Daily Papers”:

The Press and Army Morale 

in the Civil War

WHETHER THEY WERE AT HOME OR AT THE FRONT, Southerners and North-

erners passed through more intense experiences during the Civil War

than any other generation of Americans. Time and consciousness seemed to

take on new dimensions as apprehensive civilians gathered outside newspaper

or telegraph offices waiting for news from the battlefields, and soldiers eagerly

snatched the latest New York Herald or Richmond Dispatch from newsboys in

army camps. “These are fearfully critical, anxious days,” wrote a New Yorker

waiting for news from the fighting in the Wilderness in May 1864, “in which

the destinies of the continent for centuries will be decided.” These words were

echoed by Virginia’s fire-eating secessionist Edmund Ruffin. “The excitement

of the war, & interest in its incidents, have absorbed everything else,” he wrote

in his diary. “We think and talk of nothing else.” From the American legation

in London, Henry Adams wrote to his brother in the Army of the Potomac that

the war might unfit them ever again “to live contented in times of peace and

laziness. Our generation has been stirred up from its lowest layers and there is

that in our history which will stamp every member of it until we are all in our

graves. . . . One does every day and without a second thought, what would at

another time be the event of a year, perhaps of a life.”1

Some of this experience was direct and personal. Much of it, however, was

lived vicariously through newspapers. “We must have something to eat, and the

papers to read,” declared Oliver Wendell Holmes in August 1861 as his son and

namesake prepared to depart for Virginia as an officer in the 20th Massachu-

setts.“Everything else we can do without. . . . Only bread and the newspaper we

must have.” The same was true in the armies. Major daily papers from New

York, Philadelphia, Washington, or Richmond were available to the armies in

Virginia a day or two after publication, sometimes even during active cam-

paigns. Elsewhere the papers might be delayed longer in reaching the armies,



but reach them they did, and according to one contemporary, the soldiers “de-

vour papers with a rapidity that astonished them that have less leisure time.”2

Foreign observers expressed amazement at this phenomenon. When they

reflected, however, that these soldiers were citizens in uniform, volunteers from

civilian life in the world’s most politicized society with the largest per capita

newspaper circulation in the world, men who had joined the armies to resolve

a national crisis but yielded none of their civilian concerns about that crisis,

they understood better the soldiers’ passion for newspapers. The comte de Paris,

an exile from Napoleon’s France—and a pretender to the French throne—

came to the United States with his brother and their uncle and served on

General George McClellan’s staff for a time. The comte wrote that soldiers in

the Army of the Potomac were “active citizens in their respective counties and

States . . . fully acquainted with public affairs and could not dispense with

newspapers. . . . In every tent the latest news brought by the Herald or Tribune

was read in the evening and eagerly discussed, while the soldier on duty, if he

thought himself unobserved, walked up and down with his musket in one

hand and his newspaper in the other.”3

Another French soldier of fortune was Gustave Paul Cluseret, a graduate of

St. Cyr and a French army officer for two decades before he wangled a brigade

command under General John C. Frémont in the Shenandoah Valley in 1862.

Looking back on this Civil War adventure a few years later, Cluseret wrote that

“if the American volunteers accomplished prodigies of patience, energy, and

devotion it is because they fought with knowledge of the cause. In the midst of

the messiest business one could hear the squeaking voice of the ‘news boy’ over

the sound of the fusillade, crying ‘New York Tribune, New York Herald.’ The

soldier paid up to 10 cents for the newspaper, stuffing it under the flap of his

pack; and at the first break, he ran his eyes quickly over it.”4

The leading historian of Civil War soldiers, Bell Irvin Wiley, found newspa-

per circulation to be greater among Union than Confederate soldiers. It is

quite true that literacy rates were higher in the North than in the South and

that the per capita antebellum circulation of newspapers had been three times

as large in the free states as in the slave states. And during the Civil War there

were four or five times as many reporters with Union armies as with Confed-

erate armies.5 Nevertheless, Johnny Reb was as avid a reader of newspapers—

when he could get them—as Billy Yank. In January 1862 a private in the 17th

Mississippi stationed near Leesburg, Virginia, wrote in his diary: “Spend much

time in reading the daily papers & discussing the war question in general. We
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allways close by coming to the conclusion that we will after much hard fighting

succeed in establishing our independence.” Two years later a lieutenant in the

4th Virginia reported that “the boys” spent much of their time in winter quar-

ters reading the papers. We “make comments on the news and express our

opinions quite freely about the blood and thunder editorials in the Richmond

papers, smoke again and go to bed.” Even in the Petersburg trenches later that

summer, soldiers in the 43rd Alabama “have daily access to the Richmond

papers. . . . We spend much of our time in reading these journals and dis-

cussing the situation.”6

As the war went on, however, the occupation of several Southern cities by

Union forces and growing shortages of paper and ink in the rest of the South

put an end to some Confederate newspapers and reduced the size of those that

remained. Few Confederate soldiers enjoyed the luxury noted by a lieutenant

in the 50th Ohio, which was not untypical in the Union army. “I receive the

‘Chronicle’ regularly,” this lieutenant wrote to his brother back home in 1863.

“The boys all want to read it. . . . The officers subscribed $4.75 each for papers

for the benefit of the boys. [We] get four daily papers, all loyal and right on

politics”—that is, anti-Copperhead.7

Like most Americans today, Civil War soldiers had a kind of love-hate rela-

tionship with the media, which in their case consisted of newspapers and il-

lustrated weeklies like Harper’s, Frank Leslie’s, and the Southern Illustrated News.

Soldiers often denounced the biases or inaccuracies of these journals but could

not stop reading them. In the Union armies, particularly, Republican and

Democratic soldiers argued over the editorial policies of the New York Tribune

vs. the New York Herald, the Chicago Tribune vs. the Chicago Times, and so on.

More than one fistfight, and sometimes a free-for-all melee, grew out of these

arguments.

Even more than the editorials or political news, soldiers read newspapers

for war news, especially stories about their own units or accounts of battles in

which they had fought. But they were by no means uncritical readers—quite

the contrary. The notoriously exaggerated, distorted, partisan, romanticized,

and in some cases fictionalized accounts of battles provoked increasing cyni-

cism among soldiers. The tendency of Southern papers to report such battles as

Shiloh or Sharpsburg or Murfreesboro as “one of the most complete victories

that has yet immortalized the Confederate arms” became a byword. It probably

undermined Confederate morale in the long run because the truth, when it

eventually came out, was all the more dispiriting. “As to the newspapers, they
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are perfectly absurd,” wrote home a South Carolina officer after the first battle

of Manassas.“I hope you don’t believe one-tenth of what you read.” In a letter to

his fiancée in 1863, a Mississippi soldier declared that “I have been so often de-

ceived by [newspaper reports] that I’ve lost confidence in our press and believe

nothing coming through that channel, unless I know it is so.”8

Northern newspapers were also no slouches in the business of distortion and

exaggeration—or what one journalist conceded to be “the slam-bang, going-

off-half-cocked style of reporting.” A Union sergeant said that “we have learned

not to swallow anything whole that we see in the papers. If half the victories we

read of were true the Rebellion would not have a leg to stand on.”A major in the

Army of the Potomac recalled after the war that “we would read with amaze-

ment accounts of what our own troops were supposed to have done.”9

Yet this cynicism did not prevent soldiers from devouring the newspapers

and, almost in spite of themselves, believing or at least half-believing what they

read. In that respect they were not much different from us today in our re-

sponses to what we read in the newspapers or see on television.

The counterparts to battle descriptions in daily newspapers were the draw-

ings for illustrated weeklies. Some of these woodcuts were superb, such as

Winslow Homer’s drawings of life in camp, several of which became the basis

for his earliest oil paintings. But the depictions of combat by many of the illus-

trators, especially in the war’s early years, were so stylized and sentimentalized

that soldiers ridiculed them. Next to Homer, one of the best illustrators was Al-

fred Waud. By the latter part of the war, Waud had learned how to draw realis-

tic pictures of the chaotic, brutal, confusing reality of combat. But earlier, for

example, in a drawing of a Union charge at the battle of Fair Oaks, Waud de-

picted nearly five hundred men in a perfect line, every man running with the

same leg forward, every bayonet leveled at the same angle and height. When

this issue of Harper’s Weekly reached camp, veterans of the battle howled with

derision. Cavalrymen alternately laughed and groaned at illustrations showing

them riding straight at the enemy in perfect order at a gallop on fierce-looking

horses while firing their carbines with one hand and waving their sabers with

the other. Even as good an artist as Thomas Nast portrayed a trooper who had

skewered his enemy with such force that the blade of his saber protruded six

inches out of his adversary’s back! Yet soldiers had the same love-hate complex

toward the illustrated papers as toward print stories of battles. A British ob-

server with the Army of the Potomac described the arrival of the mail boat

with a shipment of Harper’s and Leslie’s. “A curious sight it was to me,” he
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wrote, “a general rustle of opening leaves, and in a moment every man as if it

had been part of his drill, was down upon the ground with the same big pic-

ture before him.”10

Journalistic descriptions and pictorial depictions of combat never entirely

caught up with reality. In another respect also, Civil War journalism diverged

from the actual experience and mood of soldiers. At the beginning of the war,

soldiers and reporters both declared that the men—Yankee and Rebel alike—

were “spoiling for a fight,” “anxious for the fray,” eager to prove their man-

hood, to demonstrate their superiority, to smite the enemy. “Our boys are

dieing for a fight,” wrote a recruit in the 8th Georgia. An officer in the 37th

North Carolina told his wife that “our Men are allmost Crazy to Meet the En-

emy,” while a private in the 13th North Carolina wrote to his father that “the

Company is all anxious to get in to a battle and they cannot go home without

a fite.”11

Union soldiers were no less eager. “We are all impatient to get into Virginia

and have a brush with the rebels,” wrote a lieutenant in the 2nd Rhode Island

in June 1861. A private in the 10th Wisconsin criticized “our donothing Gener-

als” for “not leading us forward. . . . We came not for the paltry pay but to

Fight. All we want is to be led to Battle.” An Indiana private wrote that orders

to move toward the enemy “filled me with an exciting feeling, & I took off my

cap & gave one loud yell. We pushed off anxious for the fray.”12

The first shock of combat cured most soldiers of this eagerness to “see the

elephant.” An Ohio soldier who had written home before his first battle that

“wee ar all big for a fight” told his wife afterward: “Mary I went into the fight

in good hart but I never want to get in another it was offal mary you cant form

any idy how it was the bulets and cannon ball and shells flew thick as hail.” A

North Carolina private wrote his father after the first battle of Manassas:

“Sutch a day the booming of the cannon the ratling of the muskets you have no

idea how it was I have turned threw that old book of yours and looked at the

pictures and read a little about war but I did not no anything what it was.”13

After similar experiences a Virginia soldier wrote that “I have seen enough of

the glory of war. . . . I am sick of seeing dead men and men’s limbs torn from

their bodies.” An Indiana teenager who had been eager to see action wrote after

his first combat experience that he had “got to see the Elephant at last and to tell

you the honest truth I dont care about seeing him very often any more, for if

there was any fun in such work I couldent see it. . . . It is not the thing it is

braged up to be.”14
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Long after reality had replaced romance in the soldiers’ view of combat, the

image conveyed by the press seemed unchanged. The “reports of newspaper

correspondents that the troops are all ‘eager for the fray,’ ” wrote a Minnesota

sergeant to his wife in July 1862, are “simply all ‘bosh.’ I don’t know any indi-

vidual soldier who is at all anxious to be led, or driven for that matter, to an-

other battle.” A Massachusetts lieutenant who had seen plenty of action wrote

that he hoped his regiment would be in reserve at the next battle. “You will call

that a cowardly wish,” he conceded, “but although we see a great many in print,

we see very few in reality, of such desperate heroes that they had rather go into

the heat of battle than not.” Confederate veterans made the same point. “There

are very few men really eager for a battle and ‘spoiling for a fight,’ at this stage of

the war,” wrote a private in the 3rd Georgia to his sweetheart in 1863. “Perhaps

you will think this is a rather unchivalrous sentiment for a Southern soldier . . .

but let me explain that we do not fear the foe with a cowardly fear, that would

make us shrink from our duty to our country, but we have that undefinable

dread which the knowledge of an unpleasant task before us always occasions.”15

Many other veteran soldiers on both sides echoed this reference to duty

rather than eagerness as their reason for continuing to risk their lives despite a

personal preference for staying out of the path of bullets. An Illinois sergeant

in Sherman’s army reported in the spring of 1864 that “I dont particularly like

fighting but if it has to be done we must try and do our duty.” After six weeks

of the campaign in north Georgia, he wrote to his family that “the boys are

generally well & in good spirits but are not spoiling for a fight as some Re-

porters represent although we will try and doe our duty when we are called

upon.” A veteran officer in the 10th Massachusetts wrote in late 1863 that “we

are expecting a hard time and plenty of fighting. We are not at all eager for the

‘fray,’ but we are all ready which is much better. Where ever you find a soldier

‘eager for the fray’ as the newspapers have it, you may be sure that he has never

been in any fray, for being in one takes away all eagerness for it, I assure you.”16

No matter how much they professed to disdain the press, Civil War soldiers

and especially officers were aware of its power. One form of such awareness

was exemplified by General William T. Sherman, who disliked reporters so

much that he banned them from his army, or tried to. Such was Sherman’s suc-

cess and fame in the latter part of the war that he could get away with doing so.

But when General George G. Meade in 1864 had a reporter who Meade

thought had written lies about him drummed out of camp wearing a sign with

the words “Libeler of the Press,” reporters thereafter refused to mention Meade
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favorably in their dispatches. In truth, praise or criticism or silence in newspa-

per stories could go a long ways toward making or breaking an officer’s repu-

tation. Some officers therefore resorted to favoritism toward certain reporters,

or even bribery, to win favorable treatment—which naturally caused bitter or

sarcastic comments from other officers.

In one famous case such a contretemps almost led to a duel between Gener-

als James Longstreet and A. P. Hill in the Army of Northern Virginia. The edi-

tor of the powerful Richmond Examiner was actually a member of Hill’s staff

during the Seven Days battles in June and July 1862. The Examiner extrava-

gantly praised the performance of Hill’s division, especially in the battle of

Glendale, and obliquely criticized Longstreet, Hill’s superior officer. Outraged,

Longstreet wrote a reply that was published in the rival Richmond Whig over

the signature of his adjutant G. Moxley Sorrel. Hill responded by requesting

transfer from Longstreet’s command. A bitter exchange of letters followed, and

Longstreet finally ordered Hill placed under arrest and confined to camp. Hill

then evidently challenged Longstreet to a duel—which would have done won-

ders for Confederate morale. But Lee finally stepped in and damped down the

quarrel by transferring Hill’s division to Stonewall Jackson’s corps.17

The press sometimes exacerbated unit or state rivalries by allegedly exagger-

ating the fighting prowess of troops from one state or denigrating the cowardice

of those from another. Because Southern brigades usually consisted of regi-

ments all from the same state, and because the Richmond newspapers domi-

nated the Confederate press, this was a more serious bone of contention in the

South than the North. North Carolinians in particular complained of bias in

the Richmond papers toward Virginia brigades at the expense of those from

North Carolina. The longest-running controversy of this sort started after Get-

tysburg, when a bitter dispute arose over the performance of Virginia and

North Carolina troops in the so-called Pickett’s Charge, a controversy fought

out in newspapers in 1863 and continued in various other media ever since.18

Union officers and units similarly complained about various kinds of distor-

tion and favoritism in the press. Interservice rivalries between army and navy,

not unknown in more recent wars, were sometimes reflected in Northern news-

papers during the Civil War. One example will illustrate the point. During

Longstreet’s campaign against the Union position at Suffolk on the south side of

the James River in April 1863, the main line of Union defenses was on the

Nansemond River, a tributary of the James. Union army units dug in on the east

bank of the Nansemond, while gunboat flotillas commanded by Lieutenants
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Roswell H. Lamson and William B. Cushing, two of the best young officers in the

U.S. Navy, patrolled the river. According to Lamson’s letters to his fiancée, the

gunboats did the only real fighting in the campaign, yet the kept reporters gave

all the credit to the army. After one fight, Lamson wrote that “everything has been

done by the Navy gunboats. . . . I have been complimented for the affair more

than I should like to tell you. . . . It is well known who did it . . . but the reporters

here are all under control of the army, so nothing is said about it.” In another let-

ter Lamson wrote that “I could tell you of some army movements that are so ab-

surd you would hardly believe any ‘General’ would order them, but which have

been ordered by ‘Generals’ who figure most conspicuously in the papers.”19

At times it almost seemed that such internecine rivalries within and among

the armies, navies, and press of one side or the other were bloodier than conflict

with the enemy. For the most part, though, such rumblings and grumblings

were the outlets for frustrations that have been typical of soldiers and sailors in

all wars. The real battle was with the enemy, and the principal factors that

shaped morale grew out of that conflict. These factors included the hardships,

hunger, danger, shortages, and the like that were part of a soldier’s lot. But the

principal determinant of morale was victory or defeat. Victory pumped up

morale; defeat deflated it.

