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Plate 1 Picturing the Battle: Photographer Timothy O’Sullivan took this picture of artist Alfred

R. Waud making a sketch of the Battle of Gettysburg in the summer of 1863. What any of us know about

the Civil War is mediated in the most literal sense of the term – sometimes many times over. (Selected

Civil War photographs, Library of Congress)



Introduction: The American Civil War
in the Twenty-first Century

The Civil War Ain’t What it Used to Be

In some sense, of course, this is nonsense. After all, the Civil War is history, and history is a

record of past events, events whose outcome is known and unchanging. Read any account of

the Civil War – and as the most popular subject in American history, there are a great many

of them – and nowhere will you learn that General Grant surrendered to General Lee, that

South Carolina chose to remain in the Union, or that Abraham Lincoln lived until his sixty-

fifth birthday. The facts don’t change, and for all the what-if speculation on the part of war-

gaming enthusiasts or the academic theorizing of college professors, the fact remains that facts

remain the core of history, Civil War or any other kind.

But then the question becomes: which facts? Depending on who is recording them, where the

recorder happens to be in time or space, and to what end – for history without an end, moral or

temporal, is finally pointless – very different, even conflicting, true stories can be told. Yes, Lee

(or, more accurately, the thousands of men who followed his orders) lost at Gettysburg. No one

disputes that fact. But facts are meaningless unless they’re interpreted, and interpretation is

inherently subjective. So, why does it matter that Lee lost? Is it because Gettysburg shows that

Lee, for all his brilliance – and you’re going to have a hard time finding accounts that say Lee

wasn’t brilliant – overreached militarily on the outskirts of a small Pennsylvania town on July 3,

1863? Or is it because Gettysburg shows the inherent limits of outmanned Confederate armies?

Or perhaps it was simply that Lee’s soldiers were simply unlucky that day (after all, they came

so close during Pickett’s Charge!). Anyone who reads multiple accounts of the Civil War will

find it hard to escape the conclusion that when it comes to the Battle of Gettysburg, among

others, the past keeps changing.

You might say that there are as many Civil Wars as there are people willing to narrate or to

receive them. But between the two extremes – one fixed war and countless unique ones – there

are some relatively stable, albeit overlapping, categories of interpretation. This is worth

keeping in mind: the past may keep changing, but it doesn’t necessarily change all that much.

The first of these broad, widely shared categories is generational. Just as people who come of

age at a particular time tend to have similar taste in music – how many people born before 1965



do you know who like hip-hop? – so too do they often have a similar take on what constitutes

common sense. For example, somebody who lived through the Great Depression, whatever

one’s income, tends to think about money differently than someone who lived through the

Internet boom of the 1990s. And the experiences of their lifetimes tend to affect the way they

view the experiences of other ones. Of no event is this more true than the Civil War. At

different times in the last hundred years, the Civil War has been viewed as a tragic mistake (as

old enemies embraced, and died, in the early twentieth century); an inevitable conflict between

capitalism and feudalism (in the wake of Progressive era modernization); the product of

blundering politicians (when ominous dictatorships waxed and passive democracies waned

between World Wars); a moral crusade against slavery (when the Civil Rights movement was

seen as the Civil War of the 1960s); and so on. Not everybody felt the same way at a given time,

of course. But enough people did for a particular view to become the dominant one, the

standard against which other views were measured.

This brings us to another lens through which people view the past: ideology. People with a

general political outlook on matters that affect their lives often apply that outlook more broadly.

So, for example, someone angry about the ravages of capitalism in the twenty-first century may

well cast a skeptical eye on the triumph of the industrial North in the Civil War. So might

someone who feels that national government tends not to be as responsive to peoples’ needs as

local government. On the other hand, someone who thinks of race as the most important

organizing principle in American life is likely to regard these issues as secondary at best. The

views of any of these people may correspond to a generational view of history, or may lead them

to reject such conventional wisdom. History, you might say, is the story of how conventional

wisdom changes.

Perhaps the most striking divide of the past century in Civil War history has been between

so-called ‘‘professional’’ and ‘‘popular’’ historians and their followers. Professional historians

have formal academic training; the PhD is in effect a membership card in a guild that values

shared criteria for research, writing, and teaching. This guild first formed in the late nineteenth

century amid the growth of large research universities in Europe and the United States, and

while there have been important shifts in emphasis or demographic priorities, the parameters

of historical scholarship have been quite stable. No one has to follow rules about bibliographies,

footnotes, and publication by a prestigious scholarly press, but no one who fails to follow such

rules is likely to be taken seriously by other members of the guild. Professional academics covet,

and occasionally even win, large general audiences for their work. But their primary loyalty (in

terms of their salaries, if not their hearts) is to each other.

Popular historians, by contrast, are a much more motley lot, consisting of novelists,

filmmakers, re-enactors and other enthusiasts, along with writers of non-fiction articles and

books. They have little allegiance to – and often some scorn for – academic historians. Popular

historians see themselves, often correctly, as cultural democrats, people whose primary

allegiance is to the People. The impact of popular history on the Civil War is especially

significant, because it is an event that has inspired some of the most famous and beloved works

of popular culture in American history. Though there are some exceptions to the rule, it may

be safely said that while academics have class appeal, popular historians have mass appeal.

It is widely believed that professional and popular versions of the Civil War diverge greatly

in terms of topic and temperament. In many cases, this is true. Nowadays, the typical work of

Civil War academic history will be a short, tightly focused monograph on a particular wartime

movement or development (like, say, the passage and impact of the Thirteenth Amendment to

the Constitution), whereas a reader of a magazine like Civil War Times is likely to read a

reassessment of a lesser-known general or an account of a particular regiment in a major battle.

xx introduct ion



Academic historians tend to highlight, even insist, on the centrality of slavery; popular

historians tend to resist, even deny, its importance. Yet it would be an oversimplification to

consider such characterizations fixed, or to deny the influence these factions have on each

other. The most famous – and notorious – film of the early twentieth century, D. W. Griffith’s

Birth of a Nation (1915), offered viewers a scathing view of the post-Civil War period of

Reconstruction consonant with most professional scholarship of the time. Three Civil War

films from the turn of the current century – Ang Lee’s Ride with the Devil (1999), Martin

Scorsese’s Gangs of New York (2002), and Anthony Minghella’s Cold Mountain (2003) – depict

people on the fringes of the fighting to raise compelling questions about how much sense it

makes to make clear distinctions between North and South, Union and Confederate, even

freedom and slavery. So do many scholarly books.

This book is avowedly academic. As editors of this volume, both of whom hold PhDs,

we welcome readers of all kinds. But we’re assuming this is something you’re reading because

a teacher in a college course assigned it, not because that teacher assumes you’re going to

become a professional historian (a real danger for a few of you, perhaps). We’re hoping that

the practice of thinking, reading, and writing like a historian will foster analytic skills that can

help you improve your judgment so that you can both hold a good conversation with your

roommate about what the Civil War was really about, and take those skills with you into the

voting booth.

This may be an academic book, but it’s a particular kind of academic book. The American

Civil War is a textbook anthology of sources. Let’s break that down into its component parts.

. Textbook: Among other things, to say this is a textbook is to say what it’s not: a trade book,

something you typically read for fun. You’re reading this book as part of an attempt to

master some material and develop good habits of thought. Also, this is a textbook because

its primary purpose is pedagogical: it’s more about learning new information than about

participating in a professional scholarly discourse. Many of the people in this book are

distinguished academics, chosen so you can listen in on their conversation with relative ease

– and start a few conversations of your own. But although the material here is challenging,

this is meant to be an introduction to the Civil War for intelligent beginners, not the Civil

War for seasoned experts.

. Anthology: As you’ve probably already noticed, this is not a typical textbook that covers a

topic A–Z – or, as one might expect of a history text, a volume that describes the Civil War

in a chronological fashion. Instead, it’s a collection of pieces, mostly excerpts from longer

works, that have been arranged thematically. We imagined this book to be a companion

volume, something to accompany a standard textbook history or a professor’s lectures. The

essays and documents in this book can add color and texture to other material – a movie

you’ve been assigned for class, or a discussion you’re going to have in class. They may also

serve as a point of departure for an essay you might write.

. Sources: To call this book an anthology of sources is redundant – what anthology isn’t? But

it nevertheless seems useful to do so because the word ‘‘sources’’ helps emphasize just what

kind of anthology this is – an academic one, and, more specifically, a historical one. Sources

are the very tissue of historical scholarship. While a novelist or poet can at least

theoretically invent from imagination, any kind of history – even the most imaginative kind

– must rely on some kind of previously recorded information. This book is a big repository

of such information: primary sources produced during the war, and secondary sources about

the war written in its aftermath. It’s meant to be a point of departure for any number of

journeys into Civil War history.
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Having explained what the book is, perhaps it would now be useful to explain how

it’s organized. The heart of the volume comprises 15 Parts, each divided into two main

sections. The first of these consists of one or two essays by a noted historian on the topic in

question. The second consists of documents that relate to the topic of the essay. All of these

pieces begin with headnotes that put them in context, and all of them include topics for

discussion (short pieces have a question or two in the headnote; longer ones in a ‘‘Questions to

Consider’’ box at the end). You might think of this book as a freezer full of easy-to-cook classes;

just heat with intellectual energy and serve.

We’ve tried to provide a tasty mix of entrées here, but inevitably there are limits, limits that

reflect our expertise and priorities as well as that of a publisher that wanted us to come up with

a book that came in under 500 pages. There are all kinds of Civil War topics not covered here.

Here are some important examples:

. Foreign policy: To a great degree, the success of the Confederate cause hinged on official

recognition from a major European power, particularly Britain, and even presumably

domestic initiatives like the Emancipation Proclamation were implemented with foreign

policy considerations in mind (something that is touched on in the section on

Emancipation). International disputes over damaged property, as well as incidents like

the Trent Affair of 1861, in which the Lincoln administration backed down and released

Confederate agents who had been traveling on a British vessel, loomed large in the war

years.

. Technology: The Civil War was in many ways the first modern war in the history of the

world: railroads, repeating rifles, and early experimentation with ironclad ships and

submarines are among the innovations that came out of, or were greatly accelerated by, the

war. Foreign governments sent military observers to monitor these developments. As many

historians have noted, the trench warfare style of fighting that had evolved on the eastern

front in particular anticipated that of the First World War by half a century.

. The naval war: The Union’s grand strategy of the Civil War, ultimately realized, consisted

of three parts: dividing the Confederacy in half by gaining control of the Mississippi River;

dividing again by slicing diagonally from down the Tennessee River to the Atlantic

seaboard; and encircling its circumference with a naval blockade that stretched from

Virginia to Texas. This was known as the ‘‘Anaconda plan,’’ after the snake that chokes its

prey. Of the three components, the blockade is typically the least remembered and arguably

the most decisive. Moreover, other aspects of the naval war are very much bound up in

others like technology (those ironclads) and foreign policy (the Trent Affair).

So why aren’t these topics covered in depth in this book? We’ve already given some reasons,

like space and our expertise. But there are others that reflect what kind of book – what kind of

academic book – this is.

For most of the past 150 years, a book about the Civil War has generally involved some very

traditional topics: politics, military affairs, and every once in a while, economic and social issues

(slavery figuring prominently among these). These are important matters, and they’re

discussed here. But this book also reflects some of the more recent trends in academic

scholarship in the past three decades, and those trends involve inquiries into sub-disciplines

like social history, which focuses on everyday life rather than that of leading political figures,

and cultural history, which focuses more on widely shared ideas rather than exclusively those of

major intellectuals. We have also tried to reconceptualize some of the most basic assumptions

surrounding Civil War history – like the simple division, questioned in movies like Ride with
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the Devil and Gangs of New York, between North and South. In fact, there were many sides in

the Civil War: Union and Confederate; white and black; east and west; rich and poor, country

and city, male and female, and so on. We have also tried to highlight the significant points of

overlap, like the aspects of military service (mud, sweat, tears) that were common to veterans

of both sides. Again, the point here is not to be comprehensive – a truly hopeless goal – but to

stimulate, provoke, and maybe even annoy you enough to articulate your own ideas through the

process of sorting through those of others.

In all these ways, then, this book about a long-ago event known as the Civil War is inevitably

a book of its time, i.e. the early twenty-first century. But we feel compelled to end this

introduction by asking: is the Civil War really a long-ago event? In what sense is it actually

over? Have slavery and its legacy ceased to be an issue in American life? Has the relationship

between states and the federal government been settled? Consider the electoral map of the

United States today, when most of the old Confederacy continues to vote as a bloc (once

Democratic, now Republican) as does New England (same story, inverted – how the inversion

took place is the subject for another book). Newer states largely settled by northerners, like

Oregon, are inhabited by people who tend to think and act differently than those largely settled

by southerners, like Oklahoma, and not even large waves of immigration have made much

difference. Then as now, national elections tend to be decided by Border States like Ohio and

Pennsylvania, whose heritage was shaped by both regions. A great deal has changed. But a great

deal has not.

Let’s end with a conclusion not just about Civil War history, but about the study of history

generally. Here it is – There are really only two moments in time: now and not now. ‘‘Now’’ may

be defined as this morning, or the epoch that began when Columbus arrived, or when Christ

was born, or when humans acquired opposable thumbs. ‘‘Not now,’’ by contrast, might be that

moment when you were still getting along with your boyfriend, or before September 11, or,

yes, before the Civil War – a ‘‘not now’’ so widely used in American life that it has its very own

(Latin) adjective: ‘‘antebellum.’’ Like a binary code of ones and zeroes that creates an endless

strand of possibilities, history, a complex strand of ‘‘now’’ and ‘‘not now,’’ is finally an

unfinished journey in search of the truth.

And so it is that when you turn the page the war will begin again.

Questions to consider

. What are some of the ways ‘‘the past keeps changing’’?

. How would you describe the difference between ‘‘professional’’ and ‘‘popular’’

history?

. What kinds of things should you – and shouldn’t you – expect to learn about the Civil

War from this book?
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Plate 2 Serpentine Approach: An 1861 cartoon map by J. B. Elliott of Cincinnati illustrating Gen.

Winfield Scott’s plan to crush the Confederacy economically via naval blockade. This ‘‘Anaconda plan,’’

as it was known in honor of the snake of the same name, did indeed choke the rebels and played a major

role in their ultimate defeat. (Geography and Map Division, Library of Congress)



A Civil War Chronology

The Antebellum Era

1607: Virginia Company founds first permanent English settlement in North America.

1619: First slaves imported into North America through Virginia.

1620: Mayflower passengers, bound for Virginia, settle instead on Cape Cod.

1630: Massachusetts Bay Company founders settle in Boston.

1682: Pennsylvania settled by anti-slavery Quakers.

1754–63: Seven Years’ War marks British triumph over French in North America.

1765–75: Amid tensions with Britain, inter-colonial cooperation grows in form of Stamp Act

Congress, Committees of Correspondence, and Continental Congress.

1775–83: American Revolution.

1781: Mason–Dixon line marks commonly accepted boundary between North and South.

1785–6: Northwest Ordinances bar slavery from new states of upper Midwest.

1787: Constitutional Convention works out sectional tensions via three-fifths Compromise,

ending of the international slave trade in 1808, and Fugitive Slave provision, convincing

Southern states to ratify the agreement.

1793: Eli Whitney invents cotton gin, intensifying demand for slave labor.

1797: Responding to the Alien & Sedition Acts, Virginia and Kentucky legislatures pass

resolutions that assert states’ right to void national measures.

1803: Louisiana Purchase more than doubles the territory of United States.

1804: Essex Junto plans northern confederacy of New England, New York, and New Jersey

opposed to policies of the Thomas Jefferson administration.

1812–14: War of 1812 with Britain.

1814: Hartford Convention denounces federal actions in the War of 1812, leading to

accusations of disloyalty to the Union. Treaty of Ghent resolves the War (December).

1816: American Colonization Society founded to buy freedom for slaves and send them to

Liberia.



1819–20: Missouri Compromise (also known as the Compromise of 1820). Missouri admitted

to union as slave state, Maine as free state, and 36’30’ line going west to henceforth

demarcate boundary between future free and slave states.

1828–32:Nullification Controversy. South Carolina threatens to leave Union over tariff policy,

then relents in the face of possible military retaliation by President Andrew Jackson’s

administration.

1831: First abolitionist newspaper, The Liberator, founded.

Nat Turner slave insurrection.

Virginia legislature debates, and rejects, emancipation proposals.

1836–44: US House imposes ‘‘gag rule’’ forbidding discussion of slavery.

1844–5: Texas annexation debate.

1846: Wilmot Proviso, proposing that any territory acquired from Mexico be designated as

non-slavery.

Mexican War begins.

1848: Treaty of Guadelope–Hildago ends Mexican War.

1850: Compromise of 1850. Among its provisions: California enters Union as free state; slave

trade abolished in Washington DC; stronger Fugitive Slave Act.

1851: Uncle Tom’s Cabin begins serial publication as response to the Fugitive Slave Act.

1854:Kansas–Nebraska Act replaces Missouri Compromise by having territories vote to decide

for themselves whether to allow slavery.

1856–7: Pro- and anti-slavery forces fight for control over Kansas government.

1857: US Supreme Court Scott v. Sandford decision rules that slaves have no rights under

federal law and that property rights trump state laws regarding slavery.

Kansas adopts pro-slavery constitution in election marked by widespread fraud.

1858: Lincoln–Douglas debates galvanize national conversation about slavery.

1859: John Brown leads failed abolitionist insurrection on Federal armory in Virginia.

1860: Abraham Lincoln elected president.

South Carolina becomes first state to leave the Union (December).

The American Civil War, 1861–5

1861: A total of ten more states leave the Union (January–May).

Confederate constitution written and adopted; capital moves from Montgomery, AL to

Richmond, VA (February–May).

Fort Sumter, SC attacked and taken by Confederate forces (April).

Confederates win decisive victory in First Battle of Bull Run, VA (July).

Abraham Lincoln capitulates to British demands and releases Confederate agents

captured aboard British ship in the Trent Affair (December).

1862: Union launches unsuccessful Peninsular Campaign in the East to capture Richmond

(March–July).

Confederates fail to stop Union advance down the Mississippi at the Battle of Shiloh, TN

(April).

Union amphibious force captures New Orleans (April).

Confederates relieve pressure on Richmond from Peninsular Campaign with victory in

the Second Battle of Bull Run (August).
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First major Confederate invasion of Northern-held territory at Battle of Antietam, MD, is

a draw militarily, but becomes pretext for Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation

(September).

Confederates win decisive victory at Fredericksburg (December).

1863: Emancipation Proclamation officially takes effect (January).

Union forces approach and lay siege to Vicksburg, MS, the last Confederate stronghold

on the Mississippi River (March–July).

Confederates confound Union advance at the Battle of Chancellorsville (May).

Confederates advance into Pennsylvania but are defeated at the Battle of Gettysburg

(July).

Vicksburg falls into Union hands; Confederacy split (July).

Confederate counterattack in the West pushes Union forces back on Tennessee River at

Chickamauga (September).

Union line solidifies despite Confederate assault on the Tennessee at Chattanooga

(November).

1864: Fierce fighting with massive casualties marks Wilderness Campaign in the east; Union

and Confederate forces wheel around Richmond and stalemate at Petersburg, south of the

Confederate capital (March–December).

Atlanta campaign commences on the Tennessee and culminates with capture of the city

(May–September).

Abraham Lincoln re-elected to second term as president (November).

‘‘Sherman’s March to the Sea’’ results in scorched earth policy from Atlanta to Savanna

(November–December).

1865: Congress passes and Abraham Lincoln signs the Thirteenth Amendment to the

Constitution ending slavery everywhere in the United States; 27 states ratify it

(February–December).

Under threat of complete encirclement, Confederate forces withdraw from Richmond,

culminating in their surrender at Appomattox Court House (April).

Lincoln assassinated in Washington (April).

Remaining major Confederate forces surrender in Louisiana and North Carolina (April–

May).

Reconstruction, 1863–77

1863: Lincoln administration announces plan for Reconstruction whereby a seceded state

would return to the Union when 10 percent of its citizens swear loyalty to the Union.

1864: Congress responds to Lincoln plan with Wade–Davis bill requiring 50 percent of a state’s

citizens to give loyalty the Union; Lincoln vetoes it.

1865: Lincoln’s successor, Andrew Johnson, tries to continue Lincoln’s approach amid

growing Congressional resistance. Johnson gives amnesty to most Confederates, some

of whom are then elected to Congress. Republican majority in Congress refuses to seat

them.

1866: Johnson vetoes bill to extend Freedmen’s Bureau created during the war to help newly

emancipated slaves; ‘‘Black Codes’’ passed in Southern states restrict their freedom. Ku

Klux Klan formed in Tennessee.
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1867: Republican-led Congress passes Tenure of Office Act requiring Senate review of Cabinet

dismissals, as well as Reconstruction Act dividing Southern into military districts and

imposing more stringent rules for readmission.

1868: Johnson impeached for violating Tenure of Office Act, but acquitted in the Senate.

Ratification of Fourteenth Amendment guarantees Civil Rights on the federal level.

Ulysses S. Grant elected president.

1870: Fifteenth Amendment gives African American men the right to vote.

1877: Last occupying US troops leave the South in aftermath of the presidential election of

1876. ‘‘Redemption’’ of former Confederate states complete. South will be ‘‘solid’’ for

Democrats for next century. Jim Crow laws go on books, modeled on antebellum northern

statutes.
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Part I

The ImpendingCrisis

Plate 3 Little Big Man: Confederate Vice-President Alexander Stephens, in a photograph taken some

time between 1860 and 1865. Stephens, a former US Congressman (where he had been friendly with the

obscure – and considerably taller – Abraham Lincoln) described slavery as the ‘‘cornerstone’’ of

Southern life in 1861, but later emphasized the constitutional basis for secession in his postwar writings.

(Selected Civil War photographs, Library of Congress)



Chapter 1

A House Divided

Bruce Catton

Where to begin: This crucial question confronts any storyteller, whether that

storyteller is a reporter describing a traffic accident, a student writing a term paper, or a

historian narrating a battle. Very often, the task of providing an answer is more complex

than it initially appears. Does the story of the accident begin at the scene of the crash,

for example, or at the bar where the driver had too much to drink? And if, upon

establishing the story really does begin with the drinking, should it be the first thing the

storyteller says? How much does a reader need to know to understand an event, and

how much of the importance of an account depends on the person who narrates it?