On the home front the most immediate information about victory or defeat

came from newspapers, followed later by soldiers’ letters, which were uncen-

sored during the Civil War. In the armies, of course, soldiers experienced vic-

tory or defeat directly. But the Civil War was fought over vast distances by sev-

eral different armies on both sides. A victory or defeat in Mississippi could

affect the morale of armies in Virginia, and vice versa. And soldiers learned of

such distant victories or defeats mainly from the newspapers they read. In the

summer of 1862, for example, the Confederate army that had been forced to

evacuate Corinth, Mississippi, at the climax of an unbroken string of defeats in

that theater suffered from low morale until they read about Lee’s victories in

the Seven Days battles in Virginia. That news “cheered our army a good deal,”

wrote a Mississippi artillery corporal, “and put all in much better spirits than

they had been for some time. We fired a salute of 13 guns in honor of the vic-

tory.” The same news from Virginia had the opposite effect on the morale of

the victorious Union army in Mississippi. “There is a universal depression in

camp at the bad news from Virginia,” wrote a sergeant in the 15th Iowa. These

reports “have a tremendous effect upon men as we gain or lose at distant

points. So goes the thermometer of our hopes and fears in other places.”20
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In July 1863 the loss of Vicksburg and Port Hudson had a greater negative

impact on the morale of many soldiers in the Army of Northern Virginia than

their own retreat after the bloody carnage at Gettysburg. Two Georgia soldiers

in Longstreet’s corps commented that “the reverses in the West, have a bad

effect. . . . Our army seems to be depressed. . . . It Don’t look like that we will

Ever whip the yankees.” On the other side of the coin, reports of the Army of

the Potomac’s repulse of Lee at Gettysburg resonated loudly in the Western

Union armies. A major in the 47th Ohio reported a few days after the capture

of Vicksburg that “everybody is electrified” by the news from Pennsylvania.

“We hardly know how to contain ourselves. . . . The army is on fire—as irre-

sistible as an avalanch.”21

News from home as well as from other theaters of war affected army

morale. A soldier’s conviction that he was risking his life for a worthwhile pur-

pose, a Cause with a capital C, was rooted in the support of his family and

community for that Cause. Some of that support, or the lack of it, was con-

veyed to soldiers by the letters they received from home. But much of it came

via the press and the political process, which were intertwined institutions

during the Civil War. In both North and South, antiwar movements arose and

flourished at times when the war seemed to be going badly for one’s own side.

These movements advocated an armistice and a negotiated peace. The govern-

ments in both Washington and Richmond viewed such proposals as defeatist

at best, treasonable at worst. So did most soldiers. They labeled the peace pro-

ponents in the Confederacy as “Tories” and in the North as “Copperheads.” On

both sides, opponents of the war—or more accurately, perhaps, opponents of

their governments’ war policies—made their case through the press as well as

through the political process.

After the triple disasters to Confederate arms in the summer of 1863—

Vicksburg, Gettysburg, and the Army of Tennessee’s retreat from its namesake

state—some Southern civilians began urging a compromise peace. A nineteen-

year-old private in the 7th Alabama Cavalry denounced what he called this

“miserable class of men that now infest the country,” while another Alabamian,

an infantry captain, deplored the lack of “patriotism of a great many of the

people at home. The army cannot be sustained without the cooperation of the

people.” Even in South Carolina, a few Tories seemed to surface after Gettys-

burg and Vicksburg, causing a nineteen-year-old veteran from that state to cry

out: “Shame for South Carolina! Go back into the union, degraded despised

dishonorable. . . . This is the way we are rewarded—our own people forsake us
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in the trying hour—and after our all—honour—and everything else is at

stake. . . . Degrading, wretched, unpatriotic, infamous thought!”22

In 1863 peace sentiment manifested itself most powerfully in North Carolina.

The state’s largest newspaper, the North Carolina Standard, edited in Raleigh by

William W. Holden, became an outspoken advocate of peace negotiations. So

incensed toward Holden were Confederate soldiers that on the night of Sep-

tember 9–10, 1863, several men of General Henry L. Benning’s brigade of

Georgia troops, passing through Raleigh on their way from Virginia to Geor-

gia, where they would suffer heavy losses at Chickamauga ten days later, broke

into the Standard’s office and wrecked it.23

Union soldiers did the same to so-called Copperhead papers in the North.

And judging from the volume and bitterness of soldiers’ denunciations of

home-front “traitors,” the Copperhead press in the North was far more exten-

sive and outspoken than the Tory press in the South. Especially during the

early months of 1863 and again in the summer of 1864, the drumbeat of de-

featism and antiwar editorials in Copperhead newspapers caused morale

problems in Union armies. A captain in the 8th Connecticut complained in

January 1863 that “the papers (many of them) published at the North & letters

rec[eive]d by the soldiers are doing the Army an immense amount of evil.”

From Grant’s army in the Western theater came similar testimony from a cap-

tain in the 103rd Illinois: “You can’t imagine how much harm these traitors are

doing, not only with their papers, but they are writing letters to the boys which

would discourage the most loyal of men.” An enlisted man from Iowa believed

that the Copperhead press not only discouraged the boys in blue but also en-

couraged the enemy. “The Rebels in the South well know how we are divided

in the North,” he wrote in March 1863. “It encourages them to hold out, with

the hopes that we will get to fighting in the North, well knowing that ‘a house

divided against itself cannot stand.’ ”24

At the same time, however, a backlash against the Copperheads’ antiwar

rhetoric forged a bond of unity among Union soldiers that actually improved

their morale. “Copperheadism has brought the soldiers here together more than

anything else,” wrote a corporal in the 101st Ohio in April 1863. “Some of the

men that yoused to be almost willing to have the war settled in any way are now

among the strongest Union soldiers we have got.” Many Northern soldiers

lumped the Rebels and Copperheads together as twin enemies who deserved

the same treatment. “My first object is to crush this infernal Rebellion,” wrote

a Pennsylvania infantry captain in March 1863, “the next to come North and
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bayonet such fool miscreants as [Clement] Vallandigham,” the foremost Cop-

perhead political leader. A private in the 49th Ohio told his sister in June 1863

that “it would give me the greatest pleasure in the world to be one of a regiment

that would march through Ohio and Indiana and hang every Copperhead in

the two States.”25

When Northern home-front morale plunged to perhaps its lowest point in

the summer of 1864 because of horrendous casualties in the Army of the Po-

tomac without much apparent progress toward victory, Union soldier morale

remained higher than it had been in the spring of 1863 because of this bond

of unity against the Copperheads. As a New York captain wrote to his wife, “It

is the soldiers who have educated the people at home to a true knowledge . . .

and to a just perception of our great duties in this contest.”26 That is one rea-

son why many Union regiments established their own camp newspapers at

various times and places during the war—at least one hundred such newspa-

pers, most of them short-lived. (There seem to have been few counterparts in

Confederate camps.) They bore such names as Stars and Stripes, Whole

Union, Banner of Freedom, New South, Free South, American Patriot, and sim-

ilar patriotic titles. Many Union soldiers (and some Confederates as well) also

served as army correspondents for their hometown newspapers. Perhaps the

most famous of these was Wilbur Fisk of the 2nd Vermont, whose dispatches

have been published in book form in two modern editions. Fisk signed his

letters with the pen name “Anti-Rebel,” which pretty much sums up their

dominant theme.27

That is why almost 80 percent of the Union soldiers who voted in 1864 cast

their ballots for Lincoln on a platform of conquering a peace by military vic-

tory, compared with 53 percent of the civilian vote for Lincoln. As one Union

officer put it in August 1864, at the low point of civilian morale: “We must suc-

ceed. If not this year, why then the next, or the next. And if it takes ten years,

then ten years it must be, for we can never give up, and have a Country and

Government left.”28

Confederate army morale also remained higher than civilian morale until

the final months of the war—at least in the Army of Northern Virginia, which

by 1865 was the only institution that still propped up the Confederacy. In

March 1865 an officer in the 61st Alabama still breathed defiance but con-

ceded that civilians had become “craven hearted and weak kneed. . . . Our

people are not the same as they were four years ago. Their courage, spirit and

pride are gone. . . . I don’t know what can be done to save us.”29
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At the same time, after Sherman’s capture of Atlanta, Northern morale at

home reversed its decline and rose toward the high level of army morale. The

American correspondent of the London Daily News expressed astonishment in

September 1864 at “the extent and depth of the[ir] determination to fight to

the last. They are in earnest the like of which the world never saw before,

silently, calmly, but desperately in earnest; they will fight on, in my opinion, as

long as they have men, muskets, and powder,” until they won an unconditional

victory.30 And so they did.
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FOR AT LEAST THE PAST TWO CENTURIES, nations have usually found it harder

to end a war than to start one. Americans relearned that bitter lesson in

Vietnam and, having apparently forgotten it, were forced to learn it all over

again in Iraq. The difficulties of achieving peace are compounded when the

war aims of a belligerent include regime change in the enemy polity. In the

Napoleonic Wars, the coalition forces finally managed to end the conflict when

they forced Emperor Napoleon Bonaparte to abdicate—twice. In World War I,

Woodrow Wilson insisted that the Allies would negotiate only with a demo-

cratic government in Germany, and the armistice did not go into effect until

the kaiser abdicated. In World War II, the Allies demanded the unconditional

surrender of Axis governments in order to destroy those governments and in-

stall new ones in their place.

Both sides in the American Civil War feared that regime change would be

the result of losing the war. Defeat would blot the Confederate States of Amer-

ica from the face of the earth. Confederate victory would destroy the United

States and create a precedent for further balkanization of the territory once

governed under the Constitution of 1789. Both antagonists foresaw these po-

tential consequences in 1861 and embraced war as the only alternative. By

1863, however, the death or wounding of half a million soldiers had replaced

the rage militaire of 1861 with a longing for peace. This longing was expressed

in music, especially the songs “Tenting on the Old Camp Ground” and “When

This Cruel War Is Over.” Both evinced a profound desire for an end to the

killing and suffering. “Weeping, sad and lonely,” begins the refrain of “When

This Cruel War Is Over.” “We are tired of war on the old camp ground,” sang

those at home and in the armies. “Many are the hearts that are weary tonight,

Wishing for the war to cease.”1 Yet the war did not cease; many wondered

whether this cruel war would ever be over.
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The American Civil War could not end with a negotiated peace because the

issues over which it was fought—Union vs. Disunion, Freedom vs. Slavery—

proved to be nonnegotiable. This was a new experience for Americans. The

American Revolution, the War of 1812, and the Mexican-American War had

all been brought to an end by peace treaties. The Confederate government

would have been happy to bring the Civil War to an end in the same way, be-

cause a negotiated treaty with the United States would have constituted de jure

as well as de facto recognition of Confederate sovereignty as a separate nation.

For that reason, the Lincoln administration refused to consider formal negoti-

ations as a means to end the war.

This refusal did not prevent numerous efforts to achieve peace through

negotiations, official or otherwise. These efforts proceeded through three

stages: foreign mediation, unofficial contacts, quasi-official conversations. All

failed.

Most civil wars tempt foreign powers to intervene either to end a conflict

that threatens their own interests or to support one side or the other. The

American Civil War was no exception. The French and British governments

believed their nations had a large stake in the bloodbath occurring across the

Atlantic. The American South had furnished three-quarters of the cotton for

the textile industries that were leading sectors in the economies of both coun-

tries, especially Britain. By 1862 the cutoff of cotton imports from the South

had caused widespread unemployment and social unrest in Britain and

France. Emperor Napoleon III’s intervention in Mexico’s own civil war would

go better if a Disunited States could not enforce the Monroe Doctrine. The

Union naval blockade and Confederate contracts for the building of warships

in British shipyards threatened to drag Britain into an unwanted war with the

United States. And in any event, key officials in Britain and France believed

that the North could never reestablish control over 750,000 square miles of

territory defended by a determined and courageous people. For all of these

reasons, in 1862 the world’s two leading powers contemplated making an offer

of mediation to bring an end to the American war. Such an offer would have

been tantamount to recognition of Confederate independence. But the Union

victory at Antietam in September 1862 and Lincoln’s subsequent issuance of

the Emancipation Proclamation caused the British to back off.2

Napoleon III did not give up the enterprise, however. Unrest among unem-

ployed French textile workers inspired a new effort in January 1863 to bring

the belligerents together for talks. France’s foreign minister sent a note to the



U.S. State Department urging negotiations with the Confederates even as the

fighting continued. Good precedents existed for such a procedure. The Ameri-

cans and British had negotiated during the Revolution and the War of 1812;

the United States and Mexico had done the same during the war of 1846–48.

Horace Greeley, quixotic editor of the powerful New York Tribune, who fan-

cied himself a peacemaker, threw his support to this effort and met personally

with the French minister to the United States.

This was too much for Secretary of State William H. Seward. He urged

Henry Raymond, editor of the New York Times, to stomp hard on Greeley for

practicing diplomacy without a license. Raymond was a political ally of Se-

ward, and the Times was a quasi-official spokesman for the Lincoln adminis-

tration. Having no love for Greeley, Raymond was happy to oblige. In an edi-

torial on January 29, he condemned Greeley as a fool and declared that no

peace was possible except on the basis of the Confederacy’s unconditional sur-

render. “The war must go on until the Rebellion is conquered,” he wrote. “There

is no alternative. . . . Our people will . . . never sell or betray their national

birthright, and above all they will never consent, under any circumstances, that

any foreign Power shall dictate the destiny or decide the fate of this Republic.”3

For his part, Seward told a colleague that he would consent to hold discussions

with Confederate representatives “when Louis Napoleon was prepared to con-

sider the dismemberment of France, but not till then!” Seward made the same

point in more diplomatic language to the French foreign minister.4

That ended the matter. Meanwhile, the British developed alternative sources

of raw cotton from Egypt and India. A growing trickle of cotton from the

South also made it through the blockade. Never again did the Confederacy

come so close to foreign intervention and recognition as in the fall of 1862.

Thereafter, the burden of peacemaking efforts shifted to the protagonists them-

selves. So long as the Lincoln administration insisted on the unconditional sur-

render of the Confederacy, however, and Jefferson Davis’s administration in-

sisted on unconditional recognition of Confederate independence, the chances

for a negotiated peace appeared nil. And Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation

on January 1, 1863, raised the stakes of victory or defeat for both antagonists.

Nevertheless, Union military triumphs at Gettysburg, Vicksburg, and Chat-

tanooga and in Arkansas during the second half of 1863 encouraged a belief in

the North that war-weary Southerners might be ready to throw in the towel

and return to the Union. In December 1863 Lincoln issued a Proclamation of

Amnesty and Reconstruction offering pardons to most Confederates who
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would take an oath of allegiance to the United States and agree to obey all laws

and proclamations concerning emancipation.5 In effect, this was a retail policy

of unconditional surrender.

Because only a small percentage of Confederates took advantage of Lin-

coln’s offer, however, it did not promise to bring this cruel war to an end any-

time soon. More promising were the military campaigns planned for 1864.

With Ulysses S. Grant now in Virginia as general in chief of Union armies and

his principal subordinate William T. Sherman in command of an army group

in Georgia, the Northern people expected these heavy hitters to crush the

rebellion by the Fourth of July. The initial overoptimistic reports from the

front seemed to confirm this confidence. “GLORIOUS NEWS . . . IMMENSE

REBEL LOSSES,” blazoned the headlines in the usually restrained New York

Times. “The Virginia Campaign approaches a Glorious consummation,” added

the New York Herald. “Our long night of doubt and suspense is past.” Horace

Greeley’s New York Tribune proclaimed that “Lee’s Army as an effective force

has practically ceased to exist” and “LIBERTY—UNION—PEACE” were

nigh.6 At the end of May 1864 Greeley remained confident that this “mortal”

contest between “Truth and Error, between Absolute Right and Absolute

Wrong,” would soon end with “the unconditional surrender of the ‘Confed-

eracy.’ ”7

Within six weeks, however, the mood of the mercurial Greeley had swung

by 180 degrees. And Greeley’s growing despair reflected that of the Northern

people. Instead of winning the war by the Fourth of July, the two principal

Union armies were bogged down in front of Richmond and Atlanta after suf-

fering a combined 95,000 casualties in the most concentrated carnage of the

war. In the Army of the Potomac, the number of battle casualties during the

two months from May 5 to July 4 was three-fifths of the total in the previous

three years.

Northern despondency was all the greater because of the euphoric expecta-

tions at the beginning of these campaigns.“Who shall revive the withered hopes

that bloomed at the opening of General Grant’s campaign?” asked an editorial

in the New York World on July 12. The stalemate had become “a national hu-

miliation,” declared the World. “This war, as now conducted, is a failure without

hope of other issue than the success of the rebellion.”8 With unhappy timing,

Lincoln on July 18 issued a call for 500,000 more volunteers, with the deficien-

cies in meeting quotas to be met by a new draft. This call was “a cry of distress,”

lamented the World. “Who is responsible for the terrible and unavailing waste
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of life which renders five hundred thousand new men necessary so soon after

the opening of a campaign that promised to be triumphant?”9

The World was a Democratic newspaper, and with the presidential election

approaching, it left readers with no doubt that Lincoln was responsible for this

humiliating failure. But many Republicans were equally despondent. “The im-

mense slaughter of our brave men chills and sickens us all,” wrote Secretary of

the Navy Gideon Welles. “It is impossible for the country to bear up under

these monstrous errors and wrongs.” A State Department translator visited

Philadelphia in early August. “What a difference between now and last year!”

he wrote in his diary. “No signs of any enthusiasm, no flags; most of the best

men gloomy and almost despairing.”10 The staunch New York Republican

George Templeton Strong could “see no bright spot anywhere.” Even Sarah

Butler, wife of General Benjamin Butler, a favorite of Radical Republicans,

wondered “what is all this struggling and fighting for? This ruin and death to

thousands of families? . . . What advancement of mankind to compensate for

the present horrible calamities?”11

Sarah Butler’s plaintive question has been asked in all wars, but it had spe-

cial force in the terrible summer of 1864. As before in this war, the peace wing

of the Democratic Party—the so-called Copperheads, who opposed the war as

a means to restore the Union—came to the fore when events on the battlefield

did not go well for Union arms. The plunge in Northern morale augured well

for a Democratic victory on a peace platform in the presidential election.“Stop

the War!” demanded editorials in Copperhead newspapers. “If nothing else

would impress upon the people the absolute necessity of stopping this war, its

utter failure to accomplish any results . . . would be sufficient.” A Boston Peace

Democrat believed Northerners were becoming convinced that “the Confeder-

acy perhaps can never really be beaten, that the attempts to win might after all

be too heavy a load to carry, and that perhaps it is time to agree to a peace

without victory.”12

Several Democratic district conventions passed resolutions calling for a cease-

fire and peace negotiations. Confederate agents in Canada, who were subsidiz-

ing several Democratic newspapers and politicians across the border, encour-

aged the belief that such negotiations might pave the way for eventual reunion.