These are issues that almost instantly confront any writer – and, for that matter, any

attentive reader. (Speaking of which: are you awake, dear reader? Rub your eyes or get

some coffee. We’re in the nineteenth century now, and you never know when writers

are going to address you directly.)

For few events is the question of beginnings more complicated than the American

Civil War. On the surface, it seems straightforward: the war began when shots were

first fired at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, on April 12, 1861. Not a bad place to start,

except that there were no casualties there, and one generally expects wars to involve

people who get hurt or killed. By that definition, you might say, the war really began

with the First Battle of Bull Run – known as ‘‘First Manassas’’ by Confederates – in July

of that year. (The Union tended to name battles after the nearest major geographical

feature – in this case, a creek – while the Confederacy did so on the basis of the nearest

town.) People were certainly shot, wounded, and killed there. But then plenty of shots

had been fired in Kansas in the mid-1850s: although it’s not usually customary to say so,

one could make a case that the fighting began there.

But then we get into the notion of how you define ‘‘fighting’’ – is it all about bullets? –

and whether one should really have such a narrow definition of warfare, which involves

social and political conflict as well as military engagement. One can clearly see the roots

of the CivilWar in the struggle betweenNorthern and Southern states in the ratification

of US Constitution, for example, and sectional tensions were apparent long before that.



For those who regard slavery as the core issue, one could point to the arrival of the first

slave in Virginia in 1619 as a pivotal turning point. (This is what film director D. W.

Griffith did in his legendary – and notorious – 1915 film Birth of a Nation.) But now we’ve

gone back 242 years from Fort Sumter, which is a little impractical for our purposes.

So we’re going to have to be pragmatic about this, to begin this book with as much

simplicity and clarity as possible. And when it comes to sparse clarity there have been

few Civil War writers who can match Bruce Catton. Catton (1899–1978) informed and

enthralled generations of students in his many books on the subject. In this excerpt,

from his now-classic centennial history of the Civil War, he provides an overview of the

conflict that touches on some of the most important events leading up to the conflict.

Subsequent generations of historians may question his emphasis or sense of balance,

but none have exceeded his gracefulness. Catton should not be considered the last

word on the Civil War. But one could do worse than make him the first.

Bruce Catton, ‘‘A House Divided,’’ in The American Heritage Picture History of the Civil War (New

York: American Heritage Publishing, 1960), pp. 9–13. Reprinted by permission of American

Heritage.

The American people in 1860 believed that they were the happiest and luckiest people in

all the world, and in a way they were right. Most of them lived on farms or in very small

towns, they lived better than their fathers had lived, and they knew that their children would

do still better. The landscape was predominantly rural, with unending sandy roads winding

leisurely across a country which was both drowsy with enjoyment of the present and vibrant

with eagerness to get into the future. The average American then was in fact what he has

been since only in legend, an independent small farmer, and in 1860 – for the last time in

American history – the products of the nation’s farms were worth more than the output of

its factories.

This may or may not have been the end of America’s golden age, but it was at least the final,

haunted moment of its age of innocence. Most Americans then, difficult as the future might

appear, supposed that this or something like it would go on and on, perhaps forever. Yet

infinite change was beginning, and problems left unsolved too long would presently make the

change explosive, so that the old landscape would be blown to bits forever, with a bewildered

people left to salvage what they could. Six hundred thousand young Americans, alive when

1860 ended, would die of this explosion in the next four years.

At bottom the coming change simply meant that the infinite ferment of the industrial

revolution was about to work its way with a tremendously energetic and restless people who

had a virgin continent to exploit. One difficulty was that two very different societies had

developed in America, one in the North and the other in the South, which would adjust

themselves to the industrial age in very different ways. Another difficulty was that the

differences between these two societies were most infernally complicated by the existence in

the South of the institution of chattel slavery. Without slavery, the problems between the

sections could probably have been worked out by the ordinary give-and-take of politics; with

slavery, they became insoluble. So in 1861 the North and the South went to war, destroying

one America and beginning the building of another which is not even yet complete.

In the beginning slavery was no great problem. It had existed all across colonial America, it

died out in the North simply because it did not pay, and at the turn of the century most
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Americans, North and South alike, considered that eventually it would go out of existence

everywhere. But in 1793 Yankee Eli Whitney had invented the cotton gin – a simple device

which made it possible for textile mills to use the short-staple cotton which the Southern states

could grow so abundantly – and in a very short time the whole picture changed. The world just

then was developing an almost limitless appetite for cotton, and in the deep South enormous

quantities of cotton could be raised cheaply with slave labor. Export figures show what

happened. In 1800 the United States had exported $5,000,000 worth of cotton – 7 per cent of

the nation’s total exports. By 1810 this figure had tripled, by 1840 it had risen to $63,000,000,

and by 1860 cotton exports were worth $191,000,000 – 57 per cent of the value of all American

exports. The South had become a cotton empire, nearly four million slaves were employed, and

slavery looked like an absolutely essential element in Southern prosperity.

But if slavery paid, it left men with uneasy consciences. This unease became most obvious in

the North, where a man who demanded the abolition of slavery could comfort himself with the

reflection that the financial loss which abolition would entail would, after all, be borne by

somebody else – his neighbor to the south. In New England the fanatic William Lloyd Garrison

opened a crusade, denouncing slavery as a sin and slaveowners as sinners. More effective work

to organize antislavery sentiment was probably done by such Westerners as James G. Birney

and Theodore Weld, but Garrison made the most noise – and, making it, helped to arouse most

intense resentment in the South. Southerners liked being called sinners no better than anyone

else. Also, they undeniably had a bear by the tail. By 1860 slave property was worth at least two

billion dollars, and the abolitionists who insisted that this property be outlawed were not

especially helpful in showing how this could be done without collapsing the whole Southern

economy. In a natural reaction to all of this, Southerners closed ranks. It became first unhealthy

and then impossible for anyone in the South to argue for the end of slavery; instead, the

institution was increasingly justified as a positive good. Partly from economic pressure and

partly in response to the shrill outcries of men like Garrison, the South bound itself

emotionally to the institution of slavery.

Yet slavery (to repeat) was not the only source of discord. The two sections were very

different, and they wanted different things from their national government.

In the North society was passing more rapidly than most men realized to an industrial base.

Immigrants were arriving by the tens of thousands, there were vast areas in the West to be

opened, men who were developing new industries demanded protection from cheap European

imports, systems of transportation and finance were mushrooming in a fantastic manner – and,

in short, this dynamic society was beginning to clamor for all sorts of aid and protection from

the Federal government at Washington.

In the South, by contrast, society was much more static. There was little immigration, there

were not many cities, the factory system showed few signs of growth, and this cotton empire

which sold in the world market wanted as many cheap European imports as it could get. To

please the South, the national government must keep its hands off as many things as possible;

for many years Southerners had feared that if the North ever won control in Washington it

would pass legislation ruinous to Southern interests.

John C. Calhoun of South Carolina had seen this first and most clearly. Opposing secession,

he argued that any state could protect its interests by nullifying, within its own borders, any act

by the Federal government which it considered unconstitutional and oppressive. Always aware

that the North was the faster-growing section, the South foresaw the day when the North

would control the government. Then, Southerners believed, there would be legislation – a stiff

high-tariff law, for instance – that would ruin the South. More and more, they developed the

theory of states’ rights as a matter of self-protection.
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Although there were serious differences between the sections, all of them except slavery

could have been settled through the democratic process. Slavery poisoned the whole situation.

It was the issue that could not be compromised, the issue that made men so angry they did not

want to compromise. It put a cutting edge on all arguments. It was not the only cause of the

Civil War, but it was unquestionably the one cause without which the war would not have

taken place. The antagonism between the sections came finally, and tragically, to express itself

through the slavery issue.

Many attempts to compromise this issue had been made. All of them worked for a while;

none of them lasted. Perhaps the most that can be said is that they postponed the conflict until

the nation was strong enough – just barely so – to survive the shock of civil war.

There had been the Missouri Compromise, in 1820, when North and South argued whether

slavery should be permitted in the land acquired by the Louisiana Purchase. Missouri

was admitted as a slave state, but it was decreed that thereafter there should be no new slave

states north of the parallel that marked Missouri’s southern boundary. Men hoped that

this would end the whole argument, although dour John Quincy Adams wrote that he

considered the debate over the compromise nothing less than ‘‘a title-page to a great, tragic

volume.’’

Then there was the Compromise of 1850, which followed the war with Mexico. Immense

new territory had been acquired, and Congressman David Wilmot of Pennsylvania introduced

legislation stipulating that slavery would never be permitted in any of these lands. The Wilmot

Proviso failed to pass, but it was argued furiously, in Congress and out of it, for years, and

immense heat was generated. In the end the aging Henry Clay engineered a new compromise.

California was to be admitted as a free state, the territories of New Mexico and Utah were

created without reference to the Wilmot Proviso, the slave trade in the District of Columbia

was abolished, and a much stiffer act to govern the return of fugitive slaves was adopted.

Neither North nor South was entirely happy with this program, but both sections accepted it in

the hope that the slavery issue was now settled for good.

This hope promptly exploded. Probably nothing did more to create anti-Southern,

antislavery sentiment in the North than the Fugitive Slave Act. It had an effect precisely

opposite to the intent of its backers: it aroused Northern sentiment in favor of the runaway

slave, and probably caused a vast expansion in the activities of the Underground Railroad, the

informal and all but unorganized system whereby Northern citizens helped Negro fugitives

escape across the Canadian border. With this excitement at a high pitch, Harriet Beecher Stowe

in 1852 brought out her novelUncle Tom’s Cabin, which sold three hundred thousand copies in

its first year, won many converts to the antislavery position in the North, and, by contrast,

aroused intense new resentment in the South.

On the heels of all of this, in 1854 Senator Stephen A. Douglas of Illinois introduced the

fateful Kansas–Nebraska Act, which helped to put the whole controversy beyond hope of

settlement.

Douglas was a Democrat, friendly to the South and well liked there. He cared little about

slavery, one way or the other; what he wanted was to see the long argument settled so that the

country could go about its business, which, as he saw it, included the development of the new

Western country between the Missouri River and California. Specifically, Douglas wanted a

transcontinental railroad, and he wanted its eastern terminus to be Chicago. Out of this desire

came the Kansas–Nebraska Act.

Building the road would involve grants of public land. If the northerly route were adopted

the country west of Iowa and Missouri must be surveyed and platted, and for this a proper

territorial organization of the area was needed. But the South wanted the road to go to the
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Pacific coast by way of Texas and New Mexico. To get Southern support for his plan, the

Illinois Senator had to find powerful bait.

He found it. When he brought in a bill to create the territories of Kansas and Nebraska he

put in two special provisions. One embodied the idea of ‘‘popular sovereignty’’ – the concept

that the people of each territory would decide for themselves, when time for statehood came,

whether to permit or exclude slavery – and the other specifically repealed the Missouri

Compromise. The South took the bait, the bill was passed – and the country moved a long

stride nearer to war.

For the Kansas–Nebraska Act raised the argument over slavery to a desperate new intensity.

The moderates could no longer be heard; the stage was set for the extremists, the fire-eaters,

the men who invited violence with violent words. Many Northerners, previously friendly to the

South, now came to feel that the ‘‘slave power’’ was dangerously aggressive, trying not merely

to defend slavery where it already existed but to extend it all across the national domain. Worse

yet, Kansas was thrown open for settlement under conditions which practically guaranteed

bloodshed.

Settlers from the North were grimly determined to make Kansas free soil: Southern settlers

were equally determined to win Kansas for slavery. Missouri sent over its Border Ruffians –

hardfisted drifters who crossed the line to cast illegal votes, to intimidate free-soil settlers, now

and then to raid an abolitionist town. New England shipped in boxes of rifles, known as

Beecher’s Bibles in derisive reference to the Reverend Henry Ward Beecher, the Brooklyn

clergyman whose antislavery fervor had led him to say that there might be spots where a gun

was more useful than a Bible. The North also sent down certain free-lance fanatics, among

them a lantern jawed character named John Brown.

By 1855 all of this was causing a great deal of trouble. Proslavery patrols clashed with

antislavery patrols, and there were barn-burnings, horse-stealings, and sporadic shootings. The

free-soil settlement of Lawrence was sacked by a proslavery mob; in retaliation, John Brown

and his followers murdered five Southern settlers near Pottawatomie Creek. When elections

were held, one side or the other would complain that the polls were unfairly rigged, would put

on a boycott, and then would hold an election of its own; presently there were two territorial

legislatures, of clouded legality, and when the question of a constitution arose there were more

boycotts, so that no one was quite sure what the voters had done.

Far from Kansas, extremists on both sides whipped up fresh tensions. Senator Charles

Sumner, the humorless, self-righteous abolitionist from Massachusetts, addressed the Senate

on ‘‘the crime against Kansas,’’ loosing such unmeasured invective on the head of Senator

Andrew Butler of South Carolina that Congressman Preston Brooks, also of South Carolina, a

relative of Senator Butler, caned him into insensibility on the Senate floor a few days afterward.

Senator William H. Seward of New York spoke vaguely but ominously of an ‘‘irrepressible

conflict’’ that was germinating. Senator Robert Toombs of Georgia predicted a vast extension

of slavery and said that he would one day auction slaves on Boston Common itself. In Alabama

the eloquent William Lowndes Yancey argued hotly that the South would never find happiness

except by leaving the Union and setting up an independent nation.

Now the Supreme Court added its bit. It had before it the case of Dred Scott, a Negro slave

whose master, an army surgeon, had kept him for some years in Illinois and Wisconsin, where

there was no slavery. Scott sued for his freedom, and in 1857 Chief Justice Roger Taney

delivered the Court’s opinion. That Scott’s plea for freedom was denied was no particular

surprise, but the grounds on which the denial was based stirred the North afresh. A Negro

of slave descent, said Taney, was an inferior sort of person who could not be a citizen of

any state and hence could not sue anyone; furthermore, the act by which Congress had
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forbidden slavery in the Northern territories was invalid because the Constitution gave slavery

ironclad protection. There was no legal way in which slavery could be excluded from any

territory.

An intense political ferment was working. The old Whig Party had collapsed utterly, and the

Democratic Party was showing signs of breaking into sectional wings. In the North there had

risen the new Republican Party, an amalgamation of former Whigs, free-soilers, business

leaders who wanted a central government that would protect industry, and ordinary folk who

wanted a homestead act that would provide free farms in the West. The party had already

polled an impressive number of votes in the Presidential campaign of 1856, and it was likely to

do better in 1860. Seward of New York hoped to be its next Presidential nominee; so did

Salmon P. Chase, prominent antislavery leader from Ohio; and so, also, did a lawyer and

former congressman who was not nearly so well known as these two, Abraham Lincoln of

Illinois.

In 1858 Lincoln ran for the Senate against Douglas. In a series of famous debates which drew

national attention, the two argued the Kansas–Nebraska Act and the slavery issue up and down

the state of Illinois. In the end Douglas won re-election, but he won on terms that may have

cost him the Presidency two years later. Lincoln had pinned him down: Was there any lawful

way in which the people of a territory could exclude slavery? (In other words, could Douglas’

‘‘popular sovereignty’’ be made to jibe with the Supreme Court’s finding in the Dred Scott

case?) Douglas replied that the thing was easy. Slavery could not live a day unless it were

supported by protective local legislation. In fact, if a territorial legislature simply refused to

enact such legislation, slavery would not exist regardless of what the Supreme Court had said.

The answer helped Douglas win re-election, but it mortally offended the South. The

threatened split in the Democratic Party came measurably nearer, and such a split could mean

nothing except victory for the Republicans.

The 1850s were the tormented decade in American history. Always the tension mounted,

and no one seemed able to provide an easement. The Panic of 1857 left a severe business

depression, and Northern pressure for higher tariff rates and a homestead act became stronger

than ever. The depression had hardly touched the South, since world demand for cotton was

unabated, and Southern leaders became more than ever convinced that their society and their

economy were sounder and stronger than anything the North could show. There would be no

tariff revision, and although Congress did pass a homestead act President James Buchanan, a

Pennsylvanian but a strong friend of the South, promptly vetoed it. The administration,

indeed, seemed unable to do anything. It could not even make a state out of Kansas, in which

territory it was clear, by now, that a strong majority opposed slavery. The rising antagonism

between the sections had almost brought paralysis to the Federal government.

And then old John Brown came out of the shadows to add the final touch.

With a mere handful of followers, Brown undertook, on the night of October 16, 1859, to

seize the Federal arsenal at Harpers Ferry and with the weapons thus obtained to start a slave

insurrection in the South. He managed to get possession of an enginehouse, which he held until

the morning of the eighteenth; then a detachment of US marines – temporarily led by Colonel

Robert E. Lee of the US Army – overpowered him and snuffed out his crack-brained

conspiracy with bayonets and clubbed muskets. Brown was quickly tried, was convicted of

treason, and early in December he was hanged. But what he had done had a most disastrous

effect on men’s minds. To people in the South, it seemed that Brown confirmed their worst

fears: this was what the Yankee abolitionists really wanted – a servile insurrection, with

unlimited bloodshed and pillage, from one end of the South to the other! The fact that some

vocal persons in the North persisted in regarding Brown as a martyr simply made matters
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worse. After the John Brown raid the chance that the bitter sectional argument could be

harmonized faded close to the vanishing point.

It was in this atmosphere that the 1860 election was held. The Republicans nominated

Lincoln, partly because he was considered less of an extremist than either Seward or Chase; he

was moderate on the slavery question, and agreed that the Federal government lacked power to

interfere with the peculiar institution in the states. The Republican platform, however, did

represent a threat to Southern interests. It embodied the political and economic program of the

North – upward revision of the tariff, free farms in the West, railroad subsidies, and all the rest.

But by now a singular fatalism gripped the nation. The campaign could not be fought on the

basis of these issues; men could talk only about slavery, and on that subject they could neither

talk nor, for the most part, even think, with moderation. Although it faced a purely sectional

opposition, the Democratic Party promptly split into halves. The Northern wing nominated

Douglas, but the Southern wing flatly refused to accept the man because of his heresy in regard

to slavery in the territories; it named John C. Breckinridge of Kentucky, while a fourth party,

hoping desperately for compromise and conciliation, put forward John Bell of Tennessee.

The road led steadily downhill after this. The Republicans won the election, as they were

bound to do under the circumstances. Lincoln got less than a majority of the popular votes, but

a solid majority in the electoral college, and on March 4, 1861, he would become President of

the United States . . . but not, it quickly developed, of all of the states. Fearing the worst, the

legislature of South Carolina had remained in session until after the election had been held.

Once it saw the returns it summoned a state convention, and this convention, in Charleston on

December 20, voted unanimously that South Carolina should secede from the Union.

This was the final catalytic agent. It was obvious that one small state could not maintain its

independence; equally obvious that if South Carolina should now be forced back into the

Union no one in the South ever need talk again about secession. The cotton states, accordingly,

followed suit. By February, South Carolina had been joined by Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia,

Florida, Louisiana, and Texas, and on February 8 delegates from the seceding states met

at Montgomery, Alabama, and set up a new nation, the Confederate States of America.

A provisional constitution was adopted (to be replaced in due time by a permanent document,

very much like the Constitution of the United States), and Jefferson Davis of Mississippi was

elected President, with Alexander Stephens of Georgia as Vice-President.

Perhaps it still was not too late for an adjustment. A new nation had come into being, but its

creation might simply be a means of forcing concessions from the Northern majority; no blood

had been shed, and states which voluntarily left the old Union might voluntarily return if their

terms were met. Leaders in Congress worked hard, that winter of 1861, to perfect a last-minute

compromise, and a committee led by Senator John J. Crittenden of Kentucky worked one out.

In effect, it would re-establish the old line of the Missouri Compromise, banning slavery in

territories north of the line and protecting it south; it would let future states enter the Union on

a popular sovereignty basis; it called for enforcement of the fugitive slave law, with Federal

funds to compensate slaveowners whose slaves got away; and it provided that the Constitution

could never be amended in such a way as to give Congress power over slavery in any of the

states.

The Crittenden Compromise hung in the balance, and then collapsed when Lincoln refused

to accept it. The sticking point with him was the inclusion of slavery in the territories; the rest

of the program he could accept, but he wrote to a Republican associate to ‘‘entertain no

proposition for a compromise in regard to the extension of slavery.’’

So the last chance to settle the business had gone, except for the things that might happen in

the minds of two men – Abraham Lincoln and Jefferson Davis. They were strangers, very
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unlike each other, and yet there was an odd linkage. They were born not far apart in time or

space; both came from Kentucky, near the Ohio River, and one man went south to become

spokesman for the planter aristocracy, while the other went north to become representative of

the best the frontier Northwest could produce. In the haunted decade that had just ended,

neither man had been known as a radical. Abolitionists considered Lincoln too conservative,

and Southern fire-eaters like South Carolina’s Robert B. Rhett felt that Davis had been cold

and unenthusiastic in regard to secession.

Now these two men faced one another, figuratively, across an ever-widening gulf, and

between them they would say whether a nation already divided by mutual misunderstanding

would be torn apart physically by war.

Questions to consider

. What are some of the broad social differences Catton identifies between the North

and South in the decades preceding the Civil War? Which do you think are the most

important?

. Catton identifies a number of important events – the Wilmot Proviso; the Kansas–

Nebraska Act; the Dred Scott Decision; John Brown’s Raid; the election of Abraham

Lincoln – that greatly heightened the tension between North and South. Which of

these do you think was the turning point?

. What role did the growth of the nation play in heightening sectional tension?

. At a number of points in the nineteenth century, politicians were able to settle their

differences, notably the Compromise of 1820 and again in 1850. Yet by 1860, with

the failure of the Crittenden Compromise, this became impossible. Why? Who do

you blame?
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Chapter 2

The Divided South, Democracy’s Limitations,
and the Causes of the Peculiarly North

American Civil War

William W. Freehling

One perennial issue for historians of Southern history is that of difference. So, for

example, they have debated questions like whether the South was a feudal society in

contrast to the industrial North, or whether its slave economy was in essence

capitalistic, just like that of the rest of the country. They’ve also asked if the South was

like other slave societies of its time in Latin America (or earlier ones in other parts of

the world), or whether it was unique.

For the distinguished American historian William W. Freehling, there is little doubt

that the South was a place apart – distinct from the lands to the south, distinct from the

territory to the north. And yet at the very time it was unique it was also divided from

within, shaped by a powerful minority that was itself separate from the population,

black as well as white, that surrounded it. These realities shaped the development of the

region in the decades that led up to the Civil War. The power of this minority, Freehling

says, goes a long way toward explaining ‘‘Why the War Came’’ – the title of the book

from which this essay was adapted.

William W. Freehling, ‘‘The Divided South, Democracy’s Limitations, and the Causes of the

Peculiarly North American Civil War,’’ inWhy the Civil War Came, ed. Gabor S. Boritt (New York:

Oxford University Press, 1996), pp. 127–37, 167–75. Copyrightf 1996 by Gabor S. Boritt. Used

by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.

Democracy has become the most coveted American export. The cold war has been won; the

democratic way vindicated. Throughout yesterday’s totalitarian half of the globe, long-

repressed voices demand freedom of speech, free elections, and majority rule. As the twenty-

first century approaches, Americans have seemingly lived up to their seventeenth-century

forebears’ ambition: to become a City Upon a Hill for all the world to emulate.



Such ideological imperialism, however, has sometimes ill-served this nation. In striving to

spread their supposedly ideal political system, Americans on occasion have generated foreign

policy disasters, especially in Vietnam. So now more than ever, historians must remind their

fellow citizens that democracy, like all things human, is no universal panacea. American

democracy indeed could not peacefully resolve our own gravest social problem, slavery. It is a

telling historical irony that of all the New World slavocracies, only slaveholders in the United

States lived in an advanced republic, and only the United States required a civil war between

whites to abolish slavery for blacks.

Despite that singularity of the American Civil War, violence sometimes accompanied

emancipation in less republican New World regimes. Abolition in Haiti evolved out of an

equally singular civil war, in that case between slaves and slaveholders. Agitation over

emancipation also led to some bloodshed in Cuba. So too, slaveholders’ rage at not receiving

recompense for their slaves helped inspire a revolution in Brazil after emancipation. But

nowhere else in the Americas did slaveholders rise in revolution before emancipation, accepting

the risks of a military showdown with nonslaveholders.

The southern slaveholders’ unique acceptance of trial by warfare demanded unique self-

confidence. Secession required both nerve and the perception of power. The Brazilian and

Cuban slavocracies could have no such nerve in the 1870s and 1880s, after watching US

slaveholders go down in flames in the 1860s. Nor did their nondominant position in their

respective political power structures embolden Cuban or Brazilian slaveholders with the

illusion that they could win a civil war.

Latin American slaveholders also lacked illusions about their worldwide economic power. No

Caribbean or SouthAmerican planter imagined that his European customerswould intervene on

his side in a New World civil war. Fantasies that European customers would bolster King

Cotton’s army, however, rarely dominated the secessionists’ thinking. Rather, US slaveholders’

unique political power inside a peculiarly advanced republic above all else instilled in them the

illusion – and for a long while the reality – that they could control slavery’s fate.1

Or to be more accurate, the minority of slaveholders inside the US majoritarian republic

swung between feelings of infuriating powerlessness and perceptions of imperial powerfulness,

as they exerted their unusual leverage over slavery’s destiny. On the one hand, some ideological

and institutional aspects of US republicanism empowered nonslaveholding majorities to assault

the slaveholding minority. Because of the possibility of majority control, US slaveholders were

potentially as much at the mercy of outside forces as were Latin American slaveholders, who

could only postpone their less democratic governments’ emancipation decrees. On the other

hand, some aspects of the US republican system, as embedded in the Constitution, empowered

the slaveholder minority to resist emancipation in a manner impossible elsewhere in the

Americas. The southern minority’s power over the northern majority inspired a new northern

word, the most charged in the antebellum political vocabulary: Slavepower. The term connoted

the driving force of the US sectional controversy: the slaveholders’ arguably undemocratic

power over northern white citizens no less than over southern black slaves.

All of the resulting thrusts for power – the northern majority’s disavowal of the Slavepower’s

dominion over whites, the southern minority’s secession from the Union after the northern

majority rejected Slavepower rule, fugitive slaves’ escape from their masters, the Border

South’s defiance of Deep South disunionism, the North’s reversal of slaveholders’ secession

from the Union – all this unraveling of a republic and coercive reconsolidation stemmed from

the foundations of American democratic practice and belief. But America had become an ugly

City Upon a Hill, demonstrating that the world’s most advanced republic could end slavery

only by one of the bloodiest fratricides in human history.
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The divergent US and Latin American roads toward emancipation began with dissimilar

colonial settlements. During the seventeenth century, England, the most republican of the

European colonizing nations, sent to the North American mainland by far the largest

percentage of nonslaveholding settlers to be found in any New World area containing large

numbers of slaves.2 Because of that comparatively huge white republican population, the

thirteen colonies had special leverage to resist English metropolitan impositions on colonial

republicanism; and out of that resistance came the American Revolution and the first New

World liberation from Old World control. With the establishment of the federal Union, the

Revolutionaries encased one of the most extensive slaveholder regimes in the Americas inside

the most republican nation in the New World.

Within the republican Union, advanced Anglo-American anti-slavery ideas could especially

flourish – if abolitionists could mobilize the majority of nonslaveholders. Yet within the Union,

the minority of slaveholders had a special New World power to protect themselves – if they

could mobilize the masses. Nowhere else in the New World did slavery’s fate hang on popular

mobilization.

A second peculiarity in colonial settlement of the future United States ultimately threatened

slaveholder mobilization of southern public opinion. Just as a higher proportion of

nonslaveholding whites peopled the original thirteen colonies than could be found in other

New World locales with large numbers of slaves, so only North American colonists planted

slavery primarily in nontropical areas. Anglo-American economists have always echoed the

Latin American colonials’ conventional wisdom that tropical climates spawned the largest

plantation profits. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century English settlers, however, considered

the climate of the most tropical part of North America, the Lower South, too cool for sugar

and coffee, Latin America’s profitable plantation products. North American colonists turned to

other tropical crops for the Georgian and South Carolinian swamplands and Sea Islands on

the Atlantic coast. In these Lower South tropics, huge slave gangs grew rice, indigo, and Sea

Island cotton.

Nowhere west of the Lower South’s coastal swamps, however, could these crops be lucratively

extended.Themost farflungNorthAmerican eighteenth-century slaveholder enterprises instead

thrived northward, still farther from the sugar- and coffee-producing tropics. North of South

Carolina – in Middle South latitudes – North Carolina and especially Virginia planters raised

primarily tobacco. North of the Middle South – in Border South latitudes – Delaware and

especiallyMarylandplanters raised less tobacco andmore grains. Farther yet from the tropics – in

the most southern part of the eventually free-labor North – Pennsylvania, New Jersey, and New

York grain farmers used some slaves; and inNewEngland, a fewPuritans utilized house slaves. In

late-eighteenth-century North America, the coolest locale of New World slaveholders, almost

four slaves out of five lived north of the more tropical Lower South.

As the eighteenth century gave way to the nineteenth, an invention and a law pressed US

slavery toward tropical habitats. Eli Whitney’s invention of the cotton gin in 1793 impelled the

movement of slaveholders toward Lower South frontiers. Fourteen years later, in 1807, the

federal government’s closure of the African slave trade contracted the Cotton Kingdom’s

source of slaves. Unlike mid-nineteenth-century tropical developers in Cuba and Brazil, the

two other large New World slavocracies, cotton planters could not legally buy slaves from

Africa. But only US slaveholders could purchase slaves from their own northerly, relatively

nontropical areas, which had concurrently fallen into chronic economic recession.
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A slave drain ensued, especially from the more northern South to the more southern South.

Between 1790 and 1860, some 750,000 Middle and Border South slaves traveled downriver to

the Cotton Kingdom. The Lower South, which had had 21 percent of US slaves in 1790, had

59 percent in 1860. Maryland and Virginia, with 60 percent in 1790, had 18 percent in 1860.

Some 37 percent of Lower South white families owned slaves in 1860, compared with only

12 percent in the Border South, down from 20 percent in 1790.3

At the same time that the more southerly US slaveholders expanded toward Latin

American-style tropical locations, the more northerly US slavocracy contracted toward

Latin American-style antislavery ideas. The Latin American slavocracies lacked the power to

defy worldwide antislavery currents in the manner of Lower South slaveholders. Latin

slaveholders instead gave ground grudgingly, stalling for more time to reap profits, mostly

through the passage of so-called free-womb laws. These edicts freed only slaves born after a

given law’s enactment and only after they reached a distant target age, usually eighteen or

twenty-one. These laws set a clock ticking toward the end of slavery.

The clock ran slowly, satisfyingly so from Latin American slaveholders’ perspective. A slave

born even a day before a law was passed would never be freed, which meant that slavery could

profitably persist for at least fifty years. As for lucky slaves born at the right time, they were

lucklessly doomed to involuntary servitude throughout their youth; and by the time they

were twelve years old, black children toiled hard in the fields. A series of Latin American

regimes with relatively few slaves, including Chile, Peru, and Venezuela, first tried delaying

emancipation through free-womb laws. Then in the two Latin American countries with large

slave populations, Cuba’s Moret Law (1870) and Brazil’s Rio Branco Law (1871) brought the

free-womb tradition to climax.

Nowhere did free-womb emancipation work as slowly as entrepreneurs had hoped.

Abolitionists and slaves pressed for a faster end to the system. Slaves born only a short time

before passage of a free-womb law deployed especially angry resistance. In response,

slaveholders often bargained individually with their slaves, scheduling freedom for each before

the law freed any. Slaves, in return, promised to labor willingly during the interim.

These bargains drew on older Latin American manumission traditions. Latins had long

liberated favorite slaves under certain conditions: when a master and a cherished black woman

had a sexual relationship; when beloved mulatto offspring had resulted from such a union; or

when a slave had given especially valued economic service. The combination of free-womb

laws, expanded manumissions, intensified abolitionist attacks, and more widespread slave

resistance finally toppled the regimes in Cuba in 1886 and Brazil in 1888 – or before these

slavocracies’ respective free-womb laws had freed any slave.

These Latin American patterns, shunned in US tropical areas where slavery was

concentrating, had originated in US temperate areas where the institution was dwindling.

Freewomb emancipation bore a different title in the United States – post-nati emancipation –

but only the name was different. In 1780, Pennsylvania enacted the hemisphere’s first post-nati

law. In 1799, New York followed suit, as did New Jersey in 1804. In 1817, New York followed

up its preliminary post-nati law in the later Cuba/Brazil manner, declaring an end to the

institution ten years hence.

South of these belatedly emancipatedMiddle Atlantic states, slaveholding states never passed

a post-nati law. The Border South, however, emulated another aspect of Latin American

gradualism: individual manumissions. Different nations took censuses of their populations in

different years, which makes comparisons imprecise. Still, a similar pattern of manumission is

clear enough. In 1830, 19.5 percent of black residents of the Border South were free, compared

with 23 percent inBrazil (in 1817–18) and 46 percent inCuba (in 1846). TwoBorder South states
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manumitted their slaves at rates faster than the Latin American norm. By 1830 in Maryland,

34 percent of the resident blacks were free, as were 83 percent of Delaware’s blacks.4

But just as post-nati laws penetrated no farther south than the Middle Atlantic states,

so manumissions flourished no farther south than the Border South. While 21 percent of

Border South blacks were free in 1860, the percentage sank to 7 percent in the Middle South

and 1.5 percent in the Lower South. The Border South manumission story was a subplot of the

larger tale: that US slavery was incremently waning in northern nontropical habitats but

rapidly strengthening in southwestern tropical locales.

With slavery swiftly concentrating southward and slowly fading northward, different social

attitudes and political priorities developed. Lower South slaveholders came to call slavery

a probably perpetual blessing, while Border South masters persistently called the institution a

hopefully temporary evil. So too Lower South political warriors cared more about perpetuating

slavery than the Union, while Border South leaders would compromise on slavery in order to

save the Union. Still, even in Delaware, where over 15,000 slaves in 1790 had shrunk to under

2,000 in 1860, slaveholders resisted final emancipation. In Maryland, where manumissions plus

slave sales to the Lower South had halved the percentage of white slaveholding families, the

increasingly outnumbered slavocracy counterattacked desperately in the mid-1850s, futilely

seeking to re-enslave the freed blacks. Concurrently, in Missouri, the state’s even faster

declining fraction of slaveholders counterattacked still more desperately, unsuccessfully

seeking to establish slavery in neighboring Kansas.

In the mid-nineteenth century, then, slaveholders overwhelmingly controlled the Lower

South, which had been belatedly but massively developed. The slavocracy somewhat less

solidly controlled the Middle and Border South, where percentages of slave owners were

slowly dropping. But even in the Border South, vestiges (and sometimes defiant

concentrations) of the old relatively nontropical slavocracy occasionally fought to salvage a

fading system. The mature Slave South had a tropical base of states, containing large slave

populations, and several layers of buffer zones to the north, with less tropical conditions and

less proslavery commitments and fewer slaves in each successive tier above.

Yet despite this degree of geographic disunity, no other NewWorld slavocracy could muster

as united a front against world-wide antislavery currents. The difference between slaveholders’

unity, albeit incomplete, in the United States and their utter disarray in Brazil is especially

revealing, for similar experiences yielded dissimilar outcomes. In both countries, a once

flourishing northerly slaveholding region fell into decline and sold many of its slaves to a

newly flourishing southerly region. In the United States, the Upper South Tobacco Kingdom

sold hundreds of thousands of slaves to the Lower South Cotton Kingdom. In Brazil, the

Northeastern Sugar Kingdom, which in 1822 had held almost 70 percent of the country’s

slaves, transferred equally huge numbers of blacks to the South Central Coffee Kingdom,

which by the early 1880s owned 65 percent of Brazil’s slaves.5

There the similarity ended. In Brazil, the old sugar provinces, despite a population still

15 percent enslaved, led the movement for free-womb abolition, with the Ceará region in the

vanguard. When the national Chamber of Delegates voted on the Rio Branco free-womb bill

in 1871, the Northeastern sugar provinces favored gradual emancipation, 39–6, thus canceling

out the South Central coffee provinces’ 30–12 vote against.6 The Border South, in contrast,

usually voted with the Lower South on slavery propositions in Congress and never enacted a

post-nati law.

A more intense racism fueled the US slaveholders’ greater capacity to mobilize a united

front. Because Latin American racial attitudes toward blacks were less hidebound than in the

United States, greater tolerance for free-womb emancipation, for mulattoes, and for individual
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manumissions – and less willingness to fight a civil war over the issue – pervaded Latin

American slavocracies. Because US racism was so extreme, a more unified slaveholding class

and more support from white nonslaveholders – and thus a greater capacity to fight a civil war –

infused the Slave South.

Behind the more severe US racism lay in part a different heterosexual situation, itself

another result of the largest white migration to an important New World slavocracy. English

colonists to the future United States migrated far more often in family groups and/or with

equal numbers of unmarried males and females in the entourage than did colonists headed

farther south, who more often sought their fortunes as unattached males, with only slaves

available for sexual liaisons. More frequent and less taboo interracial sexual intimacies resulted

south of British North America, which led to more mulattoes and less insistence that the world

be rigidly separated into black and white.

Politically no less than biologically, US slaveholders preferred nothing between black and

white. The very basis of black slavery, in so republican a regime for whites, had to be a rigid

color line. The Old South had to cleave advanced republicanism for whites totally from abject

slavery for blacks. That black and white separation mystified Brazilian quasi-republicans, to

say nothing of Latin American nonrepublicans. Only US slaveholders, in short, considered free

black an oxymoron.

Some historians doubt that racism was more culturally deep-seated in the United States than

south of the border. That position founders before the greater US taboo surrounding

miscegenation and the far greater desire to deport blacks from antebellum America than from

any other New World slavocracy. But the comparative power of cultural racism before

slaveholders politically mobilized is unimportant to the comparative history of emancipation,

for uniquely in the United States, slaveholders had to mobilize nonslaveholders, and racism

was their most potent weapon. After southern slaveholders had used the distinction between

equality for all whites and inequality for all blacks to rally the nonslaveholders, southern racism

inarguably had become an especially powerful idea.

The racial foundation of Southwide unity, however, was a two-edged sword. For racism to

unite nonslaveholders and slaveholders, the black race had to be significantly present. With the

slave drain to the Lower South and the movement of European whites to such northerly slave

states as Maryland and Missouri, Border South blacks became steadily less visible. As for that

highly visible group of blacks in northernMaryland andDelaware, the free blacks, their energetic

labor and law-abiding deportment demonstrated that racial control hardly required slavery.

That conclusion had proved fatal to slavery in northern states, where percentages of blacks

had declined. In the colonial period, New York had had slave proportions in the 1860 Border

South’s range, about 15 percent of the total population. As New York’s slave percentage had

dwindled toward 5 percent, sentiment for post-nati emancipation had grown. Mid-nineteenth-

century Border South states were in no immediate danger of becoming a New York, much less

a Brazilian Ceará. But given the Border South’s waning percentage of blacks, its Latin

American-style manumissions, its propensity for thinking of slavery as a temporary evil, and its

commitment to Union-saving compromises on the institution, could the Lower South rely on

its northern hinterlands’ future loyalty?

On the answer hung the Slave South’s capacity to be that unique New World slave regime:

the one that could defy an emancipating century rather than settle for a few more decades of

slaveholder profits. Latin American slavocracies lacked not only the South’s intensely racist

reasons to stonewall antislavery but also its political basis for confidence that emancipation

could be routed. The Latin American slavocracies were either too vulnerable to black

insurrection (as in Haiti), too much under the power of European empires (as in the French
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and British West Indies and in Spanish-owned Cuba), or too small a minority (as in Venezuela

and Peru) to command their fate inside a government that could abolish slavery. True, the

Latin American regime closest in type to the southern slaveholders, the Brazilian slavocracy,

also possessed a powerful minority in a partly parliament-ruled (and partly monarchical)

nation. But Brazilian slaveholders, compared with their more intransigent US counterparts,

were too divided against each other over slavery’s future, too lacking in a rigid racism that

might control the nonslaveholders, and too fond of a regime des notables to risk enfranchising

and mobilizing the ‘‘nonnotables.’’ Unable to mount a united front, in or out of parliament, the

Brazilian slavocracy could only postpone emancipation with Rio Branco laws. The Old South,

in contrast, had various powers to command a majoritarian democracy despite its minority

status – if all fifteen slave states hung together and the Border South did not go the way of New

York, or worse, Ceará.

Numbers indicate how much was at stake in that if. The seven Lower South states of

1860 (South Carolina, Georgia, Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, Louisiana, and Texas, with

47 percent of their population enslaved) could not fight off the eighteen northern states

(containing 61 percent of the American population) without the enthusiastic support of the

four Middle South states (Virginia, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Arkansas, with 32 percent

of their population enslaved) and the four Border South states (Maryland, Delaware,

Kentucky, and Missouri, with 13 percent of their population enslaved). Those buffer areas

above the Lower South could come under siege – the siege of democratic public opinion.

Would the Border South remain foursquare behind slavery and the Lower South, even if

the slavocracy’s northern hinterlands came to possess scantier and scantier percentages

of blacks?

That question transcended the Border South. The slaveholders’ worst internal problem

involved not a single localized place but a regionwide lopsided distribution of blacks. While the

Border South was the most widespread locale with a relatively low percentage of slaves, some

areas farther south also contained few blacks; and everywhere a paucity of slaves allowed more

nonslaveholder hostility toward slaveholders. Wherever blacks were concentrated, whites drew

together, however much the poor resented the rich, for lowly whites despised lowlier blacks

even more than they resented lordly masters. But whenever blacks were scarce, race hatred

intensified class hatred, for nonslaveholders preferred to have neither autocrats nor blacks

around. A relatively slaveless situation, while most prevalent in the Border South, also

predominated in western Virginia, in eastern Tennessee, and in piney woods and

semimountainous areas of the Lower South. Here the Border South predicament came closer

to home to worried Lower and Middle South slavocrats. Could upper-class ideology command

lower-class loyalties in areas where no racial tensions united the whites?

[. . .]

II

Before Southern secessionists could escape the northern majority, they had to win over their

own majority. If some Southwide Gallup poll had inquired whether Southerners wished to

secede immediately after Lincoln’s election, the secessionists’ vote likely would have been

down in the 25 percent range. In the Border South, where secessionists lost even after civil war

began, 37 percent of all southern whites resided. Another 31 percent lived in the Middle South,

where secessionists lost until civil war began. Even in the Lower South, a slim majority might

have voted against secession had a Southwide referendum occurred immediately after
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Lincoln’s election. In late November 1860, only Mississippi and Florida probably would have

affirmed the expediency of secession, and only South Carolina assuredly would have done so.

The Southwide majority against disunion in November 1860 fed on conservatives’ dread of

revolution, on Southerners’ patriotism as Americans, and on moderates’ doubts that Lincoln

could or would threaten slavery. Southern Unionists denounced the president-elect for

declaring slavery immoral, for calling its spread to new territory unacceptable, and for terming

its ultimate extinction desirable. But Lincoln conceded, Unionists pointed out, that the

Constitution barred federal intervention in the South to force slavery’s extinction. To re-

emphasize this federal powerlessness, Lincoln in his inaugural address supported an

unamendable constitutional amendment, already passed by Congress, that would have forever

banned federal antislavery coercion in the South. But no constitutional amendment was

needed, Unionists added. Lincoln’s party did not have a majority in the Senate or in the House

or on the Supreme Court. If Lincoln nevertheless managed to act against slavery, the South

could then secede. Why secede now over an uncertain northern menace, thereby subjecting

slavery to certain menace in a civil war?

Secessionists retorted that a stealthy northern majority would initially let Southerners do the

menacing. Southern politicians would form a wing of the Black Republican party, dedicated to

agitating against slavery, especially in the Border South. South Carolina patricians, the most

avid secessionists, considered all agitating parties dangerous. These aristocratic republicans

had long taken the proslavery rationale beyond a vision of whites directing blacks. Theirs was a

more universal paternalistic conception: The best men should direct lesser humans of all races.

To them all national parties portended mobocratic republicanism. Patronage-hungry

demagogues would stir up the masses and thus overwhelm disinterested paternalists.

In contrast, Lower South mainstream politicians beyond crusty South Carolina, having long

happily participated in national parties, feared not democratic parties in general but a

prospective Southern Republican party in particular. They uneasily recalled Frank Blair’s

delivery of 10 percent of Missourians to Lincoln in the election of 1860, Delaware’s 24 percent

vote for Lincoln, the more northern South’s Opposition party’s recent overtures to the

Republicans, and Northern Republicans’ publication of Helper’s call for nonslaveholder war

against slaveholders. They knew that Lincoln had patronage jobs at his disposal and that

Border South leaders wanted them. They understood that Lincoln, like the Border South’s

hero, Henry Clay, carried on Thomas Jefferson’s vision of emancipation with freedmen’s

removal financed by the federal government. Lincoln, in short, need not force abolition on the

most northern South. He could instead encourage and bribe Border Southerners to agitate for

their misty hope of, and his nebulous plan for, removing blacks from a whitened republic.