First might come “a treaty of amity and commerce,” suggested one of the Con-

federate agents, Clement C. Clay, followed “possibly” by “an alliance defensive,

or even, for some purposes, both defensive and offensive.” If Peace Democrats

were taken in by such double-talk, wrote Clay to Confederate secretary of state
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Judah Benjamin, who oversaw these Canadian operations, he was careful not

to dispel their “fond delusion.”13

By July 1864 the peace contagion had spread well beyond the Copperheads.

The observation by the Richmond Dispatch, the Confederacy’s largest newspa-

per, that a majority of Northern voters would support peace even at the price of

Confederate independence may not have been far wrong.“They are sick at heart

of the senseless waste of blood and treasure,” declared the Dispatch. In New

York, George Templeton Strong was “most seriously perturbed” by the “increas-

ing prevalence” of “aspirations for ‘peace at any price.’ ” The astute Republican

politico Thurlow Weed wrote to Seward in August that Lincoln’s reelection was

“an impossibility” because “the people are wild for peace.”14

Horace Greeley agreed with this assessment. In early July he launched a

bizarre, failed peace initiative that nevertheless had large consequences. From a

self-styled “intermediary” Greeley received word that two of the Confederate

agents in Canada were accredited by Jefferson Davis to negotiate a peace set-

tlement. The credulous editor enclosed this information in a letter to Lincoln

on July 7. “Our bleeding, bankrupt, almost dying country,” Greeley declaimed,

“longs for peace—shudders at the prospect of fresh conscriptions, of further

wholesale devastations, and of new rivers of human blood.” Therefore “I en-

treat you to submit overtures for pacification to the Southern insurgents.”15

Lincoln did not believe for a moment that the Confederate agents had gen-

uine negotiating powers. And even if they did, the Union president knew that

his Southern counterpart’s inflexible condition for peace was Confederate in-

dependence. Yet, given the despondent Northern mood, Lincoln could not ap-

pear to rebuff any peace overture, however spurious. He also thought he saw a

chance to rally Northern opinion by demonstrating that an acceptable peace

was possible only through military victory. So Lincoln immediately sent Gree-

ley a telegram authorizing him to bring to Washington under safe conduct

“any person anywhere professing to have any proposition of Jefferson Davis in

writing, for peace, embracing the restoration of the Union and abandonment

of slavery.”16

This put Greeley on the spot by making him a guarantor of the agents’ cre-

dentials and a witness to Lincoln’s good-faith willingness to negotiate. Greeley

balked, but Lincoln prodded him into action by sending his private secretary

John Hay to join Greeley at Niagara Falls, Canada, to meet with the Confeder-

ates. The president was willing to compromise his principle of refusing to ac-

knowledge officially the existence of the Confederate government by insisting on
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restoration of the Union as a prerequisite for negotiations. Hay carried to Nia-

gara Falls a letter from Lincoln addressed “To Whom It May Concern” stating

that “any proposition which embraces the restoration of peace, the integrity of

the whole Union, and the abandonment of slavery, and which comes by and with

an authority that can control the armies now at war with the United States will

be received and considered by the Executive government of the United States,

and will be met by liberal terms on other substantial and collateral points.”17

This was an immensely important document that framed all discussions of

peace for the rest of the war. Lincoln intended it not only to lay out his own con-

ditions but also to elicit and publicize the Confederacy’s unacceptable coun-

teroffer. But on this occasion the rebel agents outmaneuvered Lincoln. They

admitted to Greeley and Hay that they had no authority to negotiate peace but

then released to the press a letter to Greeley accusing Lincoln of sabotaging ne-

gotiations by prescribing conditions he knew to be unacceptable to the Con-

federacy. Shedding crocodile tears, they expressed “profound regret” that the

Confederacy’s genuine desire for a peace “mutually just, honorable, and advan-

tageous to the North and South” had not been met with equal “moderation and

equity” by President Lincoln. Instead, his “To Whom It May Concern” letter

meant “no bargaining, no negotiations, no truces with rebels except to bury

their dead. . . . If there be any citizen of the Confederate States who has clung to

the hope that peace is possible,” Lincoln’s terms “will strip from their eyes the

last film of such delusion.” The Southern agents urged those “patriots and

Christians” in the North “who shrink appalled from the illimitable vistas of pri-

vate misery and public calamity” presented by Lincoln’s policy of perpetual war

to “recall the abused authority and vindicate the outraged civilization of their

country” by voting Lincoln out of office in November.18

This letter was, as the New York Times noted editorially, “an electioneering

dodge on a great scale” to damage Lincoln “by making him figure as an obsta-

cle to peace.” It worked. As Clement C. Clay reported with satisfaction to Judah

Benjamin, Northern Democratic newspapers “denounce Mr. Lincoln’s mani-

festo in strong terms, and many Republican presses (among them the New

York Tribune) admit it was a blunder. . . . From all that I can see or hear, I am

satisfied that this correspondence has tended strongly toward consolidating

the Democracy and dividing the Republicans.”19

Greeley did indeed criticize Lincoln both publicly and privately. The presi-

dent, he wrote in an editorial, made “a very grave mistake” by announcing his

own terms instead of asking the rebels to state their terms first.20 In a remarkable
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letter to Lincoln on August 9, Greeley chastised the president for giving the im-

pression that his policy was “No truce! No armistice! No negotiation! No medi-

ation! Nothing but [Confederate] surrender at discretion! I never heard of such

fatuity before.” Greeley probably had in mind an editorial in the New York

Times that clearly spoke for the administration. “Peace is a consummation de-

voutly to be wished,” declared the Times, but not peace at the price of Union.

“War alone can save the Republic. . . . If the Southern people will not give us

peace as their fellow-countrymen, we shall secure it as their conquerors. We

know this is not gracious language. But it is native fact.” Greeley deplored such

language, he told Lincoln, because “to the general eye, it now seems the rebels

are anxious to negotiate and that we repulse their advances. . . . If this impres-

sion be not removed we shall be beaten out of sight next November.”21

Greeley was right about the potential political consequences of this affair.

The Confederates had scored a propaganda triumph and given the Copper-

heads a boost. Lincoln sought to neutralize the setback by sanctioning publica-

tion of the results of another and almost simultaneous peace contact. On July

17 two Northerners met under flag of truce with Jefferson Davis and Judah

Benjamin in Richmond. They were James R. Gilmore, a journalist, and Colonel

James Jaquess of the 73rd Illinois, on furlough and temporarily resuming his

peacetime vocation as a Methodist clergyman who wished to stop fellow Chris-

tians from slaughtering each other. Lincoln had given them a pass through

Union lines in Virginia with the understanding that their mission was strictly

unofficial—though they were well acquainted with Lincoln’s preconditions for

peace. Davis decided to meet with them because, like Lincoln, he had to con-

sider the desire for peace among his own people and could not appear to spurn

any opportunity for negotiations.

Gilmore and Jaquess informally repeated the terms Lincoln had offered in

his amnesty proclamation the previous December: reunion, emancipation, and

amnesty. According to Gilmore’s account, Davis responded angrily: “Amnesty,

Sir, applies to criminals. We have committed no crime. At your door lies all the

misery and crime of this war. . . . We are fighting for Independence—and that,

or extermination, we will have. . . . You may emancipate every negro in the

Confederacy, but we will be free. We will govern ourselves . . . if we have to see

every Southern plantation sacked, and every Southern city in flames.”22

Upon his return north, Gilmore published a brief account of the meeting

in a Boston newspaper and a subsequent detailed narrative in the Atlantic

Monthly. Lincoln approved these publications because they shifted part of the
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burden of refusing to negotiate from Lincoln’s shoulders to Davis’s.23 The New

York Times immediately grasped this point. The Gilmore-Jaquess mission, it

declared, “proved of extreme service . . . because it established that Jeff. Davis

will listen to no proposals of peace that do not embrace disunion. . . . In view

of the efforts now being made by the Peace Party of the North to delude our

people into a belief that peace is now practicable without disunion,” Davis’s

words were “peculiarly timely and valuable.”24

The Richmond Enquirer also recognized that Gilmore and Jaquess had “pro-

voked” Davis into “expressions of hostility which might be represented as a re-

fusal on our part to treat of peace” in order to “rally the war party” in the

North. The Enquirer then proceeded to use this incident to fire up the South-

ern war party. To the Northern demand for unconditional surrender, declared

this newspaper, the Southern people responded with the “sole and simple con-

dition” of “unconditional recognition” of Confederate independence. “They

will die with arms in their hands before they disgrace this demand by any

qualification of their rights.”25

The publicity surrounding these peace overtures should have put to rest the

Copperhead argument that the North could have peace and reunion without

military victory. But it did not. At the rock-bottom point of Northern morale

in August 1864—when, as Thurlow Weed observed, “the people are wild for

peace”—Democrats were able to slide around the awkward problem of Davis’s

conditions by pointing to Lincoln’s second condition, “abandonment of slav-

ery,” as the real stumbling block to peace. Across the spectrum from Copper-

heads to War Democrats, and even beyond to conservative Republicans, came

denunciations of the president for his “prostitution of the war for the Union

into an abolition crusade.”26 Democratic newspapers proclaimed that “tens of

thousands of white men must bite the dust to allay the negro mania of the

President.” For that purpose, “our soil is drenched in blood . . . the widows

wail and the children hunger.” Emancipation was now Lincoln’s sole purpose;

“the idea of restoring the Union no longer troubles the Executive brain.”27

The most powerful Democratic newspaper was the New York World, which

was closely affiliated with General George B. McClellan, whom the party was

about to nominate for president. The World claimed that Lincoln “prefers to

tear a half million more white men from their homes . . . to continue a war for

the abolition of slavery rather than entertain a proposition for the return of

the seceded states with their old rights.” Never mind that no such proposition

existed; Democratic newspapers convinced thousands of Northern voters that



the South would have accepted such a proposition if Lincoln had not made

abolition a condition of peace. The New York Herald, an independent but

Democratic-leaning paper with the country’s largest circulation, opined that

Lincoln had signed his political death warrant by making abandonment of

slavery “a ne plus ultra in the terms of peace.”28

Even some Republican editors expressed “painful and perplexing surprise”

that Lincoln had made “the abolition of slavery the principal object of prose-

cuting the war.”29 Horace Greeley, who two years earlier had criticized Lincoln

for being slow to act against slavery, now condemned him for insisting on what

Greeley had then demanded. “We do not contend,” wrote Greeley in a widely

reprinted Tribune editorial, “that reunion is possible or endurable only on the

basis of Universal Freedom. . . . War has its exigencies which cannot be fore-

seen . . . and Peace is often desirable on other terms than those of our own

choice.” George Templeton Strong sadly concluded that Lincoln’s emancipation

condition was a “blunder” that “may cost him his election. [It has] given the

disaffected and discontented a weapon that doubles their power of mischief.”30

Henry J. Raymond of the New York Times, who doubled as Republican na-

tional chairman for this election campaign, thought he saw a way out of the

dilemma. Lincoln “did say he would receive and consider propositions for

peace . . . if they embraced the integrity of the Union and the abandonment

of Slavery,” wrote Raymond in an important editorial, “but he did not say

he would not embrace them unless they embraced both conditions.”31 As a

lawyer, Lincoln was no stranger to such hairsplitting. And the enormous pres-

sure on him from all sides to drop his abandonment-of-slavery condition al-

most caused him to succumb. On August 17 Lincoln drafted a letter to a Wis-

consin newspaper editor who had previously supported the administration

but could no longer do so if the president intended the war to continue until

slavery was abolished. “To me,” Lincoln began his letter, “it seems plain that

saying re-union and abandonment of slavery would be considered, if offered,

is not saying that nothing else or less would be considered.” Lincoln concluded

the letter with these words: “If Jefferson Davis wishes . . . to know what I

would do if he were to offer peace and re-union, saying nothing about slavery,

let him try me.”32

In the same draft, however, and in an interview two days later with a pair of

Wisconsin Republicans, Lincoln explained forcefully and eloquently why he

included abandonment of slavery as a precondition for peace. “No human

power can subdue this rebellion without using the Emancipation lever as I
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have done,” he insisted. Lincoln pointed out that 100,000 or more black soldiers

and sailors were fighting for the Union.“If they stake their lives for us they must

be prompted by the strongest motive—even the promise of freedom. And the

promise being made, must be kept.” To jettison emancipation would “ruin the

Union cause itself,” Lincoln continued.“All recruiting of colored men would in-

stantly cease, and all colored men in our service would instantly desert us. And

rightfully too. Why should they give their lives for us, with full notice of our

purpose to betray them? . . . I should be damned in time and eternity for so do-

ing. The world shall know that I will keep my faith to friends and enemies,

come what will.”33

Recognizing the inconsistency of these sentiments with his “let Jefferson

Davis try me” challenge, Lincoln filed that letter away unsent. When he did so,

he and everyone else believed that he would be defeated for reelection on the

peace issue. “I am going to be beaten,” he told a visitor, “and unless some great

change takes place badly beaten.” On August 23 Lincoln wrote his famous

“blind memorandum” and asked cabinet members to endorse it sight unseen:

“This morning, as for some days past, it seems exceedingly probable that this

Administration will not be re-elected. Then it will be my duty to so co-operate

with the President elect, as to save the Union between the election and the in-

auguration; as he will have secured his election on such ground that he can not

possibly save it afterwards.”34

This memorandum may have been prompted by a letter Lincoln received

that day from Henry Raymond. “The tide is setting strongly against us,” wrote

the editor. “Two special causes are assigned to this great reaction in public

sentiment—the want of military success, and the impression . . . that we can

have peace with Union if we would . . . [but] that we are not to have peace in

any event under this administration until Slavery is abandoned.” To allay this

impression, Raymond urged Lincoln to appoint a commissioner to “make dis-

tinct proffers of peace to Davis . . . on the sole condition” of reunion, leaving “all

the other questions to be settled in a convention of all the people of all the

States.” Of course, Raymond added, Davis would reject such a proffer, and this

rejection would “dispel all the delusions about peace that prevail in the

North . . . [and] reconcile public sentiment to the War, the draft, & the tax as

inevitable necessities.”35

Once again Lincoln seemed to yield to such pressure. On August 24 he

drafted instructions for Raymond himself to go to Richmond and “propose,

on behalf [of ] this government, that upon the restoration of the Union and

NO PEACE WITHOUT VICTORY, 1861–1865 177



national authority, the war shall cease at once, all remaining questions to be

left for adjustment by peaceful modes.” Lincoln’s private secretaries and later

biographers, John G. Nicolay and John Hay, maintain that Lincoln had no in-

tention of sending Raymond to Richmond. His purpose in drafting this docu-

ment, they assert, was to make the editor a “witness of its absurdity.”36

In any event, Raymond and the rest of the Republican National Committee

met with Lincoln and three cabinet members on August 25. The commit-

teemen, according to Nicolay, were “laboring under a severe fit of despondency

and discouragement . . . almost the condition of a disastrous panic.” Lincoln

convinced them that the proposed mission to Richmond “would be utter

ruination . . . worse than losing the Presidential contest—it would be igno-

miniously surrendering it in advance.”37 To back away from emancipation

would not only betray a promise, it would also give the impression of an ad-

ministration floundering in panic and would alienate the radical wing of the

Republican party.38 After all, Lincoln had been renominated on a platform

pledging a constitutional amendment to abolish slavery and calling for the

“unconditional surrender” of the rebels. For weal or woe, Lincoln intended to

stand on that platform.39

For a week after that fateful meeting at the White House, woe seemed to be

the fate of Lincoln’s reelection prospects. On August 31 the Democrats nomi-

nated McClellan for president and a Peace Democrat for vice president on a

platform that declared: “After four years of failure to restore the Union by the

experiment of war . . . [we] demand that immediate efforts be made for a ces-

sation of hostilities, with a view to an ultimate convention of the states, or

other peaceable means, to the end that, at the earliest practicable moment,

peace may be restored on the basis of the Federal Union.”40 This last phrase

was little more than window dressing; almost everyone recognized that an ap-

peal by the U.S. government for an armistice would be tantamount to confess-

ing defeat.41 McClellan himself recognized this, and his letter accepting the

nomination made peace negotiations contingent on prior agreement to re-

union as a basis for such negotiations.42

Whether these internal Democratic contradictions would be put to the test

suddenly became moot. On September 3 a telegram from General Sherman

arrived in Washington: “Atlanta is ours, and fairly won.” This news turned

morale around 180 degrees in both North and South. “Glorious news this

morning,” wrote George Templeton Strong in his diary. “Atlanta taken at

last!!! . . . It is (coming at this political crisis) the greatest event of the war.”43
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The Richmond Examiner reflected with despair that “the disaster at Atlanta”

came “in the very nick of time” to “save the party of Lincoln from irretrievable

ruin. . . . [It] obscures the prospect of peace, late so bright. It will diffuse

gloom over the South.” One of the North’s foremost clergymen, Joseph T.