Nor, warned the secessionists, would Republican efforts for black removal be restricted to

rallying a Border South white majority. Republicans would encourage slaves to flee the Border

South. With white support melting away and black slaves running away, border slaveholders

would dispatch their human property to Lower South slave markets. Then nothing could deter

a Border South Republican party. The Slave South, shrunk to 11 states or less and prevented

from expanding into new territories, could only watch while northern free-labor states swelled

from 18 to 33. In that 44-state Union, concluded secessionists, Republican emancipators would

have the three-fourths majority to abolish slavery in 11 states by constitutional amendment.

Southern extremists meant to cancel that democratic drama before the staging began. They

would not let northern-style republicanism, with all issues open for discussion, replace

southern-style republicanism, in which debate about slavery was impermissible. They would

not sit back and watch while a new president used patronage to forge a new centrist position on

the forbidden subject. They would not allow Lincoln’s method of antislavery, the slow
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transformation of public opinion, to operate within the South. They had long especially feared

democratic agitation in the Border South, that nontropical vestige of seventeenth-century

slaveholders’ effort to defy tropical geography. Many of the Slavepower’s aggressive defenses,

including the Fugitive Slave Law and the Kansas-Nebraska Act, had sought to keep Border

South whites and Border South blacks separated from contamination by freedom.

Now Lincoln’s and the Border South’s favorite national solution to slavery – compensated

emancipation conditional on federally financed black removal – might establish the most

contaminating and indestructible vital center yet. Since gag rule times, southern and northern

extremists had unintentionally collaborated to destroy centrist ideological positions and

centrist national parties. After twenty years of slavery crises, the Democratic party could no

longer find a middle position between that of southern moderates, enraged by Yankee insults,

and that of northern moderates, enraged by proslavery ultimatums. But no extremist tactic in

the Union might deter a new centrist program, institutionalized in a newly national Republican

party. Cries of ‘‘traitor’’ would not deter Border South Republicans, for the region’s numerous

advocates of black removal thought an all-white Border South exceedingly patriotic. Fear of

losing southern elections would not deter conditional antislavery moderates, for Henry Clay

Whiggery had done well in the Border South, and Lincoln’s party figured to be a rebuilt

Whiggish coalition. Furthermore, Border South demagogues could not feast on Lincoln’s

national patronage. After well-fed politicians started agitating, wouldn’t Border South

inhabitants agree to remove blacks at federal expense, or Border South masters sell out at

Lower South purchasers’ expense, especially if more and more of the region’s slaves ran away?

For the first time, many Lower South slaveholders felt powerless to answer such questions.

Their feeling of impotence rivaled that of Latin American colonists when European

metropolitan centers abolished slavery and that of Brazilian coffee planters when sugar

planters assaulted the institution. But if Lincoln’s election seemed to revoke a democracy’s

unique invitation for slaveholders to control their fate, the US republican system offered a final

invitation for minority self-protection, unavailable in less democratic Latin America. The

people of a single colony, the American Revolutionaries had declared, had a right to withdraw

their consent to be governed. It was as if the Brazilian coffee provinces had a right to secede,

which the sugar provinces might feel an obligation to defend.

A right of secession, held by a single one of the South’s fifteen states! That right did

empower a secessionist minority to force the southern majority’s hand on the expediency of

secession. But to force-feed secession to the antisecessionist majority, secessionists had to abort

the southern Unionists’ favorite idea: a regionwide southern convention, where a Southwide

majority would veto immediate secession. Secessionists instead wanted the most secessionist

state to call a convention to consider disunion. If the most secessionist state seceded, other

southern state conventions would have to decide not whether secession was expedient but

whether a seceded state could be denied its right of secession. Furthermore, other slave states

might discern less expediency in remaining in the Union after several states with large slave

populations had departed to form a proslavery confederacy.

The single-state secession strategy neatly countered Lincoln’s supposed fusion strategy.

Instead of the Union’s president building a Republican party in southern buffer zones and

drawing the Upper South away from slavery’s Lower South base, secessionists would build a

southern nation in the Lower South and drag the Upper South beyond Lincoln’s patronage

bribes. Or to use the modern metaphor, instead of slavery falling like the top row of a pile of

dominoes, with the Border South and then the Middle South collapsing onto the Lower South,

the Union would fall by secessionists’ pulling out the lower row, with the Lower South and

then the Middle South leaving the Border South no foundation for staying in the Union.
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That was the secessionists’ master plan, devised in private correspondence and carried out in

public lockstep. On December 20, 1860, the secessionists’ stronghold, South Carolina,

withdrew its consent to Union. South Carolina’s neighbor, Georgia, was wary of secession. But

with its neighbor out, could Georgia stay in? After a brilliant internal debate, Georgia decided,

narrowly, to join South Carolina. And so it went, neighbor following neighbor, throughout the

Cotton South. By the time Lincoln was inaugurated on March 4, 1861, the seven Lower South

states had left the Union. But the eight Upper South states, containing the majority of southern

whites, still opposed secession.

The balance of power changed in mid-April after the Civil War started. Now the more

northern South had to decide not on secession per se but on whether to join a northern or a

southern army. In making that decision, the Middle South affirmed that each state had the

American right to withdraw its consent to be governed. These southern men in the middle also

reaffirmed that Yankee extremists were more hateful than secessionist extremists. The

Garrisonian insult, encompassing all southerners who would not unconditionally and

immediately emancipate, had long infuriated most Southerners. The Republican insult,

encompassing all southerners who sought to dominate or depart the Union, was equally

enraging. To protect their self-respect and honor, Southerners usually felt compelled to unite

against taunting Yankees. That duty had so often drawn together a region otherwise partially

disunited. In April 1861, when Lincoln sent reinforcements to federal troops in Charleston’s

harbor, the old tribal fury swept the Middle South. By May 1861, eleven angry southern states

had departed the Union. In that fury, parallel to Republican rage over an allegedly anti-

republican Slavepower, lies the solution to the largest apparent puzzle about secession: why

260,000 men, whatever their initial preference for Union, died for the Confederacy.

III

Thus did the secessionist minority of the no-longer-ruling southern minority escape the at-

last-ruling northern majority. Thus did southern extremists move to abort the expected

Republican attempt to rally a new Border South-northern national majority, with Lincoln’s

patronage supplying the organizational basis, with race removal providing the ideological basis,

and with an ultimate constitutional amendment auguring the worst danger. But by moving

outside a majoritarian Union’s sway, the secessionist minority of the southern minority moved

toward a more perilous rendezvous with majoritarianism’s own requirement: the need to win

men’s minds and hearts. Considering the free-labor states’ somewhat greater predominance of

military power and considering northern determination to save majoritarian government from

the southern minority, secession, to be effective, would have to sweep farther than the Middle

South. Border Southerners would have to make common cause with secessionists rather than

with Republicans.

Or to put the Confederacy’s problem in the most revealing way, the secessionists, having

secured a southern numerical majority, now had to rally a Calhoun-style concurrent majority: a

concurrence of everyone. Now more than ever, the margin of error was thin for the only

slaveholders in the NewWorld who defied worldwide antislavery currents. The US slavocracy,

to prevail in its extraordinary Civil War gamble, had to control all southerners, black and

white. Several southern minorities could nullify the white majority in the eleven Confederate

states, for the North was passionately united in its eighteen free-labor states. Let the four

Border South states refuse to secede from the Union; let western Virginia nonslaveholders
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secede from Virginia; let eastern Tennessee nonslaveholders desert Tennessee; let the slaves

depart from the slaveholders and . . .
The sequels would fill the rest. Slave runaways, having initiated the fugitive

slave controversies that helped lead to civil war, would join northern armies and help secure

an emancipating triumph. So too Border Southerners, whose possible fusion with Yankees had

helped fuel disunion, would unite with Black Republicans on the battlefields. But though much

is fittingly democratic about fugitive slaves doing in slaveholders and about the conditional

antislavery Border South doing in the unconditional proslavery Lower South, democrats can

hardly cheer the spectacle. The coming of the American Civil War is a case study in

democracy’s limitations.

Only an especially convulsive internal issue could expose those limits. As the American

antebellum experience shows, a democratic system can survive a very large degree of

divisiveness. Such national issues as nativism, temperance, national banks, protective tariffs,

women’s rights, and religious freedom were settled peaceably. Nor did some singular aspects of

US culture, peculiar among the world’s republics to these North Americans, destroy this

democracy. The unusually constant stream of US localistic elections, for example, did not lead

to more electioneering agitation than a stable governing system could handle. Those localistic

elections usually focused on resolvable local issues. In contrast, national presidential

campaigns, occurring only every four years, focused increasingly on the only unresolvable

issue, slavery. Nor did America’s unusually strong encouragement of individualistic

eccentricity destroy nationalizing institutions. The national political parties found a peaceable

common ground on every issue involving white individuals’ opportunities except slavery – and

for a long while on that issue too.

The point is that agitation over slavery ultimately superseded all other agitations and alone

could expose a democratic system’s most deep-seated, most universal limits. Despite its cult of

majority rule, democracy is very susceptible to minority control. A minority that knows what it

wants and knows how to manipulate the system will defeat a less determined majority every

time. The impasse comes when a majority grows equally determined and the minority cannot

accept defeat. The problem is particularly explosive when the minority is a powerful ruling

class and the dogma of government by consent permits imperious rulers to withdraw from the

republic. In the United States, only the slavery issue called forth this sort of inflexible

minority, determined to use every available power to rule supposedly barbaric blacks, assuredly

infuriating outsiders, and uncertainly softhearted insiders. And in the NewWorld, only the US

republican system swelled intransigent slaveholders with the illusion that they could command

their own fate, whether by dominating or by departing a republic.

Lower South slaveholders exhausted all means of dominating before they departed. They

tried ideological persuasion. That partly failing, they tried lynchings. That partly failing,

they tried shaming dissenters into loyalty. Fearing verbal coercion would fail, they tried

protective laws that might consolidate vulnerable outposts. When the northern majority

finally found minority governance intolerable, the southern minority (or rather, initially, the

secessionist minority of the southern minority) withdrew its consent to be ruled.

Two democratic imperatives clashed here: the majority’s right to govern, Lincoln’s favorite

wartime slogan, and the minority’s right to withdraw consent to be governed, Jefferson Davis’s

favorite patriotic emblem. The ideological clash would blur in the second half of the Civil War,

after Lincoln’s Union came to fight for slaves’ right to withdraw their consent to be ruled by

slaveholders. But in the first half of the Civil War, when Lincoln rejected black troops and

repudiated his generals’ emancipation initiatives, the issue was stark. Lincoln’s Union initially
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fought to contain a minority that had controlled and now would revoke majority rule. The

slaveholders fought to establish a Confederacy that would save a minority’s consent to be

governed and prevent the minority’s property from becoming a discussable issue. Latin

American slavery controversies never carried the added burden of these showdowns over

republicanism. And so in all the Americas after the Haitian slave revolt, only in the United

States did the final fate of slavery hang on the verdict supposedly reserved for undemocratic

governments: Whose regime can rally the largest and most sustained commitment on the

battlefields?

Notes

1 The most important published secondary sources for this essay are discussed in the bibliography

below. To avoid repetition, these notes will be restricted to sources of quotations, statistics, etc., to

occasional comments on primary sources, and to acknowledgment of unpublished insights of fellow

historians.

2 A point forcefully made in Seymour Drescher, ‘‘The Long Goodbye: Dutch Capitalism and

Antislavery in Comparative Perspective,’’ American Historical Review, 99 (Feb. 1994), 44–69.

3 All US demographic statistics in this essay are drawn from The Statistics of the Population of the United

States, Francis A. Walker, comp. (Washington, 1872), 11–74, and from US Bureau of the Census,

A Century of Population Growth: From the First Census of the United States to the Twelfth, 1790–1900

(Washington, 1909).

4 For the Brazilian/Cuban figures, see Robert Conrad, The Destruction of Brazilian Slavery, 1850–1888

(Berkeley, 1972), 283, and Rebecca J. Scott, Slave Emancipation in Cuba: The Transition to Free Labor,

1860–1899 (Princeton, 1985), 7.

5 David Brion Davis, Slavery and Human Progress (New York, 1984), 291.

6 Conrad, Destruction of Brazilian Slavery, 301.

Questions to consider

. In what ways was the American South different from its Latin American neighbors?

. In what ways was it divided from within?

. How, according to Freehling, did rich slaveholders convince poor white Southerners

to side with them against a rising Republican party that had at least theoretical

political appeal?

. To a great extent, this essay is about the role of minorities in American history. Can

you think of other examples of powerful minorities who were able to exert an

influence disproportionate to their size? (You might consider the role of abolitionists

here.) Do you tend to see their influence as positive or negative?
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Chapter 3

The Impending Crisis: Primary Sources

Speech on the Compromise of 1850

John C. Calhoun

For decades, the principal spokesman for the planter class – and in the minds of many

Southerners, the region generally – was John C. Calhoun. Over the course of his long

career, Calhoun served as secretary of war, vice-president, senator, secretary of state,

and political philosopher, evolving from a staunch nationalist at the time of the War of

1812 into a committed sectionalist by the time of the Compromise of 1850, which he

adamantly opposed before his death that year. In this speech, Senator Calhoun urges his

colleagues to reject the measure. Ask yourself: in what ways does, and doesn’t, this

excerpt correspond to the themes in William Freehling’s essay?

John C. Calhoun’s speech to the United States Senate against the Compromise of 1850 (March

4, 1850), in John C. Calhoun Papers in the American Memory, Historical Collections for the

National Digital Library, Library of Congress.

[ . . . ]

What has caused this widely diffused and almost universal discontent? . . .

One of the causes is, undoubtedly, to be traced to the long-continued agitation of the slave

question on the part of the North, and the many aggressions which they have made on the

rights of the South during the time. . . .

There is another lying back of it – with which this is intimately connected – that may be

regarded as the great and primary cause. This is to be found in the fact that the equilibrium

between the two sections, in the Government as it stood when the constitution was ratified and

the Government put in action, has been destroyed. At that time there was nearly a perfect

equilibrium between the two, which afforded ample means of each to protect itself against the

aggression of the other; but, as it now stands, one section has the exclusive power of controlling



the Government, which leaves the other without any adequate means of protecting itself

against its encroachment and oppression . . .

As, then, the North has the absolute control over the Government, it is manifest, that on all

questions between it and the South, where there is a diversity of interests, the interests of the

latter will be sacrificed to the former, however oppressive the effects may be; as the South

possesses no means by which it can resist, through the action of the Government. But if there

was no question of vital importance to the South, in reference to which there was a diversity of

views between the two sections, this state of things might be endured, without the hazard

of destruction to the South. But such is not the fact. There is a question of vital importance to

the Southern section, in reference to which the views and feelings of the two sections are as

opposite and hostile as they can possibly be.

I refer to the relation between the two races in the Southern section, which constitutes a vital

portion of her social organization. Every portion of the North entertains views and feelings

more or less hostile to it. . . . On the contrary, the Southern section regards the relation as one

which cannot be destroyed without subjecting the two races to the greatest calamity, and the

section to poverty, desolation, and wretchedness; and accordingly they feel bound, by every

consideration of interest and safety, to defend it.

This hostile feeling on the part of the North towards the social organization of the South

long lay dormant, but it only required some cause to act on those who felt most intensely that

they were responsible for its continuance, to call it into action. The increasing power of this

Government, and of the control of the Northern section over all its departments, furnished the

cause. It was this which made an impression on the minds of many, that there was little or no

restraint to prevent the Government from doing whatever it might choose to do. This was

sufficient of itself to put the most fanatical portion of the North in action, for the purpose of

destroying the existing relation between the two races in the South.

In Which the Reader is Introduced to a Man of Humanity

Harriet Beecher Stowe

‘‘So this is the little lady that made this great war,’’ Abraham Lincoln was reputed to have

said upon meeting Harriet Beecher Stowe in 1862. If the story happened as told,

Lincoln was undoubtedly joking – to a point. No one person ‘‘made’’ the Civil War (not

even the president himself, who no doubt took solace reminding himself of this amid

the ordeal). To many Americans, however, even the millions who never read her book

but nevertheless regarded her and her characters as household names, Stowe was the

woman who for better or worse crystallized the argument as it raged in culture and

politics and crested on battlefields.

The daughter, wife, and mother of ministers, Stowe was a native New Englander who

saw slavery first-hand as a young woman living near the Ohio River in the 1830s and

1840s. Like many Northerners, she was enraged by the passage of the Fugitive Slave Act

as part of the Compromise of 1850 – she, like Calhoun, but for very different reasons,

opposed the Compromise – and when her sister-in-law encouraged her to use that rage

to change the hearts and minds of others she took up that challenge. The story she was
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inspired to write appeared in monthly segments in 1851–2, and was published in book

form shortly afterward. It became one of the best-selling books of all time, and the most

famous book written by an American in the nineteenth century.

This opening chapter gives a flavor of Stowe’s writing – and the fierce, as well

as clever and even amusing, strategies she used to attack the great social evil of

her time. It also reflects the romantic racism of even the most well-intentioned

Northerners.

Harriet Beecher Stowe, ‘‘In Which the Reader is Introduced to a Man of Humanity,’’ in Uncle

Tom’s Cabin (1851), pp. 1–10.

Late in the afternoon of a chilly day in February, two gentlemen were sitting alone over their

wine, in a well-furnished dining-parlor, in the town of P–, in Kentucky. There were no

servants present, and the gentlemen, with chairs closely approaching, seemed to be discussing

some subject with great earnestness.

For convenience’ sake, we have said, hitherto, two gentlemen. One of the parties, however,

when critically examined, did not seem, strictly speaking, to come under the species. He was a

short, thick-set man, with coarse, common-place features, and that swaggering air of

pretension which marks a low man who is trying to elbow his way upward in the world. He was

much over-dressed, in a gaudy vest of many colors, a blue neckerchief, bedropped gayly with

yellow spots, and arranged with a flaunting tie, quite in keeping with the general air of the man.

His hands, large and coarse, were plentifully bedecked with rings; and he wore a heavy gold

watch-chain, with a bundle of seals of portentous size, and a great variety of colors, attached to

it, – which, in the ardor of conversation, he was in the habit of flourishing and jingling with

evident satisfaction. His conversation was in free and easy defiance of Murray’s Grammar, and

was garnished at convenient intervals with various profane expressions, which not even the

desire to be graphic in our account shall induce us to transcribe.

His companion, Mr. Shelby, had the appearance of a gentleman; and the arrangements of the

house, and the general air of the housekeeping, indicated easy, and even opulent circumstances.

As we before stated, the two were in the midst of an earnest conversation.

‘‘That is the way I should arrange the matter,’’ said Mr. Shelby.

‘‘I can’t make trade that way – I positively can’t, Mr. Shelby,’’ said the other, holding up a

glass of wine between his eye and the light.

‘‘Why, the fact is, Haley, Tom is an uncommon fellow; he is certainly worth that sum

anywhere, – steady, honest, capable, manages my whole farm like a clock.’’

‘‘You mean honest, as niggers go,’’ said Haley, helping himself to a glass of brandy.

‘‘No; I mean, really, Tom is a good, steady, sensible, pious fellow. He got religion at a camp-

meeting, four years ago; and I believe he really did get it. I’ve trusted him, since then, with

everything I have, – money, house, horses, – and let him come and go round the country; and

I always found him true and square in everything.’’

‘‘Some folks don’t believe there is pious niggers, Shelby,’’ said Haley, with a candid flourish

of his hand, ‘‘but I do. I had a fellow, now, in this yer last lot I took to Orleans – it was as good as

a meetin’ now, really, to hear that critter pray; and he was quite gentle and quiet like. He

fetched me a good sum, too, for I bought him cheap of a man that was ’bliged to sell out; so

I realized six hundred on him. Yes, I consider religion a valeyable thing in a nigger, when it’s

the genuine article, and no mistake.’’
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‘‘Well, Tom’s got the real article, if ever a fellow had,’’ rejoined the other. ‘‘Why, last fall,

I let him go to Cincinnati alone, to do business for me, and bring home five hundred dollars.

‘Tom,’ says I to him, ‘I trust you, because I think you’re a Christian – I know you wouldn’t

cheat.’ Tom comes back, sure enough; I knew he would. Some low fellows, they say, said to

him – ‘Tom, why don’t you make tracks for Canada?’ ‘Ah, master trusted me, and I couldn’t,’ –

they told me about it. I am sorry to part with Tom, I must say. You ought to let him cover the

whole balance of the debt; and you would, Haley, if you had any conscience.’’

‘‘Well, I’ve got just as much conscience as any man in business can afford to keep, – just

a little, you know, to swear by, as ’twere,’’ said the trader, jocularly; ‘‘and, then, I’m

ready to do anything in reason to ’blige friends: but this yer, you see, is a leetle too hard

on a fellow – a leetle too hard.’’ The trader sighed contemplatively, and poured out some

more brandy.

‘‘Well, then, Haley, how will you trade?’’ said Mr. Shelby, after an uneasy interval of silence.

‘‘Well, haven’t you a boy or gal that you could throw in with Tom?’’

‘‘Hum! – none that I could well spare; to tell the truth, it’s only hard necessity makes me

willing to sell at all. I don’t like parting with any of my hands, that’s a fact.’’

Here the door opened, and a small quadroon boy, between four and five years of age, entered

the room. There was something in his appearance remarkably beautiful and engaging. His

black hair, fine as floss silk, hung in glossy curls about his round, dimpled face, while a pair of

large dark eyes, full of fire and softness, looked out from beneath the rich, long lashes, as he

peered curiously into the apartment. A gay robe of scarlet and yellow plaid, carefully made and

neatly fitted, set off to advantage the dark and rich style of his beauty; and a certain comic air of

assurance, blended with bashfulness, showed that he had been not unused to being petted and

noticed by his master.

‘‘Hulloa, Jim Crow!’’ said Mr. Shelby, whistling, and snapping a bunch of raisins towards

him, ‘‘pick that up, now!’’

The child scampered, with all his little strength, after the prize, while his master laughed.