Thompson, delivered a widely published sermon whose title summed up the

meaning of Atlanta: “Peace Through Victory.”44

Few others in the North urged this policy with more determination than

Union soldiers themselves. Although many of them had a lingering affection

for McClellan, most denounced the war-failure plank of the Democratic plat-

form, and a remarkable 78 percent of them voted for Lincoln. “To ellect Mc-

Clellan would be to undo all that we have don in the past four years,” wrote a

Michigan corporal. “Old Abe is slow but sure, he will accept nothing but an

unconditional surrender.” A New York lieutenant, a former Democrat, repudi-

ated his party. “I had rather stay out here a lifetime (much as I dislike it),” he

wrote, “than consent to a division of our country. . . . We all want peace, but

none any but an honorable one.”45

Prospects for that honorable peace—a peace through victory—continued

to brighten through the fall and winter. General Philip Sheridan’s Army of the

Shenandoah won several important victories in September and October. Lin-

coln was triumphantly reelected in November. General George Thomas’s

Union Army of the Cumberland virtually destroyed the Confederate Army of

Tennessee at the battle of Nashville in mid-December. A month later a com-

bined assault by Union naval and army forces captured Fort Fisher in North

Carolina, closing the port of Wilmington, which had been the principal re-

maining terminus for blockade runners. In his annual message to Congress in

December, Lincoln promised no letup in the war. Northern determination to

see the matter through “was never more firm, nor more nearly unanimous,

than now,” said the president. But this consummation could not be achieved by

negotiations with “the insurgent leader,” Jefferson Davis, who “does not at-

tempt to deceive us. He affords us no excuse to deceive ourselves. He cannot

voluntarily reaccept the Union; we cannot voluntarily yield it. Between him

and us the issue is distinct, simple, and inflexible. It is an issue which can only

be tried by war, and decided by victory.”46

Nevertheless, one more bid to end the war by mutual agreement took place.

This one was launched by Francis Preston Blair, the old Jacksonian Democrat

whose powerful family had helped found the Republican Party in the mid-

1850s. Blair had maintained his ties across party lines, however, and even
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across the bloody chasm of war. With Lincoln’s tacit consent, Blair traveled to

Richmond under flag of truce in January 1865 to visit his former friend and

political associate Jefferson Davis. Although the content of their conversations

remained secret, Blair’s presence in Richmond gave rise to endless speculation

in the press both North and South. Blair’s purpose was to see if there might be

some way to reunite Union and Confederacy in order to put an end to the in-

ternecine bloodletting.

Signs abounded that the Southern people, if not President Davis, were pre-

pared to give up. Desertions from Confederate armies soared. The previously

indefatigable chief of Confederate ordnance, Josiah Gorgas, made despairing

entries in his diary during January: “Where is this to end? No money in

the Treasury, no food to feed Gen. Lee’s Army, no troops to oppose Gen.

Sherman. . . . There is a strong disposition among members of congress to

come to terms with the enemy, feeling that we cannot carry on the war any

longer with hope of success. Wife & I sit talking of going to Mexico to live out

the remnant of our days.”47

Mexico was also on Blair’s mind. That country experienced its own civil war

in the 1860s, prompting Louis Napoleon to send 35,000 French troops and to in-

stall Austrian Archduke Ferdinand Maximilian as emperor of Mexico in 1864.

Blair seemed obsessed with the idea that a joint campaign of Union and Confed-

erate armies to throw the French out of Mexico would pave the way to reunion.

Hints of Blair’s suggestion to Davis of such a project leaked out and elicited cau-

tious approval by Richmond newspapers and more enthusiastic endorsement by

the jingo press in the North.48 Davis returned a cool response to this Mexican

scheme, but he did give Blair a letter for Lincoln’s eyes offering to appoint com-

missioners to “enter into conference with a view to secure peace to the two coun-

tries.”49

Lincoln wanted nothing to do with Blair’s proposed Mexican adventure.

But the president thought he saw an opportunity to end the war on his own

terms without compromising his refusal to recognize the legitimacy of the

Confederacy. He authorized Blair to return to Richmond with an offer to re-

ceive any commissioner that Davis “may informally send to me with the view

of securing peace to the people of our one common country.”50

Davis overlooked the discrepancy between “two countries” and “one com-

mon country.” He appointed a commission composed of Vice President Alexan-

der H. Stephens, President protem of the Senate Robert M. T. Hunter, and

Assistant Secretary of War John A. Campbell, a former U.S. Supreme Court
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justice. Davis expected their efforts to fail because he knew Lincoln would

stick to his terms of Union and Freedom. This was the outcome Davis wanted,

for it would enable him to rally flagging Southern spirits to keep up the fight as

the only alternative to degrading submission.51

This peace effort almost foundered before it was launched. Lincoln sent

word to military commanders in Virginia that the Confederate commissioners

should not be allowed through the lines for an “informal conference” with

Secretary of State Seward, whom he had sent to Virginia, unless they agreed in

advance to Lincoln’s “one common country” phrase as a basis for talks. The

commissioners instead showed to the army major Lincoln dispatched to meet

them their “two countries” instructions from Davis. The major therefore barred

them from crossing Union lines.

That would seem to have ended the matter. But this affair had generated

huge coverage in the press—even more than the peace flurries of the previous

summer—and had raised hopes that this cruel war might soon be over. On the

morning of February 2, Lincoln read a telegram from General Grant: “I am

convinced, upon conversation with Messrs Stevens & Hunter that their inten-

tions are good and their desire sincere to restore peace and union. . . . I am

sorry however that Mr. Lincoln cannot have an interview with [them]. . . . I

fear now their going back without any expression from anyone in authority

will have a bad influence.”52

Grant’s intervention was decisive. On the spur of the moment Lincoln de-

cided to go to Virginia to join Seward for a personal meeting with the commis-

sioners. This extraordinary “informal” four-hour meeting of the five men took

place February 3 on the Union steamer River Queen anchored in Hampton

Roads. No aides were present, and no formal record was kept, although Seward

and Campbell wrote brief summaries and Stephens later penned a lengthy ac-

count, which must be used with care.53 Despite an underlying tension, the

mood was relaxed. Lincoln and Stephens had been friends and fellow Whigs in

Congress nearly two decades earlier, providing a basis for a cordial atmosphere.

Lincoln nevertheless stuck to the terms he had written out for Seward be-

fore the president had decided to join him: “1 The restoration of the National

authority throughout all the States. 2 No receding by the Executive of the United

States, on the Slavery question. . . . 3 No cessation of hostilities short of an end of

the war, and the disbanding of all forces hostile to the government.”54 Stephens

tried to change the subject by alluding to Blair’s Mexican project; Lincoln

promptly disavowed it. What about an armistice while peace negotiations took
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place? asked the Confederates. No armistice, replied Lincoln, reiterating his

third condition. Well, then, said Hunter, would it be possible to hold official

negotiations while the war went on? After all, he noted, even King Charles I

had entered into agreements with rebels in arms during the English civil war.

“I do not profess to be posted in history,” replied Lincoln—probably with a

twinkle in his eye. “All I distinctly recollect about the case of Charles I, is, that

he lost his head.”55

On questions of punishing Confederate leaders and confiscating Southern

property, Lincoln promised generous treatment based on his power of pardon.

With respect to slavery, Lincoln even suggested that if Confederate states abol-

ished it themselves as part of a peace settlement, he would ask Congress for

partial compensation. In any event, the Union Congress had passed the Thir-

teenth Amendment three days earlier, and several states, including Lincoln’s

Illinois as the first, had already ratified it.56 Slavery was dead, implied Lincoln,

and to avoid further bloodshed the Confederate leaders should recognize that

the Confederacy itself would soon be in the same condition.

Whatever their personal convictions, the commissioners had no authority

to concede the death of their nation. They returned sadly to Richmond and

admitted their failure to President Davis—who was neither surprised nor dis-

appointed. Davis reported to the Confederate Congress that Lincoln’s terms

required “degrading submission” and “humiliating surrender.” Richmond

newspapers echoed the president’s angry words. The Examiner paraphrased

Lincoln in this fashion: “Down upon your knees, Confederates! . . . your mouths

in the dust; kiss the rod, confess your sins.” Davis addressed a rally in Rich-

mond. He predicted that Seward and “His Majesty Abraham the First” would

find “they had been speaking to their masters,” for Southern armies would yet

“compel the Yankees, in less than twelve months, to petition us for peace on

our own terms.”57

War fever in Richmond rose higher than at any other time since April

1861. “Every one thinks the Confederacy will at once gather up its military

strength and strike such blows as will astonish the world,” wrote the War De-

partment clerk John Jones. One of the more moderate Richmond newspapers

declared that “to talk now of any other arbitrament than that of the sword is

to betray cowardice and treachery.” We must “conquer or die,” declared an-

other. “There is no alternative. We must make good our independence, defend

our institutions . . . or give up the . . . lands we have tilled, the slaves we have

owned . . . all indeed that makes existence valuable.”58
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So be it, responded the Northern press. Davis had made it clear, conceded

the onetime peace negotiator Horace Greeley, that there could only be “Peace

through War.” The New York Times pointed out that “we have always de-

manded ‘unconditional surrender.’ . . . We must fight it out.”59 Fight it out they

did, for two more months, during which several thousand more young men

died. In his second inaugural address, Lincoln acknowledged that in 1861 “nei-

ther party expected for the war, the magnitude, or the duration, which it has

already attained” or “a result [so] fundamental and astounding.” The same can

be said of many wars. None of the nations that opened fire with the Guns of

August 1914 foresaw the magnitude or duration of that war. The Germans

who invaded Poland in 1939 and the Japanese who bombed Pearl Harbor two

years later surely did not expect such a fundamental and astounding result of

their actions. Nor, presumably, did the U.S. government when it sent American

troops to South Vietnam in the 1960s. As historians we cannot know—though

we can certainly speculate—that the leaders of these nations would have acted

differently if they could have foreseen the consequences. It is also quite possi-

ble that Americans in 1861 would have chosen a different course if they had

known that the war into which they plunged would last four years and cost

620,000 lives. In any event, when Lincoln was inaugurated for a second term

on March 4, 1865, he remained committed to the fundamental and astounding

results of a Union victory, no matter what it cost or how long it took. He

served notice that, if necessary, the war would continue “until all the wealth

piled by the bond-man’s two hundred and fifty years of unrequited toil shall be

sunk, and until every drop of blood drawn with the lash, shall be paid by an-

other drawn with the sword.”60

Mercifully, it did not take that long. Three months after Jefferson Davis had

breathed defiance to “His Majesty Abraham the First,” the ex–Confederate

ordnance chief Josiah Gorgas pronounced his nation’s epitaph: “The calamity

which has fallen upon us in the total destruction of our government is of a

character so overwhelming that I am as yet unable to comprehend it. . . . It is

marvelous that a people that a month ago had money, armies, and the attrib-

utes of a nation should to-day be no more. . . . Will it be so when the Soul

leaves the body behind it?”61
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OVER THE YEARS, I HAVE REVIEWED many books about Abraham Lincoln.

Several of them contained new information, fresh insights, provocative

interpretations, and sometimes distortions or errors. Reviewing these books

gave me opportunities to offer my own views and amplifications of the au-

thors’ findings and interpretations. This essay constitutes an updated com-

pendium of reviews of seven Lincoln books. It is designed to stand alone as an

exploration of some critical elements in the Lincoln story.

Three books published within a few months of each other in 1997–98 pro-

vided a fuller portrait than previously existed of Lincoln during his formative

years in New Salem and Springfield.1 Two main themes emerge in these 1,400

pages: the rehabilitation of William H. Herndon as a researcher and biographer

of Lincoln; and the crucial importance of the New Salem and early Springfield

years in the shaping of Lincoln’s character.

William Herndon was a Springfield lawyer when he joined Lincoln, nine

years his elder, as a partner in 1844. From then until Lincoln went to Washing-

ton as president in 1861, Herndon was the nearest thing to a confidant that the

notoriously “shut-mouthed” Lincoln had. After the president’s assassination in

1865, Herndon anticipated the martyred Lincoln’s elevation to secular saint-

hood and decided to write a biography that, unlike others, which portrayed a

towering public figure of noble perfection who had saved the Union and freed

the slaves, would reveal the “inner life” of Lincoln: “his passions—appetites—&

affections—perceptions . . . just as he lived, breathed—ate & laughed in this

world.”2 Herndon quickly discovered that information about the first thirty

years of Lincoln’s life was exceedingly sparse—in part because Lincoln had

wanted it that way. When a campaign biographer in 1860 asked Lincoln for de-

tails of his youth and young manhood, the nominee replied: “It is a great piece

of folly to attempt to make anything out of my early life. It can all be condensed



into a single sentence, and that sentence you will find in Gray’s elegy: ‘The short

and simple annals of the poor.’ ”3

For nearly two years after Lincoln’s death, Herndon left his law practice in

limbo and set himself the task of penetrating that veil of obscurity. With en-

ergy and ingenuity, he tracked down hundreds of people still living who had

known Lincoln in Kentucky, Indiana, and Illinois. In what has been described

as “one of the first extensive oral history projects in American history,” Hern-

don interviewed many of these people and elicited written statements from

others. In the 1880s Herndon returned to this enterprise and corresponded

with or interviewed several more.4

The thousands of manuscript pages of correspondence and of interview

notes written in Herndon’s elliptical style and almost indecipherable hand-

writing have had a noteworthy history of their own. Herndon used the early

material as the basis for a series of lectures in 1865–66, but his plans for a book

fell victim to financial reverses and to his drinking habits and mercurial tem-

perament. In 1869 Herndon sold transcriptions of his correspondence and

notes to Ward Hill Lamon, a friend and political associate of Lincoln. Lamon

turned Herndon’s material over to a ghostwriter who fashioned a biography of

Lincoln that appeared under Lamon’s name in 1872. This book received a de-

cidedly hostile reception because of its sensationalism about certain facets of

Lincoln’s life, particularly his possible illegitimacy and his troubled marriage

to Mary Todd Lincoln.

Lamon’s Life of Abraham Lincoln also fell far short of the kind of biography

Herndon thought Lincoln deserved. When Herndon put his own life back to-

gether in the 1880s, he teamed up with a younger colleague, Jesse W. Weik, to

do additional research and finally to produce Herndon’s Lincoln in 1889. After

Herndon’s death in 1891, Weik retained ownership of Herndon’s research ma-

terials and refused to give most other scholars access to them. Weik wrote The

Real Lincoln and published it in 1922. He then turned the documents over to

Albert J. Beveridge, who had written a favorable review of Weik’s book. Bev-

eridge’s subsequent unfinished biography of Lincoln still stands today as the

fullest treatment of Lincoln’s early life.5

After the deaths of Beveridge and Weik in 1927 and 1929, a consortium of

manuscript dealers bought what had become known as the Herndon-Weik

Collection. The Library of Congress finally acquired the collection in 1941 and

subsequently microfilmed it. Meanwhile the Huntington Library had acquired

the transcriptions of the early material sold to Lamon in 1869. This material
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has been accessible to historians for decades. But the Library of Congress col-

lection is another story. Herndon’s handwriting was so bad, the arrangement

and indexing of the material was so poorly done, and the quality of the micro-

filming was so poor that this collection remained almost as inaccessible to

most historians as it had been before 1941.

Until 1998, that is. Douglas L. Wilson and his co-editor, Rodney O. Davis,

along with a small army of research assistants and librarians, have done a ser-

vice of inestimable value with the complete, accurately transcribed, indexed,

and annotated edition of Herndon’s interviews and correspondence with 274

people—a total of 634 documents. One can scarcely imagine the countless

hours of eye-straining, nerve-agitating, mind-challenging labor necessary to

produce Herndon’s Informants. It is a monumental achievement of scholarship.

That is true not simply because of the editorial skill and effort required to com-

plete it but mainly because this material is the basis for most of what we know

about the first half of Lincoln’s life. Without Herndon’s underappreciated efforts,

Lincoln scholarship would be immensely poorer. And without the feat of Wilson

and Davis, historians and biographers in the future would be much the poorer.

Yet there has been something of a catch-22 about the reputation of Herndon

and of the source materials he assembled. On the one hand, Lincoln biogra-

phers have been dependent on his work, either directly or indirectly through

Herndon’s Lincoln and Beveridge’s Abraham Lincoln, 1809–1858. On the other

hand, many of these same biographers have challenged Herndon’s credibility

and questioned the authenticity of much of the evidence he collected—even as

they used it. This is the anomalous state of affairs that Douglas Wilson under-

took to revise in Honor’s Voice and in several of the essays in Lincoln Before

Washington. Co-director (with Rodney O. Davis) of the Lincoln Studies Cen-

ter at Knox College in Galesburg, Illinois (site of one of the Lincoln-Douglas

debates), Wilson has also written about Thomas Jefferson. He became fasci-

nated by the contrasts between the education of Jefferson and that of Lincoln,

who had barely a year of elementary school education a month or two at a

time. Wilson wanted to understand how two of the greatest statesmen and

writers in American history, whose Declaration of Independence and Gettys-

burg Address have shaped and defined the nation’s ideals, emerged from such

different backgrounds. “Any search for information on Lincoln’s formative

years,” writes Wilson, “leads inevitably to the letters and interviews collected

by his law partner,” which are “unlike anything for the study of Jefferson or of

virtually anyone else before the twentieth century.”6
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Once he started on this project, Wilson was hooked. Seven of the nine es-

says in Lincoln Before Washington chronicle work on the Herndon materials

and offer important insights on a number of controversial issues in Lincoln

scholarship. Foremost among these is what might be termed the Ann Rutledge

Question. When Herndon began his research, he was startled to hear from sev-

eral informants who had known Lincoln in New Salem that he had fallen in

love with the prettiest young woman in town and had become engaged to her

in 1835. When Ann Rutledge died of “brain fever” (probably typhoid) in Au-

gust of that year, Lincoln sank into such a deep depression that friends feared

he might take his own life.

Herndon had not previously heard of Ann Rutledge, but once he learned

about her he avidly pursued additional reminiscences from informants. In 1866

Herndon devoted one of his lectures to the Ann Rutledge story. He harmed his

own credibility, however, and gravely offended Lincoln’s widow and their son

Robert by speculating well beyond the evidence he had gathered from his in-

formants. Ann Rutledge was Lincoln’s only true love, said Herndon; his de-

pression following her death was the origin of Lincoln’s recurrent bouts of

“melancholia” or “hypo” (for hypochondria, a contemporary medical term

for depression); Lincoln later married Mary Todd, after breaking their initial

engagement, only because he felt bound to honor that engagement, which

trapped him in a loveless and joyless marriage.

Herndon had a hidden purpose in the interpretation he gave the Ann Rut-

ledge story. He had never liked Mary Lincoln, who reciprocated the sentiment.

Herndon’s portrait of the Lincolns’ marriage has echoed down the years, de-

spite challenges by Mary Lincoln’s biographers, and it still influences serious

scholarship as well as popular images of Abraham and Mary Lincoln.7 The

Ann Rutledge story caught the popular fancy and took on so many layers of

myth that the truth is difficult to determine. It did not help matters that Carl

Sandburg’s widely read biography of Lincoln invented “mawkish scenes and

trembling soliloquies” in its treatment of Lincoln and Rutledge, or that the

Atlantic Monthly published in 1928–29 a series of supposed love letters from

Abraham to Ann (whose authenticity Sandburg endorsed), which turned out

to be forgeries.8

The scholarly backlash against this sentimentalized love affair caused seri-

ous Lincoln biographers to doubt or deny the Ann Rutledge story in its en-

tirety. This skepticism dominated Lincoln studies from the 1930s to the 1990s.

Herndon’s reputation suffered from the backlash, for if he and his informants
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were wrong about Ann Rutledge, how could their recollections about other as-

pects of Lincoln’s early life be trusted?

Herndon’s critics perhaps had concealed motives of their own. The princi-

pal challenge to Herndon’s credibility came from James G. Randall, the leading

Lincoln scholar from the 1930s to the 1950s. Randall’s wife, Ruth Painter Ran-

dall, wrote a sympathetic biography of Mary Todd Lincoln suggesting that the

Lincolns had a loving and fulfilling marriage. Randall’s brightest student,

David Donald, wrote a biography of Herndon that portrayed him in an unflat-

tering light. And one of Donald’s students, Jean H. Baker, has written a biogra-

phy of Mary Lincoln that likewise has little good to say of Herndon.9

When it comes to such controversies, the scholarly pendulum has a way of

swinging from one side to the other. During the 1990s it swung back partway

in Herndon’s favor, in large part owing to the scrupulous and careful analysis

of the Herndon materials by Douglas Wilson. His precise prose should con-

vince fair-minded readers of his two books, as Wilson’s research gradually

convinced him, “that in some important respects the great Lincoln scholars of

this century have been wrong about Herndon and his informant testimony,

that this judgment has prejudiced their constituency unduly against Herndon,

and that Herndon’s neglected materials still have new and unexpected things

to tell us about Lincoln’s prepresidential life.”10

Because the Ann Rutledge Question became a touchstone of Herndon’s reli-

ability, Wilson devotes a great deal of attention to it. His main target of criti-

cism is James G. Randall. In a famous appendix to his magisterial Lincoln the

President, “Sifting the Ann Rutledge Evidence,” Randall cited what he consid-

ered to be conflicting stories, faulty memory, and distortions by Herndon’s in-

formants plus leading questions from Herndon to discredit the story of Lin-

coln’s love for Ann and his depression after her death. For Randall, these

defects called all of Herndon’s evidence into question. “The historian must use

reminiscence, but he must do so critically,” wrote Randall. “A careful writer

will check it with known facts. . . . Unsupported memories are in themselves

insufficient as proof; statements induced under suggestion, or psychological

stimulus, as were some of the stories about Lincoln and Ann, call especially for

careful appraisal. . . . When faulty memories are admitted the resulting prod-

uct becomes something other than history.”11

This is sound advice for historians and biographers. Wilson endorses every

one of its tenets. But he then proceeds, in a tour de force of textual analysis, to

convict Randall of violating his own rules and to defend Herndon from Randall’s
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charges. Herndon, Wilson writes, was careful to avoid imposing his views on his

correspondents and interviewees. Herndon was surprised and skeptical about

the Ann Rutledge stories at first but was finally convinced by overwhelming tes-

timony. He did in fact sift and balance contradictory or dubious testimony and

ask probing questions to try to reconcile conflicting evidence. And for many im-

portant details of Lincoln’s early life, there are no “known facts”—that is, con-

temporary documentary evidence—against which to test the admittedly fallible

memories of informants. Herndon’s evidence is all we have, and Wilson deftly

demonstrates that Randall himself, as well as other historians critical of Hern-

don, “draws extensively on Herndon’s informants and depends on them for the

documentation of Lincoln’s personal and political background. There he does

not confine himself to testimony that can be checked with contemporary

sources or ‘known facts,’ nor does he balk at accepting as historical incidents

about which evidence is conflicting.”12

Of twenty-four informants who offered testimony on Lincoln and Ann

Rutledge—most of whom knew both of them—twenty-two said that Lincoln

loved or courted Ann, two offered no opinion, and none disputed the existence

of the relationship. Seventeen of the twenty-four stated that Lincoln grieved at

her death, and most of these testified to his serious, almost suicidal depression;

the other seven offered no opinion. Those informants who knew Lincoln and

Rutledge best, and who had good reputations for truthfulness and lack of bias,

testified most strongly to the reality of the relationship. According to the criti-

cal criteria that Wilson establishes for judging the reliability of long-after-the-

fact oral history evidence, Lincoln did love Ann Rutledge and did grieve exces-

sively at her death. That does not mean, however, that the extreme conclusions

Herndon drew from the story were right—that Lincoln never loved another

woman, that his marriage was a constant hell, or that Rutledge’s death was the

source of his subsequent tendency toward melancholia.

Why is all of this important? From his close examination of the Ann Rut-

ledge evidence, Wilson derived a set of criteria for evaluating the accuracy and

value of Herndon’s research for an understanding of key events in Lincoln’s life

from 1831 to 1842, which helped to form his character. Wilson managed to

unravel the tangled evidence about several puzzling or controversial events in

Lincoln’s life in a manner similar to that of a shrewd detective. Honor’s Voice

offers new insights on Lincoln’s famous wrestling match with Jack Armstrong

in 1831, in which Lincoln established his masculine credentials of physical
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courage, strength, good humor, and self-assurance—qualities that won him

friends and influence in his new home at New Salem. Wilson analyzes Lin-

coln’s awkward relations with women, which were punctuated by a clumsy and

ill-fated courtship of Mary Owens and a brief unrequited infatuation with

Matilda Edwards as well as Lincoln’s love for Ann Rutledge and his eventual

marriage to Mary Todd. Wilson also contributes new information about the

youthful Lincoln’s fondness for the freethinking doctrines of Thomas Paine

and his skepticism about many tenets of the Christian faith.

In Honor’s Voice, Wilson also discusses Lincoln’s authorship of anonymous

or pseudonymous newspaper articles that slashed his political opponents, his

fondness for William Shakespeare and Robert Burns, and what really happened

on “that fatal first of Jany. ’41”—or more precisely what did not happen, for the

available evidence does not definitively tell us what Lincoln meant by these

words written in a letter to his best friend, Joshua Speed, in March 1842. Hern-

don’s conclusion that they referred to Lincoln’s failure to show up for his sched-

uled wedding to Mary Todd on that date has long since been discredited. Nor

can these words refer to the date of breaking the engagement to Mary, which

had occurred a month or more earlier and contributed to Lincoln’s prolonged

bout of “hypo” during the winter of 1840–41. In a dazzling analysis of probabil-

ities, Wilson speculates that the phrase may have referred to some important

event not in Lincoln’s life but in Speed’s—perhaps his decision to move from

Springfield back to Kentucky—or to Speed’s and Lincoln’s rivalry for the affec-

tion of the apparently bewitching Matilda Edwards.

These incidents are all relevant to the two main themes of Honor’s Voice,

which can be summarized in two words: Ambition and Honor. From his teenage

years onward, Lincoln pursued his own program of reading, study, and self-

improvement in a relentless quest for upward mobility from farm laborer to

successful lawyer. His ambition, as Herndon later said, “was a little engine that

knew no rest.” It was not an ambition for wealth; Lincoln was indifferent, almost

careless, about money. It was an ambition for success, for distinction in his pro-

fession and in politics. During the depths of his depression in early 1841, Lincoln

told Joshua Speed that he would be “more than willing to die” except “that he

had done nothing to make any human being remember that he had lived.”13

The most illuminating sections of Honor’s Voice consist of the intricate analy-

ses of the relationships among Lincoln’s courtship of Mary Todd, the broken

engagement, his depression, a near-duel with James Shields, and his marriage in
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1842. Lincoln’s practice of writing pseudonymous newspaper articles attacking

political opponents was not unusual for the time. But his well-honed talent for

ridicule and satire gave his articles a special power to “skin” their victims. In

1842 Lincoln, by then a prominent Whig, wrote such an article satirizing the

Democratic state auditor, James Shields. The incensed Shields discovered Lin-

coln’s authorship and challenged him to a duel. Lincoln could not refuse and

maintain his honor, but just before the duel was to take place, friends of both

men interceded and persuaded Shields to accept the following statement by

Lincoln in lieu of an apology: “I wrote that, wholly for political effect. I had no

intention of injuring your personal or private character, or standing as a man or

a gentleman . . . and had I anticipated such an effect I would have foreborne to

write it.”14

This statement represented a transformation in Lincoln’s sense of manliness

and honor: He recognized that an honorable man could not hide behind

anonymity or politics in an attack on the integrity or character of another; he

must accept responsibility for his words and actions. As a result of this experi-

ence, wrote Wilson, “Lincoln may, for the first time, have understood ‘honor’

and honorable behavior as all-important, as necessary, as a matter of life and

death.”15

What made this event even more important was its relation to Lincoln’s

marriage. Lincoln’s “hypo” during the winter of 1840–41 was probably the re-

sult of profound guilt feelings about the wounds he had inflicted on Mary

Todd when he sought release from their initial engagement (which she granted).

For more than a year, as Lincoln later wrote to Joshua Speed, he could have no

happiness because of “the never-absent idea, that there is one still unhappy

whom I have contributed to make so. That still kills my soul. I can not but re-

proach myself, for even wishing to be happy while she is otherwise.” Lincoln

felt dishonored by what he came to see as a betrayal of trust toward Mary. He

also believed that he had lost the “ability to keep my resolves when they are

made,” a defect he regarded as fatal to his hopes for success and distinction.16

The Shields imbroglio proved to be a catalyst for resolution of these doubts

and convictions of dishonor. Lincoln’s article ridiculing Shields was one of three

published in the Illinois press; Mary Todd probably wrote one of the others (far

gentler in its satire than Lincoln’s). This affair brought them together again, and

Lincoln’s new conception of honor in the settlement of the quarrel with Shields

seems to have prompted a similar determination to dissolve his crippling guilt

toward Mary by marrying her. In so doing, he regained his confidence in “my
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ability to keep my resolves” and, in Wilson’s words, “affirmed something im-

portant in his identity.”17

The married life of the Lincolns—its happiness and unhappiness, and

whether Mary was a shrew who made Lincoln’s life a hell—remains a matter of

dispute among biographers. But the marriage did produce four sons, the first

one born precisely nine months after the wedding. And as Wilson notes, “the

debilitating episodes of the ‘hypo’ did not recur.” Most important, perhaps,

“Lincoln became known for his resolution.”18 Once he made a decision he

stuck with it—a matter of no small importance when the issues became Union

or Disunion, Victory or Defeat, Slavery or Freedom. Lincoln once said to

prominent political leaders who urged him to back away from the Emancipa-

tion Proclamation or face possible defeat for reelection in 1864: “The promise,

being made, must be kept.”19 The man who had contemplated suicide at the

age of thirty-one but drew back because he “had done nothing to make any

human being remember that he had lived” eventually caused the whole world

to remember that he had lived.

II

THREE MONTHS BEFORE the Republican national convention in May 1860, Abra-

ham Lincoln of Illinois did not make anyone’s list of potential presidential

nominees. At best he could hope to receive his state’s first-ballot support as a

favorite son. Newspaper editors in the East knew so little about him that they

spelled his first name “Abram.” Lincoln had won favorable notices for his Sen-

ate campaign against the incumbent Stephen A. Douglas in 1858—but he lost

that election. Except for a single term in Congress more than a decade earlier,

Lincoln was a stranger to the national political scene. The presumptive favorite

for the Republican nomination was Senator William H. Seward of New York.

And if his candidacy faltered, several other prominent Republicans were wait-

ing in the wings, headed by Governor Salmon P. Chase of Ohio.

In a long political career, however, Seward had made enemies, including some

in his own state. In October 1859 a committee of anti-Seward New York Repub-

licans invited Lincoln to give one of a series of political “lectures” in Brooklyn

(later changed to Cooper Union in New York City, of which Brooklyn was not

then a part). The New Yorkers’ purpose was to stop Seward’s triumphant march

to the nomination by providing a public forum to other Republicans, including

Lincoln, who had never before spoken in the Empire State. The committee that

invited him supported Chase for the nomination. Whether Lincoln was aware
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that he was being used as a stalking horse for Chase is uncertain. In any event, he

eagerly accepted the invitation, and the date for his speech was finally set for Feb-

ruary 27, 1860.

With this single speech the stalking horse became a serious contestant. Two

books with identical titles and almost identical subtitles, published only a few

months apart, make a persuasive case that Lincoln’s Cooper Union address

“made him president.”20 If that seems slightly exaggerated, there is nevertheless

no doubt that this speech and a subsequent two-week speaking tour of New

England, in response to invitations that poured in after the Cooper Union ad-

dress, did indeed give a huge boost to Lincoln’s national stature and made him

a viable presidential candidate.

These books are not the first to maintain that a single Lincoln speech

changed history. Garry Wills devoted an entire book to the Gettysburg Ad-

dress, “the words that remade America.” Ronald C. White made a powerful ar-

gument for the significance of Lincoln’s second inaugural address in defining

the meaning of the Civil War.21 Other Lincoln speeches have also been the sub-

ject of special analyses—particularly his Peoria speech of 1854 and his debates

with Douglas in 1858. But those antebellum speeches gave Lincoln regional

prominence; it was the Cooper Union address that projected him onto the na-

tional scene.

How did this happen? Part of the answer lies in the contrast between expec-

tations and performance. Apart from his unusual height (6'4"), Lincoln’s

personal appearance did not inspire confidence—especially before he grew a

beard after his election as president. With his disheveled hair, craggy face with

oversize projecting ears, arms and legs too long for his ill-fitting clothes, flat-

footed gait, and nasal tenor voice, he made a negative first impression. Lincoln

bought a new suit for his New York visit, but unfortunately it fit poorly and

was wrinkled by travel as well. Dozens of people who saw and heard him for

the first time in New York—then as now the nation’s media capital—commented

on their initial dismay when Lincoln uncurled himself from his chair and

shambled to the lectern and began speaking in a Southern-Midwestern twang.

“The first impression of the man from the West did nothing to contradict the

expectation of something weird, rough, and uncultivated,” later wrote one lis-

tener. “The long ungainly figure upon which hung clothes that . . . were evi-

dently the work of an unskilled tailor, the large feet and clumsy hands . . . the

long gaunt head, capped by a shock of hair that seemed not to have been

thoroughly brushed out, made a picture which did not fit in with New York’s
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conception of a finished statesman.” Another member of the audience also re-

called that he initially felt “pity for so ungainly a man” and thought: “Old fel-

low, you won’t do; it’s all very well for the Wild West, but this will never go

down in New York!”22

But according to everybody who later commented on Lincoln’s speech, as

soon as he warmed to his subject the audience forgot all of these things. Lin-

coln soon had them “in the hollow of his hand,” recalled another listener. He

“was transformed before us. His eye kindled, his voice rang, his face shone and

seemed to light up the whole assembly as by an electric flash.”23 With few of

the oratorical flourishes or gestures common at the time, Lincoln held his au-

dience enthralled for an hour and a half. “His manner was to a New York audi-

ence a very strange one, but it was captivating,” later wrote a member of the

committee that had invited Lincoln. “He held the vast meeting spellbound,

and as one by one his oddly expressed but trenchant and convincing argu-

ments confirmed the accuracy . . . of his political conclusions, the house broke

out in wild and prolonged enthusiasm. I think I never saw an audience more

carried away by an orator.”24

That so many accounts agree on the contrast between negative first impres-

sions and subsequent enthusiasm raises suspicions that such recollections

were filtered through memories of Lincoln as the great war president and mur-

dered martyr who had sprung from humble frontier origins. Yet many con-

temporary comments testify to the impact that the speech made at the time.