‘‘Come here, Jim Crow,’’ said he. The child came up, and the master patted the curly head,

and chucked him under the chin.

‘‘Now, Jim, show this gentleman how you can dance and sing.’’ The boy commenced one of

those wild, grotesque songs common among the negroes, in a rich, clear voice, accompanying

his singing with many comic evolutions of the hands, feet, and whole body, all in perfect time

to the music.

‘‘Bravo!’’ said Haley, throwing him a quarter of an orange.

‘‘Now, Jim, walk like old Uncle Cudjoe, when he has the rheumatism,’’ said his master.

Instantly the flexible limbs of the child assumed the appearance of deformity and distortion,

as, with his back humped up, and his master’s stick in his hand, he hobbled about the room, his

childish face drawn into a doleful pucker, and spitting from right to left, in imitation of an

old man.

Both gentlemen laughed uproariously.

‘‘Now, Jim,’’ said his master, ‘‘show us how old Elder Robbins leads the psalm.’’ The boy

drew his chubby face down to a formidable length, and commenced toning a psalm tune

through his nose, with imperturbable gravity.

‘‘Hurrah! bravo! what a young ’un!’’ said Haley; ‘‘that chap’s a case, I’ll promise. Tell you

what,’’ said he, suddenly clapping his hand on Mr. Shelby’s shoulder, ‘‘fling in that chap, and

I’ll settle the business – I will. Come, now, if that ain’t doing the thing up about the rightest!’’

At this moment, the door was pushed gently open, and a young quadroon woman,

apparently about twenty-five, entered the room.
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There needed only a glance from the child to her, to identify her as its mother. There was the

same rich, full, dark eye, with its long lashes; the same ripples of silky black hair. The brown of

her complexion gave way on the cheek to a perceptible flush, which deepened as she saw the

gaze of the strange man fixed upon her in bold and undisguised admiration. Her dress was of

the neatest possible fit, and set off to advantage her finely moulded shape; – a delicately formed

hand and a trim foot and ankle were items of appearance that did not escape the quick eye of the

trader, well used to run up at a glance the points of a fine female article.

‘‘Well, Eliza?’’ said her master, as she stopped and looked hesitatingly at him.

‘‘I was looking for Harry, please, sir;’’ and the boy bounded toward her, showing his spoils,

which he had gathered in the skirt of his robe.

‘‘Well, take him away, then,’’ said Mr. Shelby; and hastily she withdrew, carrying the child

on her arm.

‘‘By Jupiter,’’ said the trader, turning to him in admiration, ‘‘there’s an article, now! You

might make your fortune on that ar gal in Orleans, any day. I’ve seen over a thousand, in my

day, paid down for gals not a bit handsomer.’’

‘‘I don’t want to make my fortune on her,’’ said Mr. Shelby, dryly; and, seeking to turn the

conversation, he uncorked a bottle of fresh wine, and asked his companion’s opinion of it.

‘‘Capital, sir, – first chop!’’ said the trader; then turning, and slapping his hand familiarly on

Shelby’s shoulder, he added –

‘‘Come, how will you trade about the gal? – what shall I say for her – what’ll you take?’’

‘‘Mr. Haley, she is not to be sold,’’ said Shelby. ‘‘My wife would not part with her for her

weight in gold.’’

‘‘Ay, ay! women always say such things, ’cause they ha’n’t no sort of calculation. Just show

’em how many watches, feathers, and trinkets, one’s weight in gold would buy, and that alters

the case I reckon.’’

‘‘I tell you, Haley, this must not be spoken of; I say no, and I mean no,’’ said Shelby,

decidedly.

‘‘Well, you’ll let me have the boy, though,’’ said the trader; ‘‘you must own I’ve come down

pretty handsomely for him.’’

‘‘What on earth can you want with the child?’’ said Shelby.

‘‘Why, I’ve got a friend that’s going into this yer branch of the business – wants to buy up

handsome boys to raise for the market. Fancy articles entirely – sell for waiters, and so on, to

rich ’uns, that can pay for handsome ’uns. It sets off one of yer great places – a real handsome

boy to open door, wait, and tend. They fetch a good sum; and this little devil is such a comical,

musical concern, he’s just the article.’’

‘‘I would rather not sell him,’’ said Mr. Shelby, thoughtfully; ‘‘the fact is, sir, I’m a humane

man, and I hate to take the boy from his mother, sir.’’

‘‘O, you do? – La! yes – something of that ar natur. I understand, perfectly. It is mighty

onpleasant getting on with women, sometimes. I al’ays hate these yer screechin’ screamin’

times. They are mighty onpleasant; but, as I manages business, I generally avoids ’em, sir. Now,

what if you get the girl off for a day, or a week, or so; then the thing’s done quietly, – all over

before she comes home. Your wife might get her some earrings, or a new gown, or some such

truck, to make up with her.’’

‘‘I’m afraid not.’’

‘‘Lor bless ye, yes! These critters an’t like white folks, you know; they gets over things, only

manage right. Now, they say,’’ said Haley, assuming a candid and confidential air, ‘‘that this

kind o’ trade is hardening to the feelings; but I never found it so. Fact is, I never could do

things up the way some fellers manage the business. I’ve seen ’em as would pull a woman’s
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child out her arms, and set him up to sell, and she screechin’ like mad all the time; – very bad

policy – damages the article – makes ’em quite unfit for service sometimes. I knew a real

handsome gal once, in Orleans, as was entirely ruined by this sort o’ handling. The fellow that

was trading for her didn’t want her baby; and she was one of your real high sort, when her

blood was up. I tell you, she squeezed up her child in her arms, and talked, and went on real

awful. It kinder makes my blood run cold to think on’t; and when they carried off the child, and

locked her up, she jest went ravin’ mad, and died in a week. Clear waste, sir, of a thousand

dollars, just for want of management, – there’s where ’tis. It’s always best to do the humane

thing, sir; that’s been my experience.’’ And the trader leaned back in his chair, and folded his

arms, with an air of virtuous decision, apparently considering himself a second Wilberforce.

The subject appeared to interest the gentleman deeply; for while Mr. Shelby was

thoughtfully peeling an orange, Haley broke out afresh, with becoming diffidence, but as if

actually driven by the force of truth to say a few words more.

‘‘It don’t look well, now, for a feller to be praisin’ himself; but I say it jest because it’s the

truth. I believe I’m reckoned to bring in about the finest droves of niggers that is brought in, –

at least, I’ve been told so; if I have once, I reckon I have a hundred times, – all in good case, – fat

and likely, and I lose as few as any man in the business. And I lays it all to my management, sir;

and humanity, sir, I may say, is the great pillar of my management.’’

Mr. Shelby did not know what to say, and so he said, ‘‘Indeed!’’

‘‘Now, I’ve been laughed at for my notions, sir, and I’ve been talked to. They an’t pop’lar,

and they an’t common; but I stuck to ’em, sir; I’ve stuck to ’em, and realized well on ’em; yes,

sir, they have paid their passage, I may say,’’ and the trader laughed at his joke.

There was something so piquant and original in these elucidations of humanity, that Mr.

Shelby could not help laughing in company. Perhaps you laugh, too, dear reader; but you know

humanity comes out in a variety of strange forms nowadays, and there is no end to the odd

things that humane people will say and do.

Mr. Shelby’s laugh encouraged the trader to proceed.

‘‘It’s strange, now, but I never could beat this into people’s heads.Now, there wasTomLoker,

my old partner, down in Natchez; he was a clever fellow, Tom was, only the very devil with

niggers, –onprincipal ’twas, you see, for a betterhearted fellernever brokebread; ’twashis system,

sir. I used to talk to Tom. ‘Why, Tom,’ I used to say, ‘when your gals takes on and cry, what’s

the use o’ crackin’ on ’em over the head, and knockin’ on ’em round? It’s ridiculous,’ says I,

‘and don’t do no sort o’ good. Why, I don’t see no harm in their cryin’,’ says I; ‘it’s natur,’ says

I, ‘and if natur can’t blow off one way, it will another. Besides, Tom,’ says I, ‘it jest spiles your

gals; they get sickly, and down in the mouth, and sometimes they gets ugly, – particular yallow

gals do, – and it’s the devil and all gettin’ on ’em broke in. Now,’ says I, ‘why can’t you kinder

coax ’em up, and speak ’em fair? Depend on it, Tom, a little humanity, thrown in along, goes a

heap further than all your jawin’ and crackin’; and it pays better,’ says I, ‘depend on’t.’ But

Tom couldn’t get the hang on’t; and he spiled so many for me, that I had to break off with him,

though he was a good-hearted fellow, and as fair a business hand as is goin’.’’

‘‘And do you find your ways of managing do the business better than Tom’s?’’ said

Mr. Shelby.

‘‘Why, yes, sir, I may say so. You see, when I anyways can, I takes a leetle care about the

onpleasant parts like selling young’uns and that, – get the gals out of the way – out of sight, out

of mind, you know, – and when it’s clean done and can’t be helped, they naturally gets used to

it. ’Tan’t, you know, as if it was white folks, that’s brought up in the way of ’spectin’ to keep

their children and wives, and all that. Niggers, you know, that’s fetched up properly, ha’n’t no

kind of ’spectations of no kind; so all these things comes easier.’’

‘‘I’m afraid mine are not properly brought up, then,’’ said Mr. Shelby.
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‘‘S’pose not; you Kentucky folks spile your niggers. You mean well by ’em, but ’tan’t no real

kindness, arter all. Now, a nigger, you see, what’s got to be hacked and tumbled round the

world, and sold to Tom, and Dick, and the Lord knows who, ’tan’t no kindness to be givin’ on

him notions and expectations, and bringin’ on him up too well, for the rough and tumble comes

all the harder on him arter. Now, I venture to say, your niggers would be quite chop-fallen in a

place where some of your plantation niggers would be singing and whooping like all possessed.

Every man, you know, Mr. Shelby, naturally thinks well of his own ways; and I think I treat

niggers just about as well as it’s ever worth while to treat ’em.’’

‘‘It’s a happy thing to be satisfied,’’ said Mr. Shelby, with a slight shrug, and some

perceptible feelings of a disagreeable nature.

‘‘Well,’’ said Haley, after they had both silently picked their nuts for a season, ‘‘what do

you say?’’

‘‘I’ll think the matter over, and talk with my wife,’’ said Mr. Shelby. ‘‘Meantime, Haley, if

you want the matter carried on in the quiet way you speak of, you’d best not let your business in

this neighborhood be known. It will get out among my boys, and it will not be a particularly

quiet business getting away any of my fellows, if they know it, I’ll promise you.’’

‘‘O! certainly, by all means, mum! of course. But I’ll tell you, I’m in a devil of a hurry, and

shall want to know, as soon as possible, what I may depend on,’’ said he, rising and putting on

his overcoat.

‘‘Well, call up this evening, between six and seven, and you shall have my answer,’’ said

Mr. Shelby, and the trader bowed himself out of the apartment.

‘‘I’d like to have been able to kick the fellow down the steps,’’ said he to himself, as he saw

the door fairly closed, ‘‘with his impudent assurance; but he knows how much he has me at

advantage. If anybody had ever said to me that I should sell Tom down south to one of those

rascally traders, I should have said, ‘Is thy servant a dog that he should do this thing?’ And now

it must come, for aught I see. And Eliza’s child, too! I know that I shall have some fuss with my

wife about that; and, for that matter, about Tom, too. So much for being in debt, – heigho! The

fellow sees his advantage, and means to push it.’’

Perhaps the mildest form of the system of slavery is to be seen in the State of Kentucky. The

general prevalence of agricultural pursuits of a quiet and gradual nature, not requiring those

periodic seasons of hurry and pressure that are called for in the business of more southern

districts, makes the task of the negro a more healthful and reasonable one; while the master,

content with a more gradual style of acquisition, has not those temptations to hardheartedness

which always overcome frail human nature when the prospect of sudden and rapid gain is

weighed in the balance, with no heavier counterpoise than the interests of the helpless and

unprotected.

Whoever visits some estates there, and witnesses the good-humored indulgence of some

masters and mistresses, and the affectionate loyalty of some slaves, might be tempted to dream

the oft-fabled poetic legend of a patriarchal institution, and all that; but over and above the

scene there broods a portentous shadow – the shadow of law. So long as the law considers all

these human beings, with beating hearts and living affections, only as so many things belonging

to a master, – so long as the failure, or misfortune, or imprudence, or death of the kindest

owner, may cause them any day to exchange a life of kind protection and indulgence for one of

hopeless misery and toil, – so long it is impossible to make anything beautiful or desirable in the

best-regulated administration of slavery.

Mr. Shelby was a fair average kind of man, good-natured and kindly, and disposed to easy

indulgence of those around him, and there had never been a lack of anything which might

contribute to the physical comfort of the negroes on his estate. He had, however, speculated

largely and quite loosely; had involved himself deeply, and his notes to a large amount had
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come into the hands of Haley, and this small piece of information is the key to the preceding

conversation.

Now, it had so happened that, in approaching the door, Eliza had caught enough of the

conversation to know that a trader was making offers to her master for somebody.

She would gladly have stopped at the door to listen, as she came out; but her mistress just

then calling, she was obliged to hasten away.

Still she thought she heard the trader make an offer for her boy; – could she be mistaken?

Her heart swelled and throbbed, and she involuntarily strained him so tight that the little fellow

looked up into her face in astonishment.

‘‘Eliza, girl, what ails you to-day?’’ said her mistress, when Eliza had upset the wash-pitcher,

knocked down the work-stand, and finally was abstractedly offering her mistress a long night-

gown in place of the silk dress she had ordered her to bring from the wardrobe.

Eliza started. ‘‘O missis!’’ she said, raising her eyes; then bursting into tears, she sat down in

a chair and began sobbing.

‘‘Why, Eliza, child! what ails you?’’ said her mistress.

‘‘O! missis, missis,’’ said Eliza, ‘‘there’s been a trader talking with master in the parlor!

I heard him.’’

‘‘Well, silly child, suppose there has.’’

‘‘O, missis, do you suppose mas’r would sell my Harry?’’ And the poor creature threw herself

into a chair, and sobbed convulsively.

‘‘Sell him! No, you foolish girl! You know your master never deals with those southern

traders, and never means to sell any of his servants, as long as they behave well. Why, you silly

child, who do you think would want to buy your Harry? Do you think all the world are set on

him as you are, you goosie? Come, cheer up, and hook my dress. There now, put my back hair

up in that pretty braid you learnt the other day, and don’t go listening at doors any more.’’

‘‘Well, but, missis, you never would give your consent – to – to –’’

‘‘Nonsense, child! to be sure, I shouldn’t. What do you talk so for? I would as soon have one

of my own children sold. But really, Eliza, you are getting altogether too proud of that little

fellow. A man can’t put his nose into the door, but you think he must be coming to buy him.’’

Reassured by her mistress’ confident tone, Eliza proceeded nimbly and adroitly with her

toilet, laughing at her own fears, as she proceeded.

Mrs. Shelby was a woman of high class, both intellectually and morally. To that natural

magnanimity and generosity of mind which one often marks as characteristic of the women of

Kentucky, she added high moral and religious sensibility and principal, carried out with great

energy and ability into practical results. Her husband, who made no professions to any

particular religious character, nevertheless reverenced and respected the consistency of hers,

and stood, perhaps, a little in awe of her opinion. Certain it was that he gave her unlimited

scope in all her benevolent efforts for the comfort, instruction, and improvement of her

servants, though he never took any decided part in them himself. In fact, if not exactly a

believer in the doctrine of the efficiency of the extra good works of saints, he really seemed

somehow or other to fancy that his wife had piety and benevolence enough for two – to indulge

a shadowy expectation of getting into heaven through her superabundance of qualities to which

he made no particular pretension.

The heaviest load on his mind, after his coversation with the trader, lay in the foreseen

necessity of breaking to his wife the arrangement contemplated, – meeting the importunities

and opposition which he knew he should have reason to encounter.

Mrs. Shelby, being entirely ignorant of her husband’s embarrassments, and knowing only

the general kindliness of his temper, had been quite sincere in the entire incredulity with which
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she had met Eliza’s suspicions. In fact, she dismissed the matter from her mind, without a

second thought; and being occupied in preparations for an evening visit, it passed out of her

thoughts entirely.

Questions to consider

. What are some of the reasons you imagine might lead slaveholders to sell slaves?

How realistic is the scenario depicted here?

. How does Stowe depict Haley the slave trader? Mr Shelby? How important are the

distinctions between them?

. What are the strengths and weaknesses of Stowe’s depiction of slaves?

. Stowe’s novel went on to become a best-seller: what, do you believe, was the nature

of its great appeal?

Uncle Tom’s Cabin

Louisa S. McCord

Uncle Tom’s Cabin generated a fierce backlash in the South. A series of ‘‘Anti-Tom’’

novels followed in its wake with titles like Aunt Phillis’s Cabin (1852); The Cabin and the

Parlor (1852); Uncle Robin in His Cabin in Virginia (1853); The Planter’s Northern Bride

(1854); and so on. There were dozens, each trying to refute various aspects of Stowe’s

depiction of slavery, all – often unwillingly – flattering her through imitation.

The book also provoked a strong critical response to the South on the part of

reviewers who challenged Stowe’s depiction of an institution she did not know

intimately. Among the most important of these responses came from essayist Louisa

McCord, whose review of the book for The Southern Quarterly Review in January 1853 is

excerpted here. Note that this selection includes an analysis of Chapter 1 of the novel,

included above. McCord was a slave-owner, and had run a plantation on her own

previous to her marriage; at the time that this review was written she was well known

and respected North and South for her translations, reviews, and political essays.

Louisa S. McCord, ‘‘Uncle Tom’s Cabin,’’ in Southern Quarterly Review vol. 7, no. 13 ( January 7,

1853), 81–120 in Louisa S. McCord: Political and Social Essays, ed. Richard C. Lounsbury

(Charlottesville: University Press of Virginia, 1995), pp. 245–80. Reprinted with permission of the

University of Virginia Press.

Truly it would seem that the labour of Sisyphus is laid upon us, the slaveholders of these

southern United States. Again and again have we, with all the power and talent of our clearest

heads and strongest intellects, forced aside the foul load of slander and villainous aspersion so
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often hurled against us, and still, again and again, the unsightly mass rolls back, and, heavily as

ever, fall the old refuted libels, vamped, remodelled, and lumbering down upon us with all the

force, or at least impudent assumption, of new argument. We anticipate here the answer and

application of our charitable opponents. We, too, have studied our mythology, and remember

well, that the aforesaid Sisyphus was condemned to his torment for the sins of injustice,

oppression, and tyranny.1 Like punishment to like sin will, no doubt, be their corollary. Boldly,

however, before God and man, we dare hold up our hand and plead ‘‘not guilty.’’ Clearly

enough do we see through the juggle of this game. It is no hand of destiny, no fiat of Jove,

which rolls back upon us the labouring bulk. There is an agent behind the curtain, vulnerable at

least as ourselves; and the day may yet come when, if this unlucky game cease not, the

destructive mass shall find another impetus, and crush beneath its unexpected weight the hand

which now directs it, we scarce know whether in idle wantonness or diabolic malice.

Among the revelations of this passing year, stand prominent the volumes we are about to

review. In the midst of political turmoil, Mrs. Harriet Beecher Stowe has determined to put her

finger in the pot, and has, it would seem, made quite a successful dip. Wordy philanthropy –

which blows the bellows for discontent, and sends poor fools wandering through the clouds

upon its treacherous breezes, yet finds no crumb of bread for one hungry stomach – is at a high

premium nowadays. Ten thousand dollars (the amount, it is said, of the sales of her work) was,

we presume, in the lady’s opinion, worth risking a little scalding for. We wish her joy of her ten

thousand thus easily gained, but would be loath to take with it the foul imagination which could

invent such scenes, and the malignant bitterness (we had almost said ferocity) which, under the

veil of christian charity, could find the conscience to publish them. Over this, their new-laid

egg, the abolitionists, of all colours – black, white, and yellow – foreign and domestic – have set

up so astounding a cackle, it is very evident, that (labouring, perhaps, under some mesmeric

biologic influence) they think the goose has laid its golden egg at last. They must wake up from

their dream, to the sad disappointment of finding their fancied treasure an old addle thing,

whose touch contaminates with its filth.

There is nothing new in these volumes. They are, as we have said, only the old Sisyphus

rock, which we have so often tumbled over, tinkered up, with considerable talent and cunning,

into a new shape, and rolled back upon us. One step, indeed, we do seem to have gained. One

accusation at least, which, in bygone times, used to have its changes rung among the charges

brought against us, is here forgotten. We see no reference to the old habit, so generally

(according to some veracious travellers) indulged in these Southern States, of fattening negro

babies for the use of the soup-pot. This, it would appear, is a species of black broth which

cannot be swallowed any longer. If, however, Mrs. Stowe has spared us the story of this

delectable soup, with the small nigger paws floating in it by way of garnish, truly it is all that she

has spared us. Libels almost as shocking to humanity she not only indulges herself in detailing,

but dwells upon with a gusto and a relish quite edifying to us benighted heathen, who,

constantly surrounded (as according to her statements we are) by such moving scenes and

crying iniquities, yet, having ears, hear not, and having eyes, see not2 those horrors whose

stench become[s] an offence to the nostrils of our sensitive and self-constituted directors.

[ . . . ]

But let us look a little into the drama of our romance. The book opens with the introduction

of ‘‘two gentlemen,’’ seated at a table in a house, of which the general style ‘‘indicated easy, and

even opulent circumstances.’’ The master of the house is one of the ‘‘gentlemen.’’ The other,

‘‘when critically examined, did not seem, strictly speaking, to come under the species.’’ [LSM’s

italics] This gentleman, who proves to be a slave-trader, but who must be so critically examined

to discover that he is not strictly a gentleman, seems, however, quite at his ease, and rattles his
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watch-seals like a man of consequence, hale fellow well met with the opulent signor, whom

he constantly and familiarly terms Shelby (leaving off the form of Mr.) and occasionally

slaps on the back, to make his conversation more impressive. Into what society can Mrs. Stowe

have been admitted, to see slave-traders so much at their ease in gentlemen’s houses? We

have lived at the South, in the very heart of a slave country, for thirty years out of forty

of our lives, and have never seen a slavetrader set foot in a gentleman’s house. Such a début

argues somewhat queerly for the society with which madame and her clerk-brother have

associated, and prepares us for some singular scenes in the elegant circles to which she

introduces us.3

To give some idea of the style of these volumes, we will presently quote a page from the

conversation of these two gentlemen. Mr. Shelby, the opulent owner of the house, is, it appears,

in debt to an amount not stated, but, as he proposes paying his debt by the transfer of one negro,

we are to presume that it does not exceed a thousand dollars. Strange to say, this opulent

Kentucky gentleman has no resource in so pressing a difficulty but the sale of a favourite negro,

the manager of his farm and his companion from childhood. There are, apparently, neither

banks nor friends who could loan so enormous a sum as one thousand dollars to rescue the

opulent gentleman from this difficulty, or Mr. Shelby is of the same opinion, perhaps, as our

little girl of six years old, who shakes her head gravely and exclaims, ‘‘One thousand dollars!