The five major New York newspapers printed it in full. The Republican New

York Tribune praised it as one of the “most convincing political arguments ever

made in this City. . . . The vast assemblage frequently rang with cheers and

shouts of applause. . . . No man ever before made such an impression on his

first appeal to a New-York audience.”25 The son of a prominent New York Re-

publican, a Harvard College graduate and student at Harvard Law School, told

his father next morning that “it was the best speech I ever heard.” Even the un-

friendly New York Herald grudgingly acknowledged “the loud and uproarious

applause of his hearers—nearly every man rising spontaneously, and cheering

with the full power of their lungs.”26

The content of the speech rather than its oratorical style was mainly respon-

sible for such enthusiasm. Lincoln had prepared this address more thoroughly

than any of the estimated 175 speeches he had delivered since reentering poli-

tics in 1854. The Kansas-Nebraska Act sponsored by Douglas and passed by a

Democratic Congress that year had repealed the earlier restriction, legislated
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in the Missouri Compromise, on slavery in territories north of 36˚30'. This law

had inspired a determined and violent effort by proslavery elements to force

slavery into Kansas Territory. In response, an antislavery coalition founded the

Republican Party, which carried most Northern states in the election of 1856

on a platform calling for exclusion of slavery from all territories. Every one of

Lincoln’s 175 speeches addressed this matter in some fashion. Douglas wanted

to leave the question of whether to have slavery up to voters in each territory, a

policy he called “popular sovereignty.” In 1857 the Supreme Court ruled in the

Dred Scott decision that neither Congress nor voters could exclude slavery

from any territory.

This issue dominated and polarized American politics during the 1850s as

no other issue has ever done. The central theme of Lincoln’s Cooper Union ad-

dress was a challenge to the reasoning of the Dred Scott decision as well as to

Douglas’s conception of popular sovereignty. Lincoln maintained that the

Founding Fathers had given Congress the power to prohibit slavery in the ter-

ritories as a means of limiting the growth of an institution so embarrassing to

American rhetoric about liberty and equality. To Lincoln and his contempo-

raries, the Founding Fathers were the “greatest generation.” If they could be en-

listed for a cause, it would prevail. In his debates with Douglas, Lincoln had re-

peatedly insisted that the Founders were opposed to the expansion of slavery.

Douglas denied it, citing the awkward fact that most of them owned slaves.

Lincoln intended to put this question to rest once and for all in his Cooper

Union address. For weeks he pored over the debates at the Constitutional Con-

vention of 1787, the legislation of early Congresses, and other historical evi-

dence. Perhaps no other political speech has ever been so exhaustively re-

searched. Lincoln discovered that of the thirty-nine signers of the Constitution,

twenty-three either subsequently voted as members of Congress on the ques-

tion of excluding slavery from the territories or had otherwise taken a position

on this issue. Of these twenty-three, all but two had supported Congress’s

power to ban slavery. In addition, several of the remaining sixteen had ex-

pressed antislavery positions in principle. Anyone who today compares Lin-

coln’s Cooper Union address with Chief Justice Taney’s opinion in the Dred

Scott case will agree that Lincoln vanquished Taney on this issue.

By 1860, however, Southern political leaders were threatening to take their

states out of the Union if a Republican president was elected on a platform re-

stricting slavery. “I would address a few words to the Southern people,” said

Lincoln,“if they would listen—as I suppose they will not.” Republicans did not
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intend to attack slavery in the states where it existed. Like the Founders, they

wanted to contain its expansion as the first step toward bringing it eventually

to an end. “But you will not abide the election of a Republican president! In

that supposed event, you say, you will destroy the Union; and then, you say, the

great crime of having destroyed it will be upon us! [Laughter] That is cool.

[Great laughter] A highwayman holds a pistol to my ear, and mutters through

his teeth, ‘Stand and deliver, or I shall kill you, and then you will be a mur-

derer!’ [Continued laughter]”27

Lincoln’s peroration urged Republicans to remain true to their principles

despite Southern threats. His concluding sentence brought the audience to

their feet with an ovation that went on and on: “LET US HAVE FAITH THAT

RIGHT MAKES MIGHT, AND IN THAT FAITH, LET US, TO THE END,

DARE TO DO OUR DUTY AS WE UNDERSTAND IT.”28

III

IN ADDITION TO THE HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS of newspaper copies in which Lin-

coln’s speech was printed, several pamphlet editions appeared in 1860, and these

reached hundreds of thousands more readers. The Cooper Union address trans-

formed Lincoln from just another Western politician with a country-bumpkin

image into an eloquent national leader with what modern political pundits term

the “gravitas” to be president. If he had not come to New York, or if his speech

there had been a failure, the Lincoln of history would not have existed.

Nor would the Lincoln of myth and folklore, who has been the subject of

more apocryphal stories and who has been more quoted as saying things he

never said than perhaps any other person in history—certainly in American

history. Historians must be alert to the existence of this vast apocrypha, lest

they fall into the trap that snared Ronald Reagan, who brought the delegates to

the Republican national convention of 1992 to their feet by quoting supposed

probusiness maxims uttered by Lincoln—maxims that were in fact written by

an obscure Pennsylvania clergyman in 1916 and attributed to Lincoln.29

I have personally confronted this historical pitfall. In 1984 I delivered a pa-

per at a conference on Abraham Lincoln and the American political tradition

at Brown University. This occasion was my first public foray into the perilous

arena of Lincoln scholarship, and I was a bit nervous. My presentation fol-

lowed a paper by Don Fehrenbacher, then one of the foremost living Lincoln

scholars (now deceased), titled “The Words of Lincoln.” Fehrenbacher warned

would-be quoters of Lincoln to beware of dubious statements attributed
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to him. He distinguished between “the canon”—the eleven-volume Collected

Works (including a two-volume supplement to the original edition), consisting

of Lincoln’s letters and speeches and telegrams and memoranda that he wrote

himself, or that newspaper “phonographers” (stenographers) took down on

the spot—as contrasted with remarks supposedly uttered by Lincoln in the

presence of auditors who wrote them down later. Many of these recollected

words of Lincoln were undoubtedly genuine, in their gist if not verbatim, but

others were questionable at best and counterfeit at worst. The words of Lincoln

as recollected by others are a “rich resource,” Fehrenbacher said, but to use this

resource “is to walk on treacherous ground.”30

As I listened to this paper, I grew increasingly apprehensive. During the ten-

minute break before my presentation I feverishly searched my footnote cita-

tions to determine whether my quotations from Lincoln met Fehrenbacher’s

standards of authenticity. Soon I sighed with relief: Nearly all were from the

canon, and the two exceptions were from the diary of John Hay, Lincoln’s pri-

vate secretary—which Fehrenbacher gave the highest grade of veracity, be-

cause Hay wrote down Lincoln’s words shortly after his conversations with the

president.31

The rewards as well as the perils of recollected utterance are greater with re-

spect to Lincoln than to any other person in our history. Without reliance on

such material we would know little about his early life or about the decision

making behind some of his most important political and presidential actions.

Yet a mythical aura of recollected words and deeds surrounds him as it does

no other American.

So how does the student of Lincoln separate the gold from the dross?

Fehrenbacher conceded that “there is no simple formula for judging the au-

thenticity of recollected utterances.” The historian “must call upon his profes-

sional experience, his knowledge of the particular historical context, and his

common sense to make a judgment of probability.” That is all very well for the

seasoned historian, who is trained in critical evaluation of sources. But what of

the novice, the journalist, the Rotary Club speaker, the politician, who wants to

quote Lincoln? “What we need, and may never have,” Fehrenbacher said in

1984, “is a systematic, critically evaluative compilation of all the utterances,

whether quoted or merely summarized, that have been attributed to Lincoln in

contemporary and recollective primary sources.”32

No one was better qualified than Fehrenbacher himself to put together such

a compilation. So with his wife, Virginia, he set out to do so. Twelve years later,
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in 1996, the Recollected Words of Abraham Lincoln was the splendid result.33

The Fehrenbachers sifted through countless recollective writings to document,

classify, and evaluate some 1,900 quotations of Lincoln by 531 people. This

awe-inspiring task was well worth the effort, for we now have a comprehensive

and trustworthy guide of incalculable value to all students of Lincoln.

A few familiar quotations are missing. When Harriet Beecher Stowe, author

of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, visited Lincoln at the White House in November 1862,

the president reportedly greeted her as “the little woman who made this great

war.” Many historians and biographers of both Lincoln and Stowe have quoted

these words, but because their only source was “unverified family tradition,”

the Fehrenbachers do not include the phrase.34 Nor do they include many

other quotations that can only be “vaguely linked” to Lincoln by “anonymous

narrative, contemporary gossip, family tradition, and other tenuous connec-

tions.” The criteria for inclusion require that quotations be “traceable to

named auditors”—that is, “persons claiming to have heard the quoted words

directly from Lincoln.”35 The editors make exceptions to this rule, however.

Forty-seven quotations from contemporary anonymous newspaper corre-

spondents are included, as are numerous secondhand quotations: X quoting Y

who quoted Lincoln.

The Fehrenbachers assign each quotation a letter grade as a guide to its au-

thenticity. Most direct quotations recorded within days of their utterance earn

an A; similar indirect quotations (summaries or paraphrases of Lincoln’s words)

earn a B. Most direct or indirect quotations written down weeks or years

later earn a C. These grades, the editors write, are “classificatory” but obviously

have “evaluative implications.” Common sense, along with scholarly research on

memory, tells us that observations or quotations recorded soon after the fact are

more reliable than those filtered through the haze of memory. Thus quotations

assigned an A or B are, as a general rule, more authentic than those given a C.

There are exceptions, however, and some contemporary as well as many later

quotations earn a D or an E owing to their implausibility, the known or sus-

pected unreliability of the recorder, factual errors or inconsistencies in the quo-

tation or its context, or the secondhand nature of the quotation. A quotation

“about whose authenticity there is more than average doubt” gets a D; a quota-

tion “that is probably not an authentic” one earns an E.36 Like a teacher who

gives a student a low grade, the Fehrenbachers accompany most D’s and E’s

with brief explanations of their reasons for assigning them. These evaluations

offer a trenchant cram course in the perils and pitfalls of Lincoln scholarship.
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Why not omit the most dubious quotations altogether? Because, the Fehren-

bachers answer, the legendary Lincoln has had almost as powerful an influence

on American culture as the historical Lincoln. Moreover, “credibility is so dif-

ficult to gauge that learned opinions would differ about which ones to ex-

clude.”37 All honest historians would echo this confession of fallibility. But they

would also probably agree with nearly all of the editors’ E grades. No serious

scholar, for example, accepts the authenticity of statements attributed to Lin-

coln by the renegade Catholic priest Charles Chiniquy to the effect that Jesuits

caused the Civil War and were plotting his (Lincoln’s) assassination. Nor

would anyone challenge the E assigned to Nettie Maynard, a spiritualist who

quoted Lincoln, saying he had taken part in her seances.38

The greatest potential for disagreement lies in the D rankings. Consider, for

example, a Lincoln statement about black soldiers during a presidential visit to

the Petersburg front in June 1864, shortly after black brigades had captured

part of the Confederate defenses. Horace Porter, an officer on Grant’s staff,

quoted Lincoln as telling Grant on that occasion: “I was opposed on nearly

every side when I first favored the raising of colored regiments, but they have

proved their efficiency, and I am glad they have kept pace with the white

troops in the recent assaults.” The Fehrenbachers assign this statement a D be-

cause “many northerners were ahead of Lincoln in favoring the enlistment of

blacks, and it would have been absurd to claim otherwise.”39 But does this quo-

tation show Lincoln claiming otherwise? Surely not. He was quoted as saying

that he was opposed on nearly every side when he first committed himself to

recruiting black regiments. It is true that black leaders and Radical Republi-

cans urged such a policy for months before Lincoln endorsed it at the begin-

ning of 1863. But the policy did provoke a storm of controversy and opposi-

tion when he adopted it. “Nearly every side” overstates the case, to be sure, but

Lincoln may well have remembered it that way more than a year later.

Most of the D grades seem right on, however, as do the other grades. If a bi-

ographer or historian could confine his research to the Collected Works plus

recollected quotations ranked A and B, he would have few worries about the

reliability of evidence. But he would also leave large gaps in the Lincoln story,

both in Lincoln’s early life and in his presidential years. On many significant

matters those two classes of sources are virtually silent.

Consider one of the most important decisions of Lincoln’s presidency. During

the secession crisis of early 1861 Lincoln evidently twice offered to withdraw

troops from Fort Sumter in return for a pledge by Virginians to adjourn their
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convention without seceding.“A state for a fort is no bad business” is the way one

contemporary quoted Lincoln. Not a word appears in the Collected Works about

this matter. Controversy surrounds the questions of whether Lincoln did in fact

make such an offer and, if so, its precise terms. No fewer than seven men—

including Hay in a conversation with Lincoln six months later—quoted the pres-

ident directly or indirectly on the issue. Six of them report that an offer was

made, yet only Hay’s statement earns a B; two others get C’s, and three get D’s,

while one person, a Virginian, who denied that Lincoln made such an offer also

earns a D. The matter remains unresolved, but the weight of the evidence and of

the Fehrenbachers’ careful commentary indicates that Lincoln probably made

such an offer and that the Virginians who received it had neither the power nor

the will to act on it.40 So the troops remained in Fort Sumter, Confederate guns

fired on them, and the war came.

Contradictions between contemporary and recollected words or actions

have sometimes muddled Lincoln scholarship. Lincoln’s vice president during

his first term was Hannibal Hamlin of Maine. The convention that renomi-

nated Lincoln in 1864 dumped Hamlin in favor of Andrew Johnson, a Ten-

nessee Unionist and War Democrat who moderate Republicans thought

would strengthen the ticket by reaching out to the two constituencies he repre-

sented. This action had profound and tragic consequences for postwar Recon-

struction, when as a consequence of Lincoln’s assassination Johnson became

president and did his worst to frustrate Republican reconstruction policies.

Who was responsible for the decision to replace Hamlin with Johnson?

The only references in the Collected Works are a letter from Hay to Nicolay

stating that Lincoln “wishes not to interfere in the nomination even by a con-

fidential suggestion” and Lincoln’s own written statement: “Wish not to inter-

fere about V.P. . . . Convention must judge for itself.”41 This would seem to be

conclusive, but a good many historians do not accept Lincoln’s disavowal at

face value. Michael F. Holt, for example, writing in Abraham Lincoln and the

American Political Tradition, asserts flatly that Lincoln “engineered the dump-

ing of Hannibal Hamlin and the selection of the Tennessee Democrat Andrew

Johnson.”42 The evidence for this assertion consists of later recollections by

Alexander McClure, a Pennsylvania politician, and by Lincoln’s friend and

self-appointed bodyguard, Ward Hill Lamon. In the 1890s both men claimed

to have worked with Lincoln in behind-the-scenes maneuvers to get the con-

vention to nominate Johnson. The Fehrenbachers are not convinced. They give

McClure’s and Lamon’s testimony two E’s and a D.43 They have convinced me,
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at least, that Lincoln meant what he said about not interfering in the conven-

tion’s choice.

David Herbert Donald’s majestic biography of Lincoln, published a year

before the Fehrenbachers’ book, does not take a definite position on this vice-

presidential question—except to point out that if Lincoln had wanted Hamlin

renominated, he could have made it happen.44 Along with Don Fehrenbacher,

Donald stood in the first rank of Lincoln scholars in the latter half of the twen-

tieth century. Like Fehrenbacher, Donald writes with precision and elegance,

and weighs the often ambiguous or even contradictory evidence with judi-

cious impartiality. His biography moves between Lincoln’s private and public

lives with a clarity that illuminates the connections between them.

Donald negotiates the potential pitfalls for Lincoln biographers with sure-

footed grace: Lincoln’s relationship with his father; his romance with Ann Rut-

ledge; his bouts of “hypo”; his marriage; his political ambition; his attitudes

toward slavery and black people; his relations with Radical Republicans during

the Civil War; the mistakes and successes of his wartime leadership. Lincoln

had an uneasy relationship with his father, but it was not an oedipal rivalry. He

probably loved Ann Rutledge, but the memory of this lost love did not poison

his marriage to Mary Todd—a marriage that had its good and bad days but

was neither as smooth and fulfilling as Mary’s partisans have claimed nor as

tempestuous and barren as her detractors charge. Lincoln was politically am-

bitious and knew how to manipulate the system, but he was more principled

and less corruptible than most other politicians of his time. He believed slav-

ery to be a moral evil but was cautious in his approach to eradicating it. He

shared the almost universal white-supremacy convictions of his age but rose

above them during the Civil War to promote the cause of freedom and take the

first tentative steps toward equal rights.

Using a wealth of new material uncovered by the Lincoln Legal Papers proj-

ect from Illinois county courthouses, Donald offers a fuller account of Lincoln’s

legal career than previous biographers have done. Although largely self-taught,

Lincoln was far more than the folksy country lawyer of legend. By the 1850s he

had become one of the leaders of the Illinois bar. But Donald does not share the

mistaken notion of some writers that Lincoln was a “corporation lawyer.” To be

sure, he represented corporations (mainly railroads) in several cases, but he op-

posed corporations about as often as he defended them. The bulk of his practice

continued to concern small-scale property disputes, debts, damage to crops by
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marauding livestock, and other staples of county courts in rural Illinois. This

might seem to make for dull reading, but Donald brings it alive.

Donald is at his best in discussing Lincoln’s politics. From the time Lincoln

first announced his candidacy for the Illinois legislature at the age of twenty-

three until the cabinet meeting on the day of his assassination, politics was rarely

absent from his consciousness. He was a Whig, a devotee of Henry Clay, whose

“American System,” with its emphasis on government support for education, in-

ternal improvements, banking, and economic development to promote growth

and opportunity, attracted the upwardly mobile young lawyer. This philosophy

undergirded Lincoln’s commitment to what the historian Eric Foner has de-

fined as the free-labor ideology. Social mobility was central to this ideology.

Free men who practiced the virtues of hard work, self-discipline, and sobriety

could climb the ladder of success. “I am not ashamed to confess,” Lincoln said

in 1860, “that twenty-five years ago I was a hired laborer, mauling rails, at work

on a flat-boat—just what might happen to any poor man’s son.” But in the free

states an ambitious youth knew that “he can better his condition” because “there

is no such thing as a freeman being fatally fixed for life, in the condition of a

hired laborer.” The free-labor system “opens the way for all—gives hope to all,

and consequent energy, and progress, and improvement of condition to all.”45

It was the lack of hope, energy, and progress in the slave states, where most

laborers were indeed “fatally fixed” in the condition of slavery, that made the

United States a house divided. When the Whig Party died in the mid-1850s,

Lincoln helped found the Republican Party in Illinois. The Republicans were

determined to keep slavery out of the territories as the first step, in Lincoln’s

words, toward placing it “in course of ultimate extinction.” “I want every man

to have the chance,” Lincoln said, “and I believe a black man is entitled to it—

in which he can better his condition.”46

On this platform Lincoln was elected president in 1860, provoking the se-

cession of seven slave states (and later four more), which led the country down

the slippery slope to civil war. More than half of Donald’s Lincoln is devoted to

the four years of war—the last four years of Lincoln’s life. With a genius for

pulling factions together, a sure sense of timing, and a determination to prevail

despite defeats and despair, Lincoln led the Union to triumph and a new birth

of freedom. Donald tells this story superbly. His analysis of the complex inter-

play of factions, parties, and personalities in the political conduct of the Union

war effort is unexcelled. Donald’s grasp of military events is less sure. The
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reader comes away with a better understanding of Lincoln’s role as president

and as head of his party than of his actions as commander in chief.

In a frontispiece quotation and in his preface, Donald sets forth what he in-

tends to be the central theme of the biography. The quotation comes from an

April 1864 letter of Lincoln to Albert Hodges, a Kentucky Unionist, in which

the president wrote: “I claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly

that events have controlled me.”47 This statement, Donald writes, illustrates “a

basic trait of character evident throughout Lincoln’s life: the essential passivity

of his nature.” Elsewhere Donald speaks of Lincoln’s “fatalism,” his “reluctance

to take the initiative and make bold plans,” adding that “he preferred to re-

spond to the actions of others.” One of Lincoln’s favorite Shakespeare passages

was from Hamlet:48

THERE’S A DIVINITY THAT SHAPES OUR ENDS,

ROUGH-HEW THEM HOW WE WILL.

As the suffering and death of the war grew to monstrous proportions, Lincoln

came to believe that man was helpless to alter the course of events predestined

by God. In the same letter to Hodges, the president suggested that the war had

not taken the course that either North or South had intended or expected three

years earlier. A greater power had shaped the conflict, and “if God now wills

the removal of a great wrong,” slavery, we should “find therein new cause to at-

test and revere the justice and goodness of God.”49

It is one thing to recognize that the stress and pain of a terrible war would

cause Lincoln, or anyone else in a like position, to search for the meaning of

such trauma in the divine will. It is quite another to construct an interpreta-

tion around the theme of passivity. To begin with, one might ask how it squares

with Lincoln’s “unquenchable ambition”—another theme in Donald’s biogra-

phy.50 Lincoln’s letter to Hodges must be understood in its context. Hodges

and other Kentucky Unionists felt betrayed by Lincoln’s emancipation policy

and by the large-scale recruitment of slaves from Kentucky for the Union

army—which of course freed those slaves and eventually their families. Many

Kentuckians considered these actions a violation of Lincoln’s original pledge

to fight only to restore the Union and his exemption of Kentucky from the

Emancipation Proclamation. This was not my doing, Lincoln told them in an

effort to divert their anger; it was God’s will that has reshaped this war from a

war for Union to a war for Union and freedom.51
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Lincoln undoubtedly believed that it was God’s will, but he also believed in

the adage that God helps those who help themselves. In both North and South

the clergy consistently preached that God was on their side in this war. Both

could not be right, said Lincoln in his second inaugural address; in fact neither

was right, for “the Almighty has His own purposes,” and Lincoln was telling

them that it was time to recognize His purposes and to get themselves on God’s

side. Lincoln’s decision to issue the Emancipation Proclamation was not a sign

of passivity. Nor was his insistence that the Republican platform on which he ran

for reelection in 1864 contain a plank calling for a constitutional amendment to

abolish slavery. Nor were his decisions to sack failing generals but to stick with

Ulysses S. Grant despite enormous pressures to sack him in early 1863.

At the very outset of his presidency Lincoln demonstrated traits that were

the opposite of what Donald calls “his essentially passive personality.” When

some Republicans flirted with the idea of endorsing the Crittenden Compro-

mise, which contravened the Republican platform on which Lincoln had been

elected, the president-elect stiffened their backbones. “Entertain no proposi-

tion for a compromise in regard to the extension of slavery,” he wrote to them.

The very notion of such a compromise “acknowledges that slavery has equal

right with liberty, and surrenders all we have contended for. . . . We have just

carried an election on principles fairly stated to the people. Now we are told in

advance, the government shall be broken up, unless we surrender to those we

have beaten. . . . If we surrender, it is the end of us. . . . They will repeat the ex-

periment upon us ad libitum.”52

Having defeated compromise in January 1861, Lincoln two months later

faced a decision whether to yield to Confederate demands for the withdrawal

of U.S. troops from Fort Sumter. It was a decision for peace or war. It was also,

in Lincoln’s mind, a decision whether to give up the Union or fight for it. He

made the lonely decision, opposed initially by most of his cabinet and by other

advisers, to fight for it if necessary. But in a brilliant move he offered only to

resupply the Sumter garrison without reinforcing it, thus placing the burden of

deciding for peace or war on Jefferson Davis’s shoulders. If Davis allowed the

supplies to go in, Lincoln would score an important point asserting national

sovereignty. If Davis ordered the firing on the supply ships or on Fort Sumter,

the responsibility for starting a war would be his.

Donald somehow manages to find in Lincoln’s handling of the Sumter cri-

sis evidence of his “essential passivity.” Lincoln was “temperamentally averse to

making bold moves,” Donald writes. “It was his style to react to decisions
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made by others rather than to take the initiative himself.”53 More convincing

is the conclusion of Lincoln’s private secretaries John Nicolay and John

Hay: With his plan to resupply the fort Lincoln made himself “master of the

situation . . . master if the rebels hesitated or repented, because they would

thereby forfeit their prestige with the South; master if they persisted, for he

would then command a united North.”54 And so it turned out.

Donald is too good a historian to ride the passivity thesis roughshod over

the evidence in most cases. As he lays out the story of Lincoln’s leadership dur-

ing the war, with all its ups and downs, its successes and failures, the reader

gains a clear impression of mastery rather than passivity. And Donald can

quote with approval an entry from John Hay’s diary in August 1863: The pres-

ident “is managing this war, the draft, foreign relations, and planning a recon-

struction of the Union, all at once. I never knew with what tyrannous author-

ity he rules the Cabinet, till now. The most important things he decides and

there is no cavil.”55 Recognizing that the facts mostly do not fit the passivity

thesis, Donald wisely allows it to fade away as the book proceeds.

In one important respect, however, Lincoln was fatalistic about events he

perceived as beyond his control. Despite a large number of death threats, the

president refused to sanction elaborate security arrangements and philosoph-

ically accepted the possibility of assassination. “It would never do,” he said, “for

a President to have guards with drawn sabres at his door, as if he fancied he

were an . . . emperor.” Such precautions were useless anyway: “A conspiracy to

assassinate, if such there were, could easily obtain a pass to see me for any one

or more of its instruments.”56 So when Lincoln attended Ford’s Theater on

April 14, 1865, the sole guard on duty moved away from the door of the box to

see the play.
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ON THE FOURTH OF JULY 1864, Senator Zachariah Chandler of Michigan hov-

ered anxiously near Abraham Lincoln as the president signed last-

minute bills passed by the just-adjourned session of Congress. When Lincoln

put aside the Wade-Davis bill that stipulated stringent terms for reconstruction

of Confederate states—including the abolition of slavery therein—Chandler

urged the president to sign it. The most important provision in the bill, said the

senator, “is the one prohibiting slavery in the reconstructed states.” Lincoln

replied, “That is the point on which I doubt the authority of Congress to act.”

Chandler was indignant. Alluding to the Emancipation Proclamation, he said:

“It is no more than you have done yourself.” Quite true, responded Lincoln, but

“I conceive that I may in an emergency do things on military grounds which

cannot be done constitutionally by Congress.”1

This breathtaking assertion of presidential prerogative left Chandler almost

speechless. It should not have. From the outset of the Civil War, Lincoln had

exercised unprecedented powers as commander in chief. Two years before this

conversation with Chandler, the president had told a delegation of antislavery

clergymen from Chicago that he could, if he judged it necessary, proclaim

emancipation in Confederate states because, “as commander-in-chief of the

army and navy, in time of war, I suppose I have a right to take any measure

which may best subdue the enemy.”2 Whether the measures he took exceeded

his constitutional authority was much debated at the time and is still contro-

versial today.3 What remains certain, however, is that Lincoln vastly expanded

presidential war powers and established precedents invoked by several of his

successors in later wars.

Article II, Section 2 of the Constitution states simply that “The President

shall be Commander in Chief of the Army and Navy of the United States, and

of the Militia of the several States, when called into the actual Service of the

United States.” But the Constitution does not define the functions and powers
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of the president as commander in chief. In Federalist No. 69, Alexander Hamil-

ton tried to reassure opponents of the Constitution, who feared executive

tyranny, that the commander-in-chief power “would amount to nothing more

than the supreme command and direction of the military forces, as first Gen-

eral and Admiral” of the nation. Wartime presidents James Madison and James

K. Polk did not go much beyond this limited function.

Nevertheless, the brevity and vagueness of the Constitution’s specification

of presidential powers, in contrast with its detailed listing of congressional

powers and limitations thereon, bothered some observers. In 1840 a Virginia

jurist and future secretary of state, Abel Upshur, deplored “the loose and un-

guarded terms in which the powers and duties of the President are pointed

out” in the Constitution. “In regard to the Executive, the [constitutional] con-

vention seems to have studiously selected such loose and general expressions

as would enable the President, by implications and constructions either to neg-

lect his duties or to enlarge his powers.”4 In a case growing out of the Mexican

War, the Supreme Court ruled that the president as commander in chief was

authorized to employ the army and navy “in the manner he may deem most

effectual to harass and conquer and subdue the enemy,” but added that this

was a power limited to “purely military” matters.5

Whether Lincoln was familiar with this decision is unknown, but his ac-

tions as commander in chief certainly went beyond “purely military” matters.

The Constitution restricts to Congress the power to declare war. Yet one of

Lincoln’s first acts after the firing on Fort Sumter was to proclaim a blockade

of Confederate ports.6 In effect this proclamation was a declaration of war, and

both Congress and the Supreme Court subsequently endorsed it as such. Dur-

ing these hectic days in the spring of 1861, Lincoln preempted congressional

authority to raise and support armies. His proclamation of April 15 calling on

the states for 75,000 ninety-day militia to suppress the insurrection was, to be

sure, based on the militia act of 1795. But on May 3 Lincoln issued an executive

order calling for 43,034 three-year volunteers for the army and also increasing

the size of the regular army and navy by 40,714 men.7 Both actions were an ap-

parent violation of the Constitution, which grants Congress exclusive author-

ity to “raise and support armies” and to “provide and maintain a navy” (Article

I, Section 7). And because Lincoln believed that the federal bureaucracy, in

these early days of the war, was still infested with Confederate sympathizers, he

ordered Secretary of the Treasury Salmon P. Chase to advance $2 million to

three private citizens in New York to purchase arms and vessels.8 This order
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directly contravened Article I, Section 9 of the Constitution, which stipulates

that “No Money shall be drawn from the Treasury, but in Consequence of Ap-

propriations made by Law.”

Lincoln made no secret of these actions, which he justified on the grounds

that “existing exigencies demand immediate and adequate measures for the

protection of the National Constitution and the National Union.” A year later,

in response to charges of dictatorship, Lincoln insisted that “it became neces-

sary for me to choose whether, using only the existing means, agencies, and

processes which Congress had provided, I should let the government fall at

once into ruin, or whether, availing myself of the broader powers conferred by

the Constitution in cases of insurrection, I would make an effort to save it with

all its blessings for the present age and for posterity.”9

Lincoln did not define those “broader powers conferred by the Constitu-

tion.” At other times, however, he cited the commander-in-chief clause and the

constitutional mandate that the president “shall take Care that the Laws be faith-

fully executed” (Article II, Section 3). Later presidents also invoked these vague

provisions to justify far-reaching executive actions—in some cases drawing on

Lincolnian precedents. Lincoln believed that “by these and other similar mea-

sures taken in that crisis [of April–May 1861], some of which were without any

authority of law, the government was saved from overthrow.” Lincoln had taken

an oath to “preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United States.”

This larger duty overrode his obligation to heed a lesser specific provision in the

Constitution—or, as a modern constitutional scholar expressed it, “a part can-

not be supreme over the whole, to the injury or destruction of the whole.”10

Lincoln’s proclamation of May 3 calling for three-year volunteers and in-

creasing the regular army and navy stated that he would seek retroactive con-

gressional approval of these measures when Congress met in the special session

he had called for July 4, 1861. The special session of the new Congress could not

meet earlier because of the timetable of elections and congressional sessions in

that age. No federal law mandated a single date for congressional elections.

Most states held such elections in the fall of even-numbered years, as today. But

the first regular session of a new Congress did not meet until December of the

following year—thirteen months later. Seven Northern states thus held con-

gressional elections in the spring of odd-numbered years—in this case 1861—

making it impossible for a special session to be scheduled before July. In the

emergency precipitated by the attack on Fort Sumter, Lincoln therefore had to

appropriate some legislative as well as executive functions.

“AS COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF I HAVE A RIGHT . . .” 211



When Congress did convene on July 4, Lincoln sent a message explaining

what he had done and why. After summarizing the events leading up to the fir-

ing on Fort Sumter, the president explained that this attack left him with no

choice “but to call out the war power of the Government; and so to resist force,

employed for its destruction, by force, for its preservation.” Lincoln had writ-

ten “military power” in the first draft but changed it to “war power” in the fi-

nal version. Whether he did so because “war power” seemed stronger is un-

clear. Later in the message he again used the phrase: He had employed the “war

power” as the only alternative to yielding “the existence of the government.”11

The Constitution makes no mention of war power—the closest it comes is

the clause that authorizes Congress to declare war. Both the phrase and the idea

of presidential war powers seem to have been Lincoln’s own.12 In effect, by in-

voking an executive war power Lincoln preempted the prerogative of Congress

to declare war. Two years later the Supreme Court upheld Lincoln’s position by

the narrowest of margins (5–4) in the Prize Cases. These cases grew out of the

navy’s seizure of ships trying to evade the blockade declared by Lincoln in April

1861. Merchants whose ships and cargo were captured argued that because only

Congress can declare war, the blockade was illegal before Congress in July de-

clared the existence of hostilities. The majority of the Court ruled, however, that

a state of war—especially a civil war—can exist without a formal declaration.

The president has a duty to resist force with force; therefore the blockade and

related war powers exercised by Lincoln were within his authority as com-

mander in chief.13

The Court did not rule on the other measures Lincoln carried out before

Congress met. But Congress had already taken care of that. In his message to

the special session, Lincoln conceded that his executive orders calling for vol-

unteers and increasing the size of the regular army and navy may not have

been “strictly legal,” but they were a “public necessity” that he trusted Congress

would “readily ratify.” Congress did so, passing almost unanimously a law that

“approved and in all respects legalized and made valid . . . all the acts, procla-

mations, and orders of the President of the United States respecting the army

and navy . . . as if they had been done under the previous express authority

and direction of the Congress.”14

Despite congressional and Court endorsements of Lincoln’s actions, oppo-

sition to presidential “tyranny” was strong and grew stronger as the war esca-

lated in scope and severity. The mildest of epithets provoked by Lincoln’s most
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controversial uses of his war powers—suspension of habeas corpus and

emancipation—were “despot,”“tyrant,” and “dictator.”

After a mob in Baltimore attacked the 6th Massachusetts Infantry as it

passed through the city on its way to defend Washington in April 1861, other

Confederate sympathizers in Maryland tore down telegraph wires and burned

railroad bridges linking the capital to the outside world. In response, Lincoln

suspended the writ of habeas corpus between Philadelphia and Washington.

Subsequent presidential orders expanded the areas where the writ was sus-

pended until a proclamation of September 24, 1862, suspended it throughout

the whole country—North as well as South—and for good measure author-

ized martial law and trials by military courts of “all Rebels and Insurgents,

their aiders and abettors . . . and all persons discouraging volunteer enlist-

ments, resisting militia drafts, or guilty of any disloyal practice, affording aid

and comfort to Rebels against the authority of the United States.”15

Under these orders an estimated 13,000 civilians were arrested and de-

tained without trial for varying lengths of time, most of them in the border

slave states where Confederates and guerrillas were numerous. But even in the

North a number of antiwar Copperheads were arrested, and several were tried

and convicted by military tribunals for draft resistance, trading with the en-

emy, sabotage, or other alleged pro-Confederate activities. No other actions by

the Lincoln administration—except perhaps emancipation—generated greater

hostility than these apparent violations of civil liberties. And one of the first ar-

rests under the initial order to suspend the writ produced a confrontation be-

tween the president and the chief justice of the United States.