Why, there is not so much money in this world, I think.’’ At any rate it is so insurmountable a

difficulty that, for this one thousand dollars, our opulent gentleman forgets that he is a

gentleman – forgets that he is a man – forgets honour, principle, gratitude, and common sense,

and offers his old black friend, his father’s slave, his childhood’s companion and guardian, the

manager of his farm, the husband and father of a whole family of attached servants, to this

brute of a slave-dealer, with decidedly more coolness than we could command in ordering the

whipping of a thievish cur. To heighten the value of the commodity offered, this gentleman is

praising his wares in rather singular language, by the way, for an educated man: ‘‘Tom is a good,

steady, sensible, pious fellow. He got religion at a camp-meeting, four years ago’’ [LSM’s

italics]. To which remark the gentleman negro trader, who must be so critically examined to

discover that he is not strictly of the first stamp, responds (we beg our readers to notice the

elegant familiarity of his style):

Some folks don’t believe there is pious niggers, Shelby, [ . . . ] but I do. I had a fellow, now, in this

yer last lot I took to Orleans – ’twas as good as a meetin’, now, really, to hear that critter pray; and

he was quite gentle and quiet like. He fetched me a good sum, too, for I bought him cheap of a man

that was ’bliged to sell out; so I realized six hundred on him. Yes, I consider religion a valeyable

thing in a nigger, when it’s the genuine article, and no mistake.

To this, instead of kicking the scoundrel out of doors, our opulent gentleman answers, politely

falling into the tone of his companion:

‘‘Well, Tom’s got the real article, if ever fellow had, [ . . . ] You ought to let him cover the whole

balance of the debt; and you would, Haley, if you had any conscience.’’

‘‘Well, I’ve got just asmuch conscience as anyman in business can afford to keep – just a little, you

know, to swear by, as ’twere,’’ said the trader, jocularly; ‘‘and, then, I’m ready to do anything in

reason to ’blige friends; but this yer, you see, is a leetle too hard on a fellow – a leetle too hard.’’

O tempora! O mores! This is a leetle too hard to swallow. But let us go on. After a little more

conversation of the same kind, ‘‘a small quadroon boy, four or five <between four and five>
years of age,’’ makes his appearance. Evidently this ‘‘small quadroon’’ is a gentleman at large,
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and a pet in the family, for he enters unsummoned, is patted on his ‘‘curly head,’’ and ‘‘chucked

[ . . . ] under the chin’’ by his master, who receives him in whistling and ‘‘snapping a bunch of

raisins at <towards> him.’’ The gentleman master then, for the amusement of his gentleman

visitor, causes his ‘‘small quadroon’’ to go through sundry funny exhibitions, such as imitating

‘‘Uncle Cudjoe when he has the rheumatism,’’ showing ‘‘how old Elder Robbins leads the

psalm,’’ etc., during which exhibitions ‘‘both the gentlemen laughed uproariously.’’ [LSM’s

italics] On their termination, the gentleman visitor bursts out anew:

‘‘Hurrah! bravo! what a young ’un! [ . . . ] that chap’s a case, I’ll promise. Tell you what,’’ said he,

suddenly clapping his hand on Mr. Shelby’s shoulder, ‘‘fling in that chap, and I’ll settle the

business – I will. Come, now, if that ain’t doing the thing up about the rightest!’’

The mother of the child, at that moment making her appearance, carries him off; and as soon as

she leaves the room, our facetious and gentlemanly trader, struck with her saleable qualities,

takes a new start.

‘‘By Jupiter! [ . . . ] there’s an article now! You might make your fortune on that ar gal in Orleans,

any day. I’ve seen over a thousand, in my day, paid down for gals not a bit handsomer.’’

TheWestminster finds no vulgarity nor exaggeration in these volumes! In answer to this vulgar

insolence, the master of the house can apparently find no better way of showing his

disapprobation than by uncorking a fresh bottle of wine, of which he politely asks the opinion

of his polished guest.

‘‘Capital, sir – first chop!’’ said the trader; then turning, and slapping his hand familiarly on

Shelby’s shoulder, he added: ‘‘Come, how will you trade about the gal?’’

But enough of this disgusting vulgarity. Need we say to any reader who has ever associated

with decent society anywhere, that Mrs. Stowe evidently does not know what ‘‘a gentleman’’ is.

We will pass over the one who, upon critical examination, shows that he is somewhat deficient;

but what will any gentleman or lady say to Mr. Shelby? Mrs. Stowe has associated much, it

would appear, with negroes, mulattoes, and abolitionists; possibly, in her exalted dreams for

the perfection of the race, she has forgotten the small punctilios of what, in the ordinary

parlance of the world, is called decent society. She will, therefore, perhaps, excuse a hint from

us, that her next dramatic sketch would be much improved by a somewhat increased decency of

deportment in her performers. Whatever may be the faults, the vices, or the crimes of any man

holding the position of gentleman (at least we vouch for a southern community), he would be

above such coarse vulgarity. We would suggest, too – as she, no doubt taken up with her

glorious aspirations and high and uncommon feelings, has forgotten what portion of common

ones more ordinary creatures have – that it would be well to allow the appearance of the shadow

of such even to us wretched slaveholders. If we are brutes, we usually try to appear a little more

like human beings; and it would decidedly look more ‘‘nateral like’’ so to represent us. She

describes this Mr. Shelby as ‘‘a fair average kind of man, good-natured and kindly’’ [19]; and

yet, after the above scene, and a great deal more of discussion as to how a mother bears to have

her children taken from her, in which the negrotrading gentleman, Haley, edifies the opulent

gentleman, Shelby, with sundry descriptions in the taste and tone of the following:

‘‘I’ve seen ’em as would pull a woman’s child out of her arms, and set him up to sell, and she

screechin’ like mad all the time – very bad policy – damages the article – makes ’em quite unfit for
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service sometimes. I knew a real handsome gal once, in Orleans, as was entirely ruined by this sort

o’ handling. The fellow that was tradin’ <trading> for her didn’t want her baby; and she was one of

your real high sort, when her blood was up. I tell you, she squeezed up her child in her arms, and

talked, and went on real awful. It kinder makes my blood [run] cold to think on’t; and when they

carried off the child, and locked her up, she jest went ravin’ mad, and died in a week. Clear waste,

sir, of a thousand dollars, just for want of management.’’

After this, we say, the ‘‘good-natured and kindly’’ Mr. Shelby determines to sell the child in a

quiet way, to avoid the screechin’, by stealing it away from its mother. Upon this very probable

and natural incident, as Mrs. Stowe and the Westminster pronounce it, turns the principal

romance of the story. The woman runs away with her child, and after adventures infinite,

finally arrives among the Quakers and in Canada, etc.

[ . . . ]

To conclude. We have undertaken the defence of slavery in no temporizing vein. We do not

say it is a necessary evil. We do not allow that it is a temporary makeshift to choke the course of

Providence for man’s convenience. It is not ‘‘a sorrow and a wrong to be lived down.’’ We

proclaim it, on the contrary, a Godlike dispensation, a providential caring for the weak, and a

refuge for the portionless. Nature’s outcast, as for centuries he appeared to be, he – even from

the dawning of tradition, the homeless, houseless, useless negro – suddenly assumes a place,

suddenly becomes one of the great levers of civilization. At length the path marked out for him

by Omniscience becomes plain. Unfit for all progress, so long as left to himself, the negro has

hitherto appeared simply as a blot upon creation, and already the stronger races are, even in his

own land, threatening him with extinction. Civilization must spread. Nature seems to require

this, by a law as stringent as that through which water seeks its level. The poor negro,

astounded by the torrent of progress which, bursting over the world, now hangs menacingly

(for to the wild man is not civilization always menacing?) above him, would vainly follow with

the stream, and is swept away in the current. Slavery, even in his own land, is his destiny and

his refuge from extinction. Beautifully has the system begun to expand itself among us. Shorn

of the barbarities with which a slavery established by conquest and maintained by brute force is

always accompanied, we have begun to mingle with it the graces and amenities of the highest

Christian civilization. Have begun, we say, for the work is but begun. The system is far from its

perfection, and at every step of its progress is retarded by a meddling fanaticism, which has in

it, to borrow a quotation from Mrs. Stowe herself, ‘‘a dread, unhallowed necromancy of evil,

that turns things sweetest and holiest to phantoms of horror and affright’’. Our system of

slavery, left to itself, would rapidly develop its higher features, softening at once to servant and

to master. The satanic school of arguers are far too much inclined to make capital of man’s

original sin, and to build upon this foundation a perfect tower of iniquitous possibilities,

frightful even to imagine. Men are by no means as hopelessly wicked as Mrs. Stowe and others

of this school would argue; and these would do well to remember, that when God created man,

‘‘in the image of God created he him;’’ and though ‘‘sin came into the world and death by sin,’’4

yet is the glorious, though clouded, image still there, and erring man is still a man, and

not a devil.

We, too, could speculate upon the possibilities of this system, and present a picture in

beautiful contrast with Mrs. Stowe’s, as purely bright as hers is foully dark; but, as we

remarked earlier in our argument, the fairest reasoning is not from what a system might be, but

from what it is. We grant that there is crime, there is sin, there is abuse of power under our

laws; but let the abolitionist show us any rule where these are not. Utopias have been vainly

dreamed. That system is the best which, not in theory, but in practice, brings the greatest sum
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of good to the greatest number. We challenge history, present and past, to show any system of

government which, judged by this test, will be found superior to the one we defend.

‘‘Oh liberté!’’ exclaimed Mme. Roland, when led to the scaffold, ‘‘que de crimes a-t-on

commis en ton nom!’’5 Theoretic virtues are more dangerous than open vice. Cloaks for every

crime, they are pushed boldly forward, stifling our natural sense of practical right, and blinding

men with the appearance of a righteousness, which dazzles like the meteor, but warms not like

the sun. Theoretic liberty and theoretic bread satisfy neither the hungry soul nor the hungry

stomach, and many a poor fugitive to the land of freedom, sated full with both, has wept to

return to the indulgent master and the well filled corncrib. The negro, left to himself, does not

dream of liberty. He cannot indeed grasp a conception which belongs so naturally to the brain

of the white man. In his natural condition, he is, by turns, tyrant and slave, but never the free

man. You may talk to the blind man of light, until he fancies that he understands you, and

begins to wish for that bright thing which you tell him he has not; but vainly he rolls his

sightless orbs, unhappy that he cannot see the brightness of that beam whose warmth before

sufficed to make him happy. Thus it is with the moral sunbeam of the poor negro. He cannot

see nor conceive the ‘‘liberty’’ which you would thrust upon him, and it is a cruel task to

disturb him in the enjoyment of that life to which God has destined him. He basks in his

sunshine, and is happy. Christian slavery, in its full development, free from the fretting

annoyance and galling bitterness of abolition interference, is the brightest sunbeam which

Omniscience has destined for his existence.

L. S. M.

Questions to consider

. McCord begins her excerpt by citing the Greek myth of Sisyphus, who was forced by

Hades, the god of the Underworld, to perpetually roll a boulder up a hill, only to have

it roll down again when it reaches the top. How is this metaphor relevant to her

understanding of the South’s image regarding slavery?

. How does McCord attack the scenario in the first chapter of Uncle Tom’s Cabin? How

compelling do you find her critique?

. Juxtapose McCord’s ideas about race with Stowe’s: how does each understand the

proper relationship between whites and blacks?

Escaped Slave Advertisements from
The Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin

Harriet Beecher Stowe

The critical attacks on Uncle Tom’s Cabin led Stowe to respond with a rejoinder: a huge

compendium of facts she called The Key to Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1853). The Key was

designed to refute criticism of her understanding of slavery, and to show that her
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portrayal was, if anything, too mild. To that end, she included a series of advertisements

for runaway slaves. As you read them, ask yourself: how effectively do these function as

evidence of the evils of slavery?What are their limits?What are their strengths as pieces

of primary evidence?

Harriet Beecher Stowe, ‘‘Slaves as They Are, On Testimony of Owners,’’ in The Key to Uncle

Tom’s Cabin (Salem, NH: Ayer Co., 1987; reprint of 1854 edn), pp. 346–9.

SLAVES AS THEY ARE, ON TESTIMONYOF OWNERS

The investigation into the actual condition of the slave population at the South is beset with

many difficulties. So many things are said pro and con – so many said in one connexion and

denied in another – that the effect is very confusing.

Thus we are told that the state of the slaves is one of blissful contentment; that they would not

take freedom as a gift; that their family relations are only now and then invaded; that they are a

stupid race, almost sunk to the condition of animals; that generally they are kindly treated, &c.

In reading over some two hundred Southern newspapers this fall, the author has been struck

with the very graphic and circumstantial pictures, which occur in all of them, describing

fugitive slaves. From these descriptions one may learn a vast many things. The author will here

give an assortment of them, taken at random. It is a commentary on the contented state of the

slave population that the writer finds two or three always, and often many more, in every one of

the hundreds of Southern papers examined.

In reading the following little sketches of ‘‘slaves as they are,’’ let the reader notice:

1 The colour and complexion of the majority of them.

2 That it is customary either to describe slaves by some scar, or to say, ‘‘No scars recollected.’’

3 The intelligence of the parties advertised.

4 The number that say they are free that are to be sold to pay jail fees.

Every one of these slaves has a history – a history of woe and crime, degradation, endurance,

and wrong. Let us open the chapter.

South-side Democrat, October 28, 1852. Petersburgh, Virginia:

REWARD

Twenty-five dollars, with the payment of all necessary expenses, will be given for the

apprehension and delivery of my man CHARLES, if taken on the Appomattox river, or within

the precincts of Petersburgh. He ran off about a week ago, and if he leaves the neighbourhood, will

no doubt make for Farmville and Petersburgh. He is a mulatto, rather below the medium height

and size, but well proportioned, and very active and sensible. He is aged about 27 years, has a mild,

submissive look, and will, no doubt, show the marks of a recent whipping if taken, He must be

delivered to the care of Peebles, White, Davis, & Co.

Oct. 25.–3t. R. H. de Jarnett, Lunenburgh.

Poor Charles! – mulatto! – has a mild, submissive look, and will probably show marks of a

recent whipping!

———
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Kosciusko Chronicle, November 24, 1852:

COMMITTED

To the Jail of Attila County, on the 8th instant, a negro boy, who calls his name GREEN, and

says he belongs to James Gray, of Winston County. Said boy is about 20 years old, yellow

complexion, round face, has a scar on his face, one on his left thigh, and one in his left hand: is

about 5 feet 6 inches high. Had on when taken up a cotton check shirt, Linsey pants, new cloth cap,

and was riding a large roan horse about 12 or 14 years old, and thin in order. The owner is

requested to come forward, prove property, pay charges, and take him away, or he will be sold to

pay charges.

Oct. 12, 1852. E. B. Sanders, Jailer A. C.

n12tf.

———

Capitolian Vis-à-Vis, West Baton Rouge, Nov. 1, 1852.

ONE HUNDRED DOLLARS REWARD.

Runaway from the subscriber, in Randolph County, on the 18th of October, a yellow boy,

named JIM. This boy is 19 years old, a light mulatto with dirty sunburnt hair inclined to be

straight; he is just 5 feet 7 inches high, and slightly made. He had on when he left a black cloth cap,

black cloth pantaloons, a plaided sack coat, a fine shirt, and brogan shoes. One hundred dollars will

be paid for the recovery of the above-described boy, if taken out of the State, or fifty dollars if taken

in the State.

Mrs. S. P. Hall,

Nov. 4, 1852. Huntsville, Mo.

———

American Baptist, Dec. 20, 1852:

TWENTY DOLLARS REWARD FOR A PREACHER.

The following paragraph, headed ‘‘Twenty Dollars Reward,’’ appeared in a recent number of

the New Orleans Picayune:

‘‘Runaway from the plantation of the undersigned the negro man Shedrick, a preacher, 5 feet

9 inches high, about 40 years old, but looking not over 23, stamped N. E. on the breast, and having

both small toes cut off. He is of a very dark complexion, with eyes small but bright, and a look quite

insolent. He dresses good, and was arrested as a runaway at Donaldsonville, some three years ago.

The above reward will be paid for his arrest, by addressing Messrs. Armant Brothers, St. James

parish, or A. Miltenberger & Co., 30, Carondelet-street.’’

Here is a preacher who is branded on the breast and has two toes cut off – and will look insolent

yet! There’s depravity for you!

———

Jefferson Inquirer, Nov. 27, 1852:

ONE HUNDRED DOLLARS REWARD.

Ranaway from my plantation, in Bolivar County, Miss., a negro man named MAY, aged

40 years, 5 feet 10 or 11 inches high, copper coloured, and very straight; his front teeth are good

and stand a little open; stout through the shoulders, and has some scars on his back that show above

the skin plain, caused by the whip; he frequently hiccups when eating, if he has not got water handy;
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he was pursued into Ozark County, Mo, and there left. I will give the above reward for his

confinement in jail, so that I can get him.

James H. Cousar,

Nov. 13, lm. Victoria, Bolivar County, Mississippi.

Delightful master to go back to, this man must be!

———

The Alabama Standard has for its motto, ‘‘Resistance to tyrants is obedience to God.’’

Date of Nov. 29th, this advertisement:

COMMITTED

To the Jail of Choctaw County, by Judge Young, of Marengo County, a RUNAWAY SLAVE,

who calls his name BILLY, and says he belongs to the late William Johnson, and was in the

employment of John Jones, near Alexandria, La. He is about 5 feet 10 inches high, black, about

40 years old, much scarred on the face and head, and quite intelligent.

The owner is requested to come forward, prove his property, and take him from jail, or he will be

disposed of according to law.

S. S. Houston, Jailer, C. C.

Dec. 1, 1852. tf.

Query: whether this ‘‘quite intelligent’’ Billy hadn’t been corrupted by hearing this incendiary

motto of the Standard?

———

Knoxville (Tennessee) Register, Nov. 3rd:

LOOK OUT FOR RUNAWAYS! TWENTY-FIVE DOLLARS REWARD!

RANAWAY from the subscriber, on the night of the 26th July last, a negro woman named

HARRIET. Said woman is about 5 feet 5 inchcs high, has prominent cheek-bones, large mouth

and good front teeth, tolerably spare built, about 26 years old. We think it probable she is

harboured by some negroes not far from John Mynatt’s in Knox County, where she and they are

likely making some arrangements to get to a free State: or she may be concealed by some

negroes (her connexions) in Anderson County, near Clinton. I will give the above reward for

her apprehension and confinement in any prison in this State, or I will give fifty dollars for her

confinement in any jail out of this State, so that I get her.

Nov. 3. 4m. H. B. Goens, Clinton, Tenn.

———

The Alexandria Gazette, November 29, 1852, under the device of Liberty trampling on a

tyrant, motto, Sic ‘‘semper tyrannis,’’ has the following:

TWENTY-FIVE DOLLARS REWARD.

Ranaway from the subscriber, living in the County of Rappahannock, on Tuesday last, Daniel, a

bright mulatto, about 5 feet 8 inches high, about 35 years old, very intelligent, has been a waggoner

for several years, and is pretty well acquainted from Richmond to Alexandria. He calls himself

DANIEL TURNER; his hair curls without showing black blood, or wool; he has a scar on one

cheek, and his left hand has been seriously injured by a pistol-shot, and he was shabbily dressed

when last seen. I will give the above reward if taken out of the county, and secured in jail, so that

I get him again, or ten dollars if taken in the county. A. M. Willis.

Rappahannock Co., Va, Nov. 29.–eo 1m.
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Another ‘‘very intelligent,’’ straight-haired man. Who was his father?

———

The New Orleans Daily Crescent, office, No. 93, St. Charlesstreet; Tuesday morning,

December 13, 1852:

BROUGHT TO THE FIRST DISTRICT POLICE PRISON.

NANCY, a griffe, about 34 years old, 5 feet 1 3
4
inch high, a scar on left wrist; says she belongs to

Madame Wolf.

CHARLESHALL, a black, about 18 years old, 5 feet 6 inches high; says he is free, but supposed

to be a slave.

PHILOMONIA, a mulattress, about 10 years old, 4 feet 3 inches high; says she is free, but

supposed to be a slave.

COLUMBUS, a griffe, about 21 years old, 5 feet 5 3
4
inches high; says he is free, but supposed to

be a slave.

SEYMOUR, a black, about 21 years old, 5 feet 1 3
4
inch high; says he is free, but supposed to be a

slave.

The owners will please to comply with the law respecting them.

J. Worrall, Warden.

New Orleans, Dec. 14, 1852.

What chance for any of these poor fellows who say they are free?

Notes

1 More precisely, Sisyphus, king of Corinth, suffered for insulting the gods (hubris). Sentenced to die

for betraying one of Zeus’ love affairs, Sisyphus instructed his wife Merope to refuse his body proper

burial. In the Underworld he persuaded Hades to permit him to visit earth, so that he might punish

Merope for her impiety before returning to the Under-world. Hades agreed; Sisyphus then was

careful never to punish Merope. But when he came to die of old age, Hades had not forgotten the trick

and sentenced Sisyphus eternally to roll up a hill a boulder which, at the summit, eternally rolls back

down again.

2 Ps. 115:5–6; Jer. 5:21.

3 ‘‘In no State in the Union is a negro-trader less respected, than in South Carolina. It has always been

so within the recollection of the writer, which extends to more than half a century. Familiar with most

of the Southern States, he believes the same feeling of dislike exists everywhere in the slaveholding

country. They are always contemptuously called by the negroes, ‘speculators’; and it would astonish

Cuffee to see ‘a speculator’ at a gentleman’s table, no less than to see a black face like his own taking

wine with ‘mauser.’ ’’ David James McCord, ‘‘Life of a Negro Slave,’’ Southern Quarterly Review,

n.s., 7 (Jan. 1853): 206–27; 209.

4 Gen. 1:27; Rom. 5:12.

5 Jeanne-Marie Philipon Roland de La Platière (1754–93), French revolutionary; her husband was a

Girondin leader, her salon a center of Girondin activity; guillotined with other Girondins.
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Part II

Justifying the War

Plate 4 Snappy Shot: Portrait of an enlisted man, 23rd Massachusetts Volunteers, Company A, taken

some time between 1860 and 1865. Soldiers departing for the front often had formal portraits made for

family and friends as keepsakes.



Chapter 4

The Spirit of ’61

George M. Fredrickson

Wars are never merely fought: they are always explained – before, during, and after the

event. Moreover, wars almost always have more than one explanation, explanations

that may differ even among people on the same side, and which may shift in emphasis or

appear or disappear entirely. The recent Iraq War, for example, was discussed in terms

of weapons of mass destruction, overthrowing a brutal regime, and protecting

important strategic interests in a volatile part of the world. Each of these explanations

was embraced by some – and questioned, if not outrightly rejected, by others. For if

wars always have their supporters, they always have their critics (even if those

supporters and critics deem it politic to be silent at times).

Few American wars have been more complex, even elusive, in their justification than

the Civil War. On the surface at least, the cause(s) may seem simple enough: ending

slavery/protecting slavery; saving the Union/preserving the Southern way of life; an

opportunity for adventure/an imperative to defend home and family. Yet the closer

some historians look at such explanations, the more mysterious they become. Why did

the South, which controlled so many key government offices in the Federal

government, take such a risk in attempting to leave the Union? Why did Northern

boys, most of whom were indifferent at best about slavery, feel compelled to leave their

homes and risk death, disease and even financial disaster? Very often, there are no single

answers to such questions. Indeed it finally seems impossible to truly understand the

Civil War by viewing it in terms of a single cause, because any cause consists of a variety

of people, each of whom may be inspired by a variety of motivations, experiences, and

structural imperatives.

One group of people who pay a lot of attention to justifications is intellectuals.

Justifications are ideas, and ideas – articulating them, attacking them, defending

or revising them – are intellectuals’ stock-in-trade. While they typically cultivate

an air of detachment and reflection, dramatic events often led writers and artists

to think of themselves, whether rightly or with an exaggerated sense of their own

importance, as crucial figures in helping society respond. In this chapter from his classic



1965 book The Inner Civil War, George M. Fredrickson, an eminent historian on race

relations, traces the varied responses to the outbreak of the Civil War among

Northern intellectuals.

George M. Fredrickson, ‘‘The Spirit of ’61,’’ in The Inner Civil War: Northern Intellectuals and the

Crisis of the Union (New York: Harper & Row, 1965), pp. 65–78.

The South’s attack on Fort Sumter, wrote the New York Times three days after the event, has

made the North ‘‘a unit’’; for ‘‘one intense, inspiring sentiment of patriotism has fused all other

passions in its fiery heat.’’ Two weeks later, another paper described the ‘‘wonderful

transformation which has taken place in the public mind since the fall of Fort Sumter,’’ and

called the enthusiastic response to the President’s call for volunteers ‘‘the most remarkable

event of this and probably of any age.’’1 As a group, the intellectuals participated fully in the

public enthusiasm. Unlike more unreflective patriots, however, they sought to explain and

justify their passion, and, as might be expected, the explanations and justifications were various

and contradictory.

Emerson, who only a few days earlier had been willing to see the Union go to pieces in the

hope that ‘‘adult individualism’’ could now replace formal institutions of government, rejoiced

in the post-Sumter ‘‘whirlwind of patriotism’’ which was ‘‘magnetizing all discordant masses

under its terrific unity.’’ What impressed him most about the public reaction was its

spontaneity. ‘‘It is an affair of instincts,’’ he told his lecture audience; ‘‘we did not know we had

them; we valued ourselves as cool calculators; we were very fine with our learning and culture,

with our science that was of no country, and our religion of peace; – and now a sentiment

mightier than logic, wide as light, strong as gravity, reaches into the college, the bank, the farm-

house, and the church. It is the day of the populace; they are wiser than their teachers. . . . I will

never again speak lightly of a crowd.’’2 Emerson, who had always been an admirer of ‘‘noble

passions’’ but had heretofore considered them the prerogative of isolated genius, had now lost

his contempt for the masses and for crowds of all kinds and seemed willing to accept collective

feeling as the equivalent of individual intuition. The war spirit was inspiring because there

seemed to be nothing formal or institutional about it; it was ‘‘a sentiment mightier than logic’’

which was reaching into dead institutions and bringing forth live men.

If the opening of the war had apparently converted Emerson to the Whitmanic faith that

divine human nature could be expressed by mass democracy, it had made Whitman himself

more optimistic than ever about the capabilities of the people en masse. Up to this time,

Whitman had never really found an answer to the question of what would hold together the

unorganized populace, if one dispensed, as he desired, with all institutions; but the spirit of

1861 suggested that the ideological fervor of a people at war for the democratic idea could be

the cohesive force; and Whitman celebrated this fervor in his early war poems.

From the beginning Whitman, like President Lincoln, regarded the slavery question as

secondary. ‘‘The negro was not the chief thing,’’ he recalled in later years; ‘‘the chief thing was to

stick together.’’3 Yet, even though he was not an abolitionist, his Unionism (again like Lincoln’s)

derived in no essential way from the rights-of-authority school. It was based squarely on the

idea of an American mission – the belief that the advance of democracy in the world depended

on the preservation of the American nation. Whitman and Lincoln were almost alone among

the philosophers of Unionism in giving a strong democratic meaning to the conflict.4
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One way in which the war would realize the promise of American democracy, according to

Whitman, was by raising men’s sights from material interests. Whitman, who before the war

had described his disgust with American materialism, as reflected in ‘‘the shallowness and

miserable selfism of these crowds of men, with all their minds so blank of high humanity

and aspiration,’’ had come to recognize that the great danger of democracy was the opening it

gave for the wrong kind of individualism – the pursuit of personal advantage.5 As a result, he

was quick to hail the new patriotic spirit as an antidote to materialism.

Long, too long, O land,

Traveling roads all even and peaceful, you learn’d from joys and prosperity only;

But now, ah now, to learn from crisis of anguish – advancing, grappling with direst fate, and

recoiling not;

And now to conceive and show to the world, what your children en-masse really are;

(For who except myself has yet conceived what your children en-masse really are?)6

In addition to being tested by adversity, Americans were also being saved from an excessive

attachment to institutions. In ‘‘Beat! Beat! Drums!’’ Whitman rejoiced in the manner of

Emerson at the way the war spirit would go ‘‘Into the solemn church and scatter the

congregation’’ and ‘‘Into the school where the scholar was studying.’’ It would not even leave

‘‘the bridegroom quiet with his bride.’’ In another poem, he expressed genuine pleasure at the

disruption of ordinary institutional life that preceded the creation of a mass army. Describing

the ‘‘torrents of men’’ going to war as representing ‘‘DEMOCRACY’’ breaking forth with

thunder and lightning, Whitman indicated that his hunger for ‘‘primal energies,’’ for ‘‘Nature’s

dauntlessness’’ was finally satisfied. ‘‘I am glutted,’’ he wrote;

I have witness’d the true lightning – I have witness’d my cities electric;

I have lived to behold man burst forth, and warlike America rise.7

Since Whitman’s ‘‘DEMOCRACY’’ was an irrational, quasinatural force, or a collective

emotion, he could easily lead himself to think that all war patriotism was enthusiasm for liberty,

equality, and fraternity. For him, as for Emerson, all large passions seemed to come from the

cosmic spirit.

Other believers in a cosmic spirit, however, were not satisfied with patriotic or even

ideological enthusiasm as the expression of the divine energy. They hoped that the spirit of

1861 could be deepened and transformed into an explicitly religious feeling, a burning

millennial faith.

One such millennialist was Henry James, Sr., a Swedenborgian philosopher, who had often

sounded like Emerson. In a lecture of 1849, James had proclaimed that ‘‘society affords no

succor to the divine life in man,’’ – ‘‘there exists no tie either natural or social, as society is now

constituted, which does not tend to slavery, which does not cheat man’s soul of its fair

proportions.’’ But he had rejected Emersonian individualism as an end in itself. Existing

society, he felt, should be replaced by a communal order based on love – what he called the

reign of ‘‘divine-natural humanity.’’8 In this aspiration, James was in complete agreement with

‘‘fraternity’’ transcendentalists like Parker and Conway. In the Fourth of July oration he gave

in Newport in 1861, James described the war as a great step in the progress of mankind toward

‘‘divine-natural humanity.’’ The American idea of liberty, for which he believed the North was

fighting, was not simply liberty under a constitution, it was that transcendental liberty ‘‘which

is identical with the God-made constitution of the human mind itself, and which consists in the
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inalienable rights of every man to believe according to the unbridled inspiration of his own

heart, and to act according to the unperverted dictates of his own understanding.’’9

Unlike Whitman, and more emphatically than Emerson, however, James made his national

fulfillment dependent upon a conscious repudiation of slavery. Without this change of heart,

there was no value in patriotic or Unionist fervor. He spoke for the abolitionists in considering

it essential that the war be turned into an antislavery crusade, that it be fought for universal and

religious rather than national and political concerns. With such a righteous aim, American

society would, in James’ Swedenborgian terms, pass ‘‘from appearance to reality, from passing

shadow to deathless substance.’’ For it was ‘‘the hour of our endless rise into all beautiful

human proportions, into all celestial vigor and beatitude, or [in the unlikely event that slavery

was not abolished and as a result of the war] of our endless decline into all infernality and

uncleanness.’’10 The Jamesian vocabulary was unique, but his millennial expectation, his belief

that an affectionate society of free individuals would somehow emerge out of the bloodshed and

hatred of war, was characteristic of the thinking of many abolitionists in 1861.

There were others who thought, in the late spring and early summer of 1861, that the war,

rather than encouraging anti-institutional or transcendental ideas, would have the opposite

tendency. Charles Eliot Norton, for example, interpreted the unity of the North as being the

product of no ‘‘contagion of a short-lived popular excitement,’’ but a result of the people’s

‘‘conservative love of order, government, and law.’’11

Norton apparently felt that these conservative instincts needed some encouragement, for he

quickly turned to the writing of patriotic tracts. His first effort, The Soldier of the Good Cause,

was directed at the man in the field. In it, Norton tried to impress on the new recruits the value

of discipline. ‘‘Enthusiasm will not supply the place of discipline,’’ he wrote, ‘‘and there is need

of more than a good cause when it comes to the push.’’ One thing that was needed was the

professional military attitude – the conviction that ‘‘the first duty of a soldier is obedience.’’

The volunteer should also understand that motives such as ‘‘enthusiasm for the flag, devotion

to the Union, indignation against traitors, patriotic pride, an honest love of liberty, and hate of

slavery . . . are of too external a character to form a safe and sufficient reliance in this great

contest.’’ Norton then described in a vague way ‘‘motives of deeper and more spiritual origin.’’

Since the war was ‘‘a religious war . . . a man must carry with him the assurance that he is acting

in the immediate presence and as the commissioned soldier of God.’’12

Norton did not explain further what he meant by the ‘‘religious’’ motive, but the fact that it

could be separated from hatred of slavery showed that he was not speaking the language of the

abolitionists. Whatever he meant, his use of Cromwellian rhetoric gave him the momentary

sense that he was playing the role of his Puritan clerical ancestors, that people were listening to

him as the preacher of a stern faith. It is curious to see emancipated Unitarians, of rationalistic,

almost positivistic beliefs, like Norton and the elder Oliver Wendell Holmes, writing in 1861

like seventeenth century Puritans. Holmes, whose urbane and amusing ‘‘One Horse Shay’’ had

put forth the claim that Calvinism was dead, was now writing poems like the ‘‘Army Hymn,’’ a

fervent appeal to the Puritan God of battles.

It was left to Henry W. Bellows to work out with clarity and consistency the meaning of the

‘‘religious’’ impulse in the war. Preaching as the news of Fort Sumter was still coming in,

Bellows told his congregation that he wished ‘‘to know nothing of that kind of religion which

will not defend the sacred interests of society, with all the power, physical and moral, which

God and nature have supplied.’’13 A week later, he further developed his analysis of the close

connection of religion and defense of the Union. Deploring ‘‘the unhappy alienation of church

and state’’ in America, he argued that the state should be ‘‘the body of the church . . . as

essentially and vitally connected with the prosperity and life of the church as the health of our
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bodies with the welfare of our spirits.’’ He then went on to define ‘‘the state’’ in a way that put

to good use his ‘‘doctrine of institutions’’ of 1859. It was nothing less than ‘‘the great common

life of a nation, organized in laws, customs, institutions; its total social being incarnate in

a political unit, having common organs and functions; a living body, with a head and a

heart . . . with a common consciousness. . . . The state is indeed divine, as being the great

incarnation of a nation’s rights, privileges, honor and life. . . . ’’14 Here was one of the ablest

statements of the organic social theory to come out of nineteenth century America. Because he

could argue that the war was being fought for the maintenance of order and in defense of an

inherited way of life, Bellows had a strong position from which to attack all varieties of anti-

institutionalism.

He even found the courage to hint at the supreme heresy – the idea that all recognized

nationalities and established governments rest on the same solid religious basis as that of the

United States. He spoke of nationalism as ‘‘sublimely . . . exhibiting itself’’ in Czarist Russia.

He praised Napoleon III, although ‘‘a despot,’’ as being ‘‘true to [France’s] national instincts

and aspirations. . . . ’’15 Whether Bellows realized it or not, this kind of reasoning could lead to a

repudiation of the doctrines of the Declaration of Independence.

Orestes Brownson in the July issue of his review echoed Bellows in giving a conservative

meaning to the struggle. Incredibly exuberant about the war for a man who a few years

previously had espoused the theories of Calhoun, Brownson called the conflict ‘‘the

thunderstorm that purifies the moral and political atmosphere.’’ Like almost everyone else, he

foresaw salvation of the national character from materialism – its principal vice. A people which

had ‘‘seemed to be wholly engrossed in trade and speculation, selfish, and incapable of any

disinterested, heroic or patriotic effort’’ had responded magnificently to the call for self-

sacrifice. War thus seemed an excellent means of bridling the economic individualism which

had always been Brownson’s major complaint about American life. In addition, the war might

teach another lesson. ‘‘In asserting popular sovereignty, in appealing to the people, and

exaggerating both their wisdom and their virtue,’’ Brownson complained, ‘‘we have overlooked

the necessity and authority of government. . . . ’’ He implied, however, that the war would

reveal to all the limitations of the democratic philosophy and wean the American people from

their absurd political notions.16

With such varying views as those of James and Brownson being enunciated in July 1861, it

would appear that the first three months of the war had brought no consensus on the meaning

of the conflict. The most diverse conclusions had been drawn as to what was signified by the

fact that the American people had divided into two warring nations. There was agreement only

on the fact that the conflict would have a salutary effect on the country, and that pecuniary

selfishness, for one thing, would be cured by the stern purgative of battle. Beyond that,

intellectuals looked either for a closer approximation of the utopia which they saw

foreshadowed in the national creed, or for a society which would reject the more ‘‘dangerous’’

aspects of that creed and return to the ‘‘sound’’ principles of conservative government. Both

parties could not be satisfied.

II

For young men of military age, sharing in the patriotic outburst meant volunteering to fight,

rather than speculating on the meaning of the new Unionist spirit. Personal commitments,

however, could speak louder andmore eloquently of the concerns of the upper-class intellectuals

of the North than all the sermons, articles, and pamphlets. Many of the younger generation of
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NewEnglandBrahmins, for example, rallied to the colorswith an enthusiasmwhich revealed not

only a desire to regenerate the nation but also a hope for personal salvation. Like Charles Eliot

Norton, these grandsons of the old Federalist elite had been seeking somethingworth doing, and

the opportunity for a commission in the army seemed an answer to their prayers.

The Brahmin response to the call for volunteers was seen by Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., as

the answer to his plea for a military experience to stiffen the backbone of America’s ‘‘chryso-

aristocracy.’’ Noting happily that ‘‘the war fever’’ which had seized the North had infected

‘‘our poor ‘Brahmins’,’’ and brought many of them into the army, he suggested that the time

had come at last for the testing of the American aristocrat.17

Some youngpatricianswere especially eager to get into the fray. Scarcely aweek after the firing

on Fort Sumter, Charles Russell Lowell, aroused because the first contingent of Massachusetts

volunteers hadbeen attacked by amobwhile passing throughBaltimore, set off forWashington to

join up. Since rail transportation to the capital was cut off, he had to travel on foot. The young

Emersonian, who had spent so many years in search of a profession which would satisfy his ideal

aspirations, had at last found a vocation. He wrote to his mother fromWashington, after gaining

a commission in the regular army, that ‘‘ . . . the Army is to assume a new position among us – it

will again become a profession.’’18 Fighting in such a glorious war seemed the way to combine

the highest idealism with practical activity. Lowell’s friend Henry Lee Higginson was another

who found going to war a release from the anxiety of being unable to enter any of the acceptable

professions. Higginson was mustered in as a second lieutenant on May 11, 1861. As he

observed later, ‘‘I always did long for some such war, and it came in the nick of time for me.’’19

Another well-born wanderer who found a home in one of the first regiments was Theodore

Winthrop. This young novelist, who, like Parkman, had found his only prewar fulfillment in

the thrill of remote travels and explorations, thought he had now discovered a more fruitful

way to spend his time. After enlisting in the first regiment raised in New York, he wrote to a

friend that he had undertaken a life’s task. Since he believed that the South would have to be

occupied after the war, that the North ‘‘must hold the South as the Metropolitan police holds

New York,’’ he wished to enroll himself ‘‘in the Police of the Nation. And for life, if the Nation

will take me. I do not see that I can put myself, – experience and character – to any more useful

use.’’20 Winthrop’s lifetime service was tragically short. He was killed in June – one of the first

‘‘martyrs’’ of the war.

III

The death of Theodore Winthrop and a few others may have given the North some preview of

what was to come; but it was the unexpected defeat of the Union forces at the First Battle

of Bull Run on July 21 which gave both soldiers and civilians their first real sense of what the

war would be like. Strangely enough, this disaster was greeted by some of the intellectuals with

even greater joy than they had shown after Sumter. Moncure Conway reported after a visit to

Concord that Thoreau was ‘‘in a state of exultation about the moral regeneration of the nation.’’

Wendell Phillips, according to the recollections of one observer, described the defeat as exactly

what was needed and the best thing that could have happened to the North. Henry W. Bellows

agreed; he wrote to the Christian Inquirer on the ‘‘moral necessity of the late defeat,’’ claiming

that ‘‘nothing but the disaster could thoroughly arouse the country to the efforts, the reforms,

and the spirit essential to the proper and vigorous conduct of this war.’’ For Thomas

Wentworth Higginson, the defeat was valuable for a more specific reason; it forced Congress to

pass a stern confiscation law which, on paper at least, freed those slaves directly employed in
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the rebellion. In this action, Higginson saw the first signs of ‘‘a war of emancipation.’’ Since all

these men hoped for a long war which would give free rein to the favorable impulses they

observed, Bull Run was welcome proof that peace would not come too soon.21 A review of the

fuller comments on the new picture of the war suggests, however, that the greatest

encouragement was given to those who sought a reversal of the democratic and humanitarian

tendencies of American thought.

Charles Eliot Norton, to take one exuberant conservative, waxed lyrical over ‘‘the advantages

of defeat’’ in the September Atlantic. Norton, who had long feared that prosperity would lead

to national decadence, could now exult in the fact that ‘‘we are not to expect or hope for a

speedy return of what is called prosperity.’’ How fortunate it was that ‘‘we, who have so long

been eager in the pursuit and accumulation of riches, are now to show more generous energies

in the free spending of our means to gain the valuable object for which we have gone to war.’’

But Norton hoped for more than just the expenditure of wealth by a people grown too fond of

luxury. Striking at the humanitarian reformers, especially the nonresistants who had believed

in the inviolability of human life, Norton argued boldly that human life had been overvalued in

America: ‘‘We have thought it braver to save it than to spend it; and a questionable humanity

has undoubtedly led us sometimes into feeble sentimentalities, and false estimates of its value.’’

Now, however, ‘‘the first sacrifice for which war calls is life; and we must revise our estimates

of its value, if we would conduct our war to a happy end.’’ There should be no flinching at ‘‘the

prospect of the death of our soldiers,’’ not even at the prospect ‘‘that a million men should die

on the battlefield.’’22

In his assault on the ‘‘feeble sentimentalities’’ of an age which had devoted itself to

alleviating suffering rather than justifying it, Norton not only spoke to the necessities of the

hour, but marshaled a powerful new argument which was destined to become a formidable

weapon against philanthropy and reform. Norton had been much impressed with Darwin’s

Origin of Species when it appeared in 1859, and he now presented his tough-minded view of war

as a new and profound application of Darwin’s theories. ‘‘Nature is careless of the single life,’’

he wrote. ‘‘Her processes seem wasteful, but out of seeming waste, she produces her great and

durable results. Everywhere in her works are the signs of life cut short for the sake of some

effect more permanent. . . . ’’23 In what may have been the first use of Darwinism to justify war,

Norton argued from the premise that human progress, like that of the animal kingdom, was

built on pain and loss of life. Invoking such a concept of evolution was one way to give meaning

to the suffering of the Civil War.

Francis Parkman, in a long letter to the Boston Advertiser which appeared about the same

time as Norton’s article, also described the post-Bull Run situation as favorable to national

progress. Parkman, however, had a clearer idea of what form the regeneration of America would

take. ‘‘Our position,’’ he wrote, ‘‘is a solemn, a critical, but not a melancholy one.’’ If American

society had heretofore been ‘‘cramped and vitiated’’ by a ‘‘too exclusive pursuit of material

success,’’ there were signs of a change. If, ‘‘in the absence of an exigency to urge or any great

reward to tempt it, the best character and culture of the nation has remained for the most part in

privacy, while a scum of reckless politicians has choked all the avenues of power,’’ it was evident

already that, ‘‘like a keen fresh breeze, the war has stirred our clogged and humid atmosphere.’’