John Merryman was a wealthy Maryland landowner and lieutenant in a se-

cessionist cavalry company that had torn down telegraph lines. Arrested and

confined at Fort McHenry in Baltimore harbor, he petitioned the federal circuit

court for a writ of habeas corpus. The senior judge in this circuit was none

other than Chief Justice Roger B. Taney, who issued a writ ordering the com-

manding officer at the fort to bring Merryman before the court to show cause

for his arrest. The officer refused, citing the president’s suspension of the writ.

Taney immediately delivered a ruling denying the president’s right to do so. The

Constitution states that “The Privilege of the Writ of Habeas Corpus shall not

be suspended, unless when in cases of Rebellion or Invasion the public Safety

may require it.” At issue was not whether the writ could be suspended, but who

could suspend it. Because this clause is placed in Article I of the Constitution,
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which deals with congressional powers, Taney insisted—citing precedents—

that only Congress could do so.16

Taney had no power to enforce his ruling, which Lincoln refused to obey.

Because he was the author of the notorious Dred Scott decision, Taney’s opin-

ions carried little weight in Republican circles. Lincoln had challenged the

Dred Scott decision, and he challenged this ruling as well. In his message to the

special session of Congress, the president included an elaborate defense of his

suspension of the writ. He noted (without mentioning Taney’s name or posi-

tion) that he had been admonished “that one who is sworn to ‘take care that

the laws be faithfully executed,’ should not himself violate them.” But he had

not violated the law, Lincoln insisted. Confederates in Virginia and secession-

ists in Maryland had surrounded and cut off the capital, whose capture would

have brought the downfall of the government. Surely this met the constitu-

tional criterion for suspending the writ. “Now it is insisted that Congress, not

the Executive, is vested with this power,” acknowledged Lincoln. “But the Con-

stitution itself, is silent as to which, or who, is to exercise the power; and as the

provision was plainly made for a dangerous emergency, it cannot be believed

the framers of the government intended, that in every case, the danger should

run its course, until Congress should be called together; the very assembling of

which might be prevented, as was intended in this case, by the rebellion.”17

But even if this were not true, Lincoln averred a higher constitutional duty to

do whatever was necessary to preserve, protect, and defend the nation and to

take care that the laws be faithfully executed.“The whole of the laws which were

to be faithfully executed, were being resisted, and failing of execution, in nearly

one-third of the States. Must they be allowed to finally fail of execution . . .

[because] some single law . . . should, to a very limited extent, be violated? To

state the question more directly, are all the laws, but one [the privilege of the

writ of habeas corpus], to go unexecuted, and the government itself go to pieces,

lest that one be violated?”18

Here we have the core of Lincoln’s concept of his war powers as commander

in chief: His supreme constitutional obligation was to preserve the nation by

winning the war. Any measures necessary to achieve that purpose overrode

lesser constitutional restrictions—or, to quote a modern scholar, “A part can-

not control the whole, to the destruction of the whole.”19 A master of metaphors

designed to make abstruse concepts clear to laymen, Lincoln used the analogy

of a surgeon who amputates a limb to save a life. Looking back in 1864 to

events three years earlier, Lincoln asked: “Was it possible to lose the nation,
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and yet preserve the constitution? By general law life and limb must be pro-

tected; yet often a limb must be amputated to save a life; but a life is never

wisely given to save a limb. I felt that measures, otherwise unconstitutional,

might become lawful, by becoming indispensable to the preservation of the

constitution, through preservation of the nation.”20

Most of those arrested and kept in “preventive detention” under suspension

of habeas corpus were released after several weeks (including John Merry-

man) or months upon taking an oath of allegiance to the United States. Attor-

ney General Edward Bates and two of the nation’s foremost lawyers wrote trea-

tises upholding the legality of Lincoln’s action.21 The Supreme Court never

ruled on the constitutionality of Lincoln’s suspension of the writ (Taney’s rul-

ing on Merryman was filed in circuit court). In March 1863 Congress finally

enacted legislation giving the president explicit authority to do what he had

been doing for almost two years. In the meantime, however, Lincoln’s procla-

mation of September 24, 1862, declaring martial law and authorizing military

trials of civilians generated a new uproar.

On May 5, 1863, Union soldiers arrested Clement L. Vallandigham at his

home in Ohio. The leading Northern Copperhead, Vallandigham had repeat-

edly attacked the Lincoln administration and the war, calling for a cease-fire

and negotiations with the enemy. Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation and

the recent passage by Congress of a conscription law had intensified Copper-

head attacks. And reverses to Union arms in the winter and spring of 1863 had

caused widespread demoralization in the North and in the army that imper-

iled the government’s efforts to carry on the war. In this climate of opinion,

Vallandigham’s rhetoric seemed a genuine threat to the cause of Union. A mili-

tary court convicted him of uttering “disloyal sentiments and opinions, with the

object and purpose of weakening the power of the Government [to suppress]

an unlawful rebellion.” The tribunal sentenced him to a military prison for the

rest of the war.22

These proceedings produced cries of outrage by Northern Democrats and ex-

pressions of anxiety even among Republicans. Governor Horatio Seymour of

New York denounced the arrest and trial as “cowardly, brutal, infamous. . . . It is

not merely a step toward revolution, it is revolution. . . . It establishes military

despotism. . . . If it is upheld, our liberties are overthrown.”23 Lincoln had been

surprised and embarrassed by Vallandigham’s arrest. But he decided that he

must uphold the military commission, which had been established under his

own proclamation of the previous September. When Vallandigham’s attorneys
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applied for a writ of habeas corpus, the circuit judge in Cincinnati denied it on

the ground that the president had suspended the writ. In an effort to quell the

uproar and tarnish Vallandigham’s martyrdom, Lincoln commuted the sentence

from imprisonment to banishment to the Confederacy. Federal troops escorted

Vallandigham under flag of truce to Confederate lines in Tennessee. Ohio

Democrats nominated him in absentia for governor. Vallandigham eventually

slipped out of the Confederacy on a blockade runner and settled in Windsor,

Ontario, from where he conducted his gubernatorial campaign. He went down

to a decisive defeat in October 1863 after Union military fortunes had taken a

turn for the better. Meanwhile Vallandigham’s lawyers appealed his case to the

Supreme Court, arguing that the trial of a civilian by a military court outside the

war zone when civil courts were open was unconstitutional. The Supreme Court

ducked the issue by claiming lack of jurisdiction over military courts!24

Nevertheless, the Vallandigham case became a cause célèbre for Democrats.

Party leaders in New York and Ohio addressed formal protests to the president

in the form of resolutions charging him with “a palpable violation of the Con-

stitution” that “abrogates the right of the people to assemble and discuss the af-

fairs of government, the liberty of speech and of the press, the right of trial by

jury and the privilege of habeas corpus . . . aimed at the rights of every citizen

of the North.”25

These resolutions gave Lincoln an opening to make his case to the Northern

people. On several occasions during the war he used the medium of public let-

ters for that purpose, as a modern president uses televised speeches and news

conferences. On June 12 and 23 Lincoln addressed such letters to the New York

and Ohio Democrats. He denied that Vallandigham had been arrested “for no

other reason than words addressed to a public meeting.” On the contrary, Val-

landigham’s antiwar activities were part of a broader effort by Confederate

agents and their Copperhead allies to undermine the draft and encourage de-

sertions from the army. Several enrollment officers had recently been mur-

dered by draft resisters. Vallandigham “was damaging the army, upon the exis-

tence and vigor of which the life of the nation depends.” Lincoln posed a

rhetorical question that turned out to be the most powerful—and famous—

illustration of his point. Noting that the official punishment for desertion was

death (Lincoln spent many hours reviewing such cases and finding reasons to

pardon deserters or commute their sentences), he asked: “Must I shoot a simple-

minded soldier boy who deserts, while I must not touch the hair of a wily agi-

tator who induces him to desert?”
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This “clear, flagrant, and giant” rebellion, said Lincoln, was precisely the

contingency anticipated by the framers of the Constitution when they wrote

the clause permitting suspension of habeas corpus. To make the case that war-

time suspension or military trials would not create a precedent for peacetime

violations of civil liberties, Lincoln offered one of his piquant metaphors. He

could no more believe this, he wrote, “than I am able to believe that a man

could contract so strong an appetite for emetics during temporary illness, as to

persist in feeding upon them through the remainder of his healthful life.” As

for the argument that military courts cannot try civilians outside the war zone,

Lincoln insisted that the whole country was a war zone. Draft resistance and

attacks on enrollment officers took place in the North, and in some places

Copperhead influence was so strong that no jury would convict those who

tried to sabotage the war effort.26

These letters were enormously effective. They were published in hundreds

of Northern newspapers. Half a million copies of the letter to New York Demo-

crats were also published as a pamphlet. The timing turned out to be fortu-

itous, for within a few days of their publication, Union victories at Gettysburg,

Vicksburg, and Port Hudson and in Tennessee lifted the pall of Northern gloom

and demoralization that had fueled antiwar protests against Lincoln’s “despot-

ism.” These victories also helped convert many who had been skeptical or hostile

toward Lincoln’s other contentious exercise of war powers—the Emancipation

Proclamation.

In contrast with his early suspension of habeas corpus, for a year Lincoln

resisted pressures from his own party to move against slavery. Although he was

personally and morally opposed to the institution, he feared that premature

action for emancipation would alienate Northern Democratic supporters of

the war effort and drive border slave states into the Confederacy.

Nor did Lincoln initially see any way in which he could constitutionally de-

clare emancipation. The Constitution did authorize suspension of habeas cor-

pus in case of rebellion, but it did not say anything similar about slavery. When

General John C. Frémont issued an order declaring martial law and freeing the

slaves of Confederate activists in Missouri on August 30, 1861, Lincoln re-

scinded the order because it would “alarm our Southern Union friends, and

turn them against us—perhaps ruin our rather fair prospect for Kentucky.”27

When Lincoln’s friend Orville Browning, a senator from Illinois, criticized the

revocation of Frémont’s order, the president responded that a military com-

mander had no power to confiscate slave property. “If a commanding General
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finds a necessity to seize the farm of a private owner, for . . . an encampment,

he has the right to do so . . . because within military necessity,” Lincoln wrote.

“But to say the farm shall no longer belong to the owner, or his heirs . . . when

the farm is no longer needed for military purposes” is unconstitutional.“And the

same is true of slaves. If the General needs them, he can seize them, and

use them; but when the need is past, it is not for him to fix their permanent

future condition. . . . Can it be pretended that it is any longer the government

of the U.S.—any government of Constitution and laws,—wherein a General,

or a President, may make permanent rules of property by proclamation?”28

The date of this letter is ironic: September 22, 1861, one year to the day be-

fore Lincoln did precisely what he said a general or president could not do—

proclaim slaves in rebellious states “forever free” unless these states returned to

the Union by January 1, 1863. They did not, so on that fateful day Lincoln pro-

claimed that “by virtue of the power in me vested as Commander-in-Chief . . .

and as a fit and necessary war measure for suppressing said rebellion . . . [I] do

order and declare that all persons held as slaves within said designated States,

and parts of States, are, and henceforward shall be free.”29

Lincoln’s apparently radical change of mind about his war power to emanci-

pate slaves was caused by the escalating scope of the war, which convinced him

that any measure to weaken the Confederacy and strengthen the Union war ef-

fort was justifiable as a military necessity. Lincoln may also have been influ-

enced by a long pamphlet titled The War Powers of the President, and the Leg-

islative Powers of Congress in Relation to Rebellion, Treason, and Slavery, first

published in the spring of 1862. Its author was William Whiting, a Boston abo-

litionist and one of the ablest lawyers in New England. Whiting’s pamphlet went

through seven editions in little more than a year. On the strength of it he was

appointed solicitor of the War Department. Lincoln’s own legal mind grasped

Whiting’s powerful argument that the laws of war, based on long precedent,

“give the President full belligerent rights,” including the right to confiscate per-

manently enemy property being used to wage war against the United States.

Slaves were a majority of the labor force sustaining the Confederate war effort,

and as property they were certainly liable to such confiscation. “This right of

seizure and condemnation is harsh,” wrote Whiting, “as all the proceedings of

war are harsh, in the extreme, but is nevertheless lawful.” And once the slaves

were “confiscated,” the government surely could not reenslave them.30

When General David Hunter, commander of Union occupation forces in

the coastal regions of the South Atlantic, issued his emancipation edict in May

218 LINCOLN



1862, Lincoln rescinded it. This time, however, his revocation order contained

an ominous hint to anyone discerning enough to detect it. “Whether at any

time, in any case, it shall have become a necessity indispensable to the mainte-

nance of the government, to exercise such supposed power,” declared the pres-

ident, “are questions which, under my responsibility, I reserve to myself ” and

not to commanders in the field.31

By July 1862 the president had concluded that a blow against the Confeder-

ate war economy was indispensable to maintenance of the government. Dur-

ing a carriage ride to attend the funeral of Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton’s

infant son, Lincoln startled his seatmates, Secretary of State William H. Seward

and Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles, with the announcement of his deci-

sion to issue an emancipation edict. As Welles later recorded the conversation,

Lincoln said that an emancipation policy “was forced on him by the rebels

themselves.” They had “made war upon the government . . . and it was our duty

to avail ourselves of every necessary measure to maintain the Union.” Emanci-

pation was “a military necessity, absolutely essential to the preservation of the

Union. We must free the slaves or be ourselves subdued. The slaves were unde-

niably an element of strength to those who had their service, and we must de-

cide whether that element should be for us or against us. . . . We wanted the

army to strike more vigorous blows. The administration must set the army an

example and strike at the heart of the rebellion.”32

Eight days later Lincoln informed the full cabinet of his intention. On Se-

ward’s advice, however, he decided to withhold the proclamation until a Union

military victory could give it legitimacy and force. Five days after the battle of

Antietam, and exactly a year after his disavowal to Browning of any power to

do so, Lincoln published his promise to declare the slaves in rebellious states

“forever free.” Eleven months later, in another of his expressive public letters,

the president defended the constitutionality of his action in words that suc-

cinctly summarized William Whiting’s treatise on war powers. “The constitu-

tion invests its commander-in-chief, with the law of war, in time of war,” said

Lincoln. “Is there—has there ever been—any question that by the law of war,

property, both of enemies and friends, may be taken when needed? And is it

not needed whenever taking it, helps us, or hurts the enemy? Armies, the world

over, destroy enemies’ property when they can not use it. . . . Civilized bel-

ligerents do all in their power to help themselves, or hurt the enemy.”33

On another occasion Lincoln again used his favorite analogy—so graphi-

cally familiar in wartime—of a surgeon amputating a limb to save a life: “When
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the crisis comes, and the limb must be sacrificed as the only chance of saving

the life, no honest man will hesitate.” Likewise, Lincoln pointed out, “if any lo-

cal institution threatened the existence of the Union, the Executive could not

hesitate as to his duty. In our case, the moment came when I felt that slavery

must die that the nation might live!”34

As a war measure, however, the Emancipation Proclamation would cease to

have any legal or military force when the war ended. The institution of slavery

would still live even if slaves freed by the war remained free. Only a constitu-

tional amendment could abolish slavery and make all slaves “forever free.” Lin-

coln ran for reelection in 1864 on a platform endorsing a Thirteenth Amend-

ment to abolish slavery. “Such alone,” wrote the president in his acceptance of

the nomination, “can meet and cover all cavils.”35

Ten days after the Senate passed the Thirteenth Amendment in April 1864,

Lincoln went to Baltimore for the first time since he had passed incognito

through the city three years earlier to avoid a suspected assassination plot.

Now, in 1864, Maryland was about to abolish slavery by a state constitutional

amendment. In one of his best—but least known—short speeches, Lincoln ad-

dressed residents of this border state, many of whom had condemned him as a

tyrant who had robbed them of their liberties by “arbitrary arrests” and deten-

tions of Confederate sympathizers.

Lincoln’s speech demonstrated his genius for animal metaphors—in this

case a parable, which is an extended metaphor—that illustrated an impor-

tant point about human affairs. “The world has never had a good definition

of the word liberty,” said the president. “We all declare for liberty, but in us-

ing the same word we do not all mean the same thing.” For some in his audi-

ence, liberty meant the right to own property in slaves and the freedom to

support a rebellion to preserve that right. But for others, liberty meant free-

dom from being owned by another person. “The shepherd drives the wolf

from the sheep’s throat,” Lincoln continued, “for which the sheep thanks the

shepherd as a liberator, while the wolf denounces him for the same act as a

destroyer of liberty, especially as the sheep is a black one. Plainly the sheep

and the wolf are not agreed upon a definition of the word liberty; and pre-

cisely the same difference prevails to-day among us human creatures, even in

the North, and all professing to love liberty. Hence we behold the processes

by which thousands are daily passing from under the yoke of bondage, hailed

by some as the advance of liberty, and bewailed by others as the destruction

of all liberty.”36
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In this striking fable, the shepherd (commander in chief ) wielded his staff

(war powers) to liberate the sheep (slaves) from the predatory wolf (slave-

owner). If many of these wolves were killed and others penned up for a time,

that was the necessary price for the freedom of four million sheep and their

descendants.
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