‘‘The time may come,’’ he concluded, ‘‘when, upheaved from its depths, fermenting and

purging itself, the nation will stand at length clarified and pure in a renewed and strengthened

life.’’24 Parkman, the most pessimistic of the deprived aristocrats of the ante-bellum period,

was thus awakening to the prospect that ‘‘the best character and culture’’ had a new chance to

regain national leadership. In a desperate situation, the nation might scorn the ‘‘scum of

reckless politicians’’ and turn to its ‘‘natural leaders’’ – the heirs of the old Federalist elite.
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Parkman’s optimism was undoubtedly buttressed by the fact that Lowells and Higginsons had

found in the army the positions of prestige and authority that peacetime society had denied

them.

Horace Bushnell, in a sermon delivered on the Sunday after the Bull Run disaster, went

even further than Parkman in heralding the return to an earlier social ideal. Bushnell, who up

to now had lacked an occasion to express his profound hatred of the enlightenment basis

of American politics, seized on Bull Run as evidence that the nation was being punished for

the heinous sin of disregarding God’s own idea of human government. For Bushnell, the origin

of the national troubles lay in the faulty philosophy of the Declaration of Independence.

The American government, he asserted, had been founded ‘‘without moral and religious

ideas; in one view merely a man-made compact. . . . ’’ The dangerous, atheistic doctrines

of natural rights and government by consent had been a poison in the national life: ‘‘ . . . we

have been gradually wearing our nature down to the level of our doctrines; breeding out,

so to speak, the sentiments in it that took hold of authority, till at last, we have brought

ourselves down as closely as may be, to the dissolution of all nationality and all ties of order.

Hence the war.’’25

Bushnell could not completely repudiate the American Revolution, so he alleged that there

was also present in the beginning of the nation an ‘‘historic element,’’ opposed to the visionary

speculations of men like Jefferson and based on those inherited political ideas of New England

which had been ‘‘shaped by religion.’’ The New England way, which specified that

government, rather than being based on consent of the governed, was an ordinance of God, had

been overwhelmed by the democratic impulse set in motion by the Jeffersonian heresies. To

Bushnell’s Old Testament way of thinking, the secular eighteenth century ideology had

thereafter functioned as an American golden calf which had smiled down on the most licentious

behavior. Now, however, the wrath of God could be seen in a disaster like Bull Run, punishing

the people for their idolatry and sinfulness and recalling them to proper respect for traditional

authority. ‘‘Peace will do for angels,’’ he proclaimed fiercely, ‘‘but war is God’s ordinance for

sinners, and they want the schooling of it often. In a time of war, what a sense of discipline is

forced. Here, at least, there must and will be obedience; and the people, outside, get the sense

of it about as truly as the army itself. . . . ’’26

Sermons like those of Bushnell signified a revival of the spirit of New England Federalism,

with its abhorrence of the religious and political views of Jefferson and its passion for order and

popular ‘‘obedience’’ to ministers and others in authority. It was at this time that the Anarchiad,

an almost forgotten collection of virulent attacks on democratic ideas by Federalist poets of the

eighteenth century, was republished, to the great joy of the conservative North American
Review. ‘‘The publication is well timed,’’ announced the journal, ‘‘at an epoch when we are

again threatened with disintegration and anarchy.’’27

By December 1861, Wendell Phillips thought he observed some signs of this recrudescent

Federalism in the policy of the government, particularly in its suspension of the writ of habeas

corpus. Phillips himself had fully repudiated his Federalist ancestors. In his ‘‘Disunion’’

lecture of the previous January, he had noted with pleasure that Federalism seemed safely

dead. ‘‘Our theological aristocracy,’’ he claimed, ‘‘went down before the stalwart blows of

Baptist, Unitarian and Freethinker,’’ and ‘‘theoretical democracy’’ had ‘‘conquered the Federal

Government, and emancipated the working-classes of New England. Bitter was the cup to

honest Federalism and the Essex Junto.’’ Phillips even saw the abolition movement as the

culmination of the ‘‘Democratic principle,’’ which, ‘‘crumbling classes into men,’’ had

‘‘reached the negro at last.’’28 But now, eleven months later, he was afraid that the ‘‘democratic

principle’’ was, for the moment at least, in some danger.
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He pointed to the fact that the government was following a dangerous course in regard to

civil liberties, that each of the three essential rights – ‘‘habeas corpus, the right of free meeting,

and a free press – is annihilated in every square mile of the Republic.’’ He concluded that ‘‘we

are tending toward that strong government which frightened Jefferson; toward that unlimited

debt, that endless army. We have already those alien and sedition laws which, in 1798, wrecked

the Federal Party, and summoned the Democratic into existence.’’29 Phillips did not realize it,

but even as he spoke, Horace Binney, one of the last of the Federalists, was completing a

pamphlet which would provide an elaborate legal defense for the government’s suspension of

habeas corpus. For Binney, as for Phillips, the time of the Alien and Sedition Acts had

returned, but for Binney it was an occasion for rejoicing.30

Despite all his misgivings, however, Phillips was not giving up his hope that the war would

contribute to national salvation. ‘‘ . . . I do not complain of this state of things; but it is

momentous’’ was the conclusion of his catalogue of evils.31 The moral was that the people

should make certain that the price in bad precedents was worth paying by insisting that the

conflict be transformed from a war for the Union into a crusade against slavery.

The abolitionists were beginning to realize in late 1861 that the war was a complex affair. It

was not a short and easy road to emancipation. It had released forces which threatened the kind

of America that the abolitionists hoped to bring into being. It had provided an occasion for the

open expression of a form of conservative thinking that had been underground since the victory

of Jefferson in 1800. It had led to thoughts of a revival of the elitism of the Federalist era in the

minds of those who had quietly cherished the Federalist tradition. The situation was truly

‘‘momentous.’’
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Questions to consider

. What are some of the hopes Northern intellectuals had for what the Civil War could

do for American society in 1861?

. Do you see any similarities in the disparate views of Transcendentalists like Ralph

Waldo Emerson, conservatives like Orestes Brownson, or abolitionist activists like

Wendell Phillips?

. Knowing what you do about how the War turned out, whose views do you think

proved most justified?

. Do you think some of the justifications described here – like the opportunity to be

tested through adversity, or rededicating individuals to religion – have relevance for

other wars?
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Chapter 5

Justifying the War: Primary Sources

The Confederate Cornerstone

Alexander H. Stephens

A former prominent US Congressman (where he was friendly with the good deal less

prominent Abraham Lincoln), Alexander H. Stephens of Georgia was elected vice-

president of the Confederacy in February of 1861. That March, he gave a famous speech

in which he explained the basis of the Confederate nation. What was that basis? How

did Stephens choose to frame it? How compelling do you think it is today as an

explanation for the Civil War?

Alexander H. Stephens, ‘‘The Confederate Cornerstone,’’ March 21, 1861.

[The Confederate] Constitution has put at rest forever all the agitating questions relating to our

peculiar institution – African slavery as it exists among us – the proper status of the negro in

our form of civilization. This was the immediate cause of the late rupture and present

revolution. Jefferson, in his forecast, had anticipated this, as the ‘‘rock upon which the old

Union would split.’’ He was right. What was conjecture with him, is now a realized fact. But

whether he fully comprehended the great truth upon which that rock stood and stands, may be

doubted. The prevailing ideas entertained by him and most of the leading statesmen at the time

of the formation of the old Constitution were, that the enslavement of the African was in

violation of the laws of nature; that it was wrong in principle, socially, morally, and politically.

It was an evil they knew not well how to deal with; but the general opinion of the men of that

day was, that, somehow or other, in the order of Providence, the institution would be

evanescent and pass away. . . . Those ideas, however, were fundamentally wrong. They rested

upon the assumption of the equality of races. This was an error. It was a sandy foundation, and

the idea of a Government built upon it – when the ‘‘storm came and the wind blew, it fell.’’



Our new Government is founded upon exactly the opposite ideas; 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 moral condition. This, our new

Government, is the first, in the history of the world, based upon this great physical,

philosophical, and moral truth. . . .

. . . It is the first Government ever instituted upon principles in strict conformity to nature,

and the ordination of Providence, in furnishing the materials of human society. Many

Governments have been founded upon the principles of certain classes; but the classes thus

enslaved, were of the same race, and in violation of the laws of nature. Our system commits no

such violation of nature’s laws. The negro by nature, or by the curse against Canaan, is fitted

for that condition which he occupies in our system. The architect, in the construction of

buildings, lays the foundation with the proper material – the granite – then comes the brick or

the marble. The substratum of our society is made of the material fitted by nature for it, and by

experience we know that it is the best, not only for the superior but for the inferior race, that it

should be so. It is, indeed, in conformity with the Creator. It is not for us to inquire into the

wisdom of His ordinances or to question them.

Diary Entry

Keziah Goodwyn Hopkins Brevard

Alexander Stephens was a prominent Confederate whose words were read and

evaluated by a large number of people. Keziah Goodwyn Hopkins Brevard, by contrast,

was a white South Carolina widow living on a plantation when Abraham Lincoln was

elected president. As you read this entry from her diary, ask yourself in what ways her

views accord with those of Stephens – and in what ways her particular circumstances

may have shaped her understanding of events and support for the Southern cause.

To what degree do those circumstances limit the broader validity of her reasoning? To

what degree do those circumstances make her position all the more compelling?

Keziah Goodwyn Hopkins Brevard, ‘‘Diary of Keziah Hopkins Brevard’’ 1860, South

Caroliniana Library, University of South Carolina, in Our Common Affairs: Texts from Women in

the Old South, ed. Joan E. Cashin (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), p. 263.

Reprinted by permission of the South Caroliniana Library.

Friday Morning the 9th [1860]. Oh my God!!! This morning heard that Lincoln was elected –

I had prayed that God would thwart his election in some way & I prayed for my Country –

Lord we [know?] not what is to be the result of this – but I do pray if there is to be a crisis that

we all [word missing; lay?] down our lives sooner than free our slaves in our midst – No soul on

this earth is more willing for justice than I am but the idea of being mixed up with free blacks is

horrid!! I must trust in God that he will not forget us as unworthy as we are – Lord save us –

I would give my life to save my Country. I have never been opposed to giveing up slavery if we

could send them out of our Country – I have often wished I had been born in just such a

country – with all our religious privileges & liberties with none of them in our midst – if the
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North had let us alone – the Master & the servant were happy with our advatages – but we had

had vile wretches ever making the restless worse1 than they would have been & from my

experience my own negroes are as happy as I am – happier2 – I never am cross to my servants

without cause & they give me impudence, if I find the least fault, this is of the women the men

are not half as impudent as the women are. I have left a serious & what has been an all absorbing

theme to a common one – but the die is cast – ‘‘Caesar has past the Rubicon.’’3 We now have to

act, God be with us is my prayer & let us all be willing to die rather than free our slaves in their

present uncivilized state.

Disunion for Existing Causes

North Carolina Standard

Not all Southerners supported the Civil War. Indeed, internal dissent was a major

complication for Confederates in regions like eastern Tennessee and western Virginia.

Even before the war broke out, skeptical voices warned that the reasons for war being

offered by Southern leaders did not necessarily justify it. This editorial from the North

Carolina Standard, published three weeks after Lincoln’s election in a state whose loyalty

would sometimes be questioned by Confederate politicians, offers a revealing glimpse

of incipient dissent.

North Carolina Standard, ‘‘Disunion for Existing Causes’’ (December 1, 1860), in Southern

Editorials on Secession, ed. Dwight L. Dumond (Gloucester, MA: Smith, 1964), pp. 284–6.

A Confederacy or Union composed of the fifteen slaveholding States would, after a while,

encounter some of the same difficulties which now beset the existing Union. The States south

of us would produce and export cotton, while the middle or bread-stuff States would become

deeply interested in manufactures. Foreigners from Europe and the North would pour into the

latter, and push the slave population farther south. Manufacturers would demand and obtain

protection, and free labor would contend with and root out slave labor in the middle States,

until at length the latter could commence to agitate against the cotton States as the North is

now agitating against us. As new regions towards the tropics should be acquired by the

Southern Confederacy, and as the demand for cotton increased, the policy of re-opening

the African slave trade would gain ground, and ultimately that trade would be established, and

would be carried on openly under the Southern flag. This would be a death-blow to slavery in

the middle States. It would at once reduce the price of our best slaves from twelve hundred to

four hundred dollars, for the Southern planter would much prefer a barbarian at two hundred

dollars to a civilized negro at five hundred. In addition to this, such a policy would expose the

Southern Confederacy to the hazards of war with the Northern Confederacy and with

European powers.

The two Confederacies, the Northern and the Southern, would meet as rivals at foreign

courts and in foreign markets. Their ministers and merchants would partake of the spirit of the

people at home, and they would cripple each other and involve themselves in endless and most

injurious complications in their intercourse with foreign powers – These foreign powers,
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stimulated by the hope of gain, and disliking us for our popular forms of government, would

insinuate themselves into the very heart of our system – would foment jealousies between the

two Confederacies, and lay one or the other under obligations to them for aid or mediation in

the midst of strifes and wars; and the end would be foreign influence in all our councils, foreign

manners in all our social walks, and foreign gold in the hands of unscrupulous demagogues as

the price of some portion of their country’s liberties.

In case of separation party spirit, the excesses of which are now so obvious and injurious,

would rage with tenfold heat. There would be parties in each Confederacy against each; there

would be parties opposed to and in favor of foreign influence; there would be parties advocating

dictatorial powers in the central governments and parties advocating the largest liberty or least

restraint; there would be parties advocating and parties opposing the acquisition of more

territory; there would be parties siding with the great body of people, and parties endeavoring

to grasp exclusive privileges for the few at the expense of the many. In the midst of all this war

would most probably be waged along the lines of the two Confederacies – war interrupted only

by hollow truces, or by compromises made but never intended to be observed, or by mediations

at the hands of foreign powers. Of course as the result of all this industry would languish, trade

would be obstructed, education would be neglected, internal improvements of all kinds would

be arrested, and the morals of society would be injured. War would raise up standing armies,

which would obstruct civil rule and eat out the substance of the people. This would be the case

especially in the Southern States, where large armies would be necessary not only for defensive

operations against the foreign Northern States, but to keep the slave population in subjection.

The result would be military despotism. The Legislatures of the Southern States would have to

sit perpetually or clothe their Governors with large discretionary powers. These powers would

be abused, and the voice of law and the claims of justice would be unheard amid the alarms of

war. – Constitutional liberty would no longer be the birthright of our people, but instead thereof

we would have discretionary powers, martial law, military rule, oppressive taxation, perpetual

contentions, and civil and servile war.

Such are some of the evils which would most probably result from disunion for existing

causes. Disunion at this time will certainly occasion war. If a peaceful separation in the last

resort could be effected, the two Confederacies, or any number of Confederacies might tread

their respective paths without engaging in mortal conflict. They might at length re-unite in a

new union on foundations more lasting than the present; but if any one State shall secede, with

the expectation of drawing other States after her, and if blood shall be shed, the beginning, the

middle, and the end will be civil war. The States thus forced out, though they will sympathize

with the State which committed them to disunion against their will, and though they may stand

by her and defend her in her extremity, yet they will dislike her and watch her as an evil star in

the new constellation. A violent separation would, therefore, sow the seeds of discord in the

new Confederacy. It would commence its career with growing antagonisms in its members. It

would be a forced union which time would dissolve or passion fret to pieces.

There is only one evil greater than disunion, and that is the loss of honor and Constitutional

right. That evil the people of the South will never submit to. Sooner than submit to it they would

put their shoulders to the pillars, as Samson did, and tear down the temple, though they

themselves should perish in the ruins. But our honor as a people is still untarnished – our

Constitutional rights, so far as the federal government is concerned, are still untouched. If the

federal government should attempt even to tarnish the one or to deprive us of the other, we for

one would be ready to resist, and ready to dissolve the Union without regard to consequences.

But not now! – the non-slaveholder says not now! – the slaveholder, whose property civil war

would involve in imminent peril, says not now! – millions of our friends in the free States say
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not now! If we must dissolve the Union, let us do it as one people, and not by a bare majority.

Let us wait until the people of the State are more united on the subject than they are now.

Depend upon it our people are not submissionists. If their rights should be assailled they will

defend them. But if they should not be assailed, and if we can preserve the government with

safety and honor to ourselves, in the name of all that is sacred let us do so.

Questions to consider

. What reasons does the newspaper give for questioning whether a separate Southern

nation would achieve desired objectives? How compelling is the logic of the editorial?

. Does the newspaper refuse to support secession? How would you describe its

stance? What would the editorial staff regard as the best way to take North Carolina

out of the Union?

A Constitutional View of the Late War Between the States

Alexander H. Stephens

Disgraced by defeat in 1865, denied a seat in the Senate by Radical Republicans in 1866,

Alexander Stephens temporarily left politics in the late 1860s to write a two-volume

treatment of the Civil War published in 1868 and 1870. In the first volume, he offered

readers an introductory overview of the South’s justification for secession. How do you

compare the excerpt below to that of the ‘‘Cornerstone’’ speech? What threads of

logic connect them? How is the emphasis different? What factors might explain the

difference?

Alexander H. Stephens, ‘‘Introduction,’’ in A Constitutional View of the Late War Between the

States (Philadelphia: The National Publishing Co., 1868 – 70), p. 13.

It is a postulate, with many writers of this day, that the late War was the result of two opposing

ideas, or principles, upon the subject of African Slavery. Between these, according to their

theory, sprung the ‘‘irrepressible conflict,’’ in principle, which ended in the terrible conflict of

arms. Those who assume this postulate, and so theorize upon it, are but superficial observers.

That the War had its origin in opposing principles, which, in their action upon the conduct of

men, produced the ultimate collision of arms, may be assumed as an unquestionable fact. But

the opposing principles which produced these results in physical action were of a very different

character from those assumed in the postulate. They lay in the organic Structure of the

Government of the States. The conflict in principle arose from different and opposing ideas as

to the nature of what is known as the General Government. The contest was between those

who held it to be strictly Federal in its character, and those who maintained that it was
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thoroughly National. It was a strife between the principles of Federation, on the one side, and

Centralism, or Consolidation, on the other.

Slavery, so called, was but the question on which these antagonistic principles, which had

been in conflict, from the beginning, on diverse other questions, were finally brought into actual

and active collision with each other on the field of battle.

Notes

1 Brevard seems to believe that some slaves deliberately stirred up discontent among other bondsmen.

2 She was actually not very happy. In other entries she regrets that she did not have children, laments

her bad education, and wishes she had more friends.

3 In 49 bc Julius Caesar defied an order from the Roman senate and crossed this small river in central

Italy, thus precipitating a civil war.
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Part III

The Battle Front

Plate 5 Blood Brothers? Confederate wounded near Keedysville, MD, in the aftermath of the Battle

of Antietam, September 1862. A Union medical officer, Dr. Anson Hurd of the 14th Indiana Volunteers,

attends to them. Civil War combatants, enemies or not, shared experiences most civilians could never

understand. (Photo by Alexander Gardner; Selected Civil War photographs, Library of Congress)



Chapter 6

‘‘Dangled Over Hell’’:
The Trauma of the Civil War

Eric T. Dean, Jr.

Although we customarily think of the Civil War as a struggle between North and South,

it was in fact a many-sided engagement that involved a series of divisions, among them

black and white, male and female, slaveholder and non-slaveholder, rich and poor,

neutral and partisan. This book is to a great degree premised on exploring such

divisions: real, perceived, and even mistaken. But in the minds of many who fought in the

war, no divide was finally more decisive than this one: soldier and civilian. Diverse

observers of the Civil War have agreed that by the end of the war the experience of

belonging to the military – and, in particular, the experience of combat – gave soldiers of

Blue and Gray a shared experience, even a kinship, that transcended the causes they

fought for. This may be why in subsequent decades they so often literally and figuratively

embraced at reunions in places like Gettysburg, much to the chagrin of those who feel

that their decision to do so overlooked or even belittled such causes (like those of

African Americans that some Confederates enslaved).

It is a truism that no one who does not actually participate in a war can ever really

understand what it was like. And yet if history is finally an act of imagination, we all have

the right –wemay all even have the obligation – to try to understand for the sake of those

whohaveborne thebattle, theirwidows, and theirorphans.Wemayalso come to see that

the experienceofwar is in someways truly shared–notonly among people at a given time

and place, but for those of other times and places. Psychologists have recognized, for

example, that the symptoms of the First World War-era syndrome known as ‘‘Shell

Shock’’ has clear parallels in other conflicts, and even among people who have

experienced catastrophes in non-military situations. In his 1997 book Shook Over Hell:

Post-Traumatic Stress, Vietnam, and the Civil War, Eric T. Dean, a practicing attorney,

compared the medical records of 291 Indiana Civil War veterans admitted to insane

asylums between 1861 and 1919, and saw obvious similarities in their cases with those

of Vietnam veterans suffering what is now called post-traumatic stress disorder

(PTSD). In this chapter from his book, he looks at various aspects of the Civil War



soldier’s experience in ways that allow us a glimpse of the realities – sometimes boring,

sometimes harrowing – that defined military life.

Eric T. Dean, Jr., ‘‘ ‘Dangled over Hell’: The Trauma of the Civil War,’’ in Shook Over Hell: Post-

Traumatic Stress, Vietnam, and the Civil War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997),

pp. 46–69. Copyright f 1997 by Eric T. Dean, Jr. Reprinted by permission of the publisher.

In post-Vietnam America, the key word in considering the psychological state of returning

veterans is ‘‘trauma.’’ Specifically, what hardships and trials did the veteran undergo during

his service in the military? Was he placed in situations in which he experienced anxiety and

fear? Was he exposed to combat, to the death and mutilation of his fellow warriors, or to the

spectacle of enemy soldiers being slaughtered in battle or, as prisoners, being summarily

executed? Did he encounter disease or discomforts that might have weakened his psychic

defenses or exacerbated his sense of alienation and unease about being sent far from home and

given the anomalous task of killing other human beings? Did his bonds to fellow soldiers or to

civilians at home somehow ameliorate his problems and prevent psychological breakdown? Did

an eventual warm homecoming ‘‘wash away’’ disturbing memories of pain and death?

In comparing the trauma experienced by the Civil War soldier with that of the Vietnam

veteran or any combatant in modern twentieth-century armies, one is struck first of all by the

physical hardships that soldiers encountered in what one man characterized as a ‘‘destroying

manner of living.’’ Although the Civil War has been portrayed as the first modern or industrial

war in which machinery such as locomotives and rifled muskets or ironclad warships and naval

torpedoes were engaged, the infantryman in this war moved from one place to another mainly

on foot. He sometimes covered ten and twenty miles a day, or even more in the case of a forced

march when troops had to be maneuvered quickly to come to the aid of embattled and

endangered comrades or to defend or seize key positions. During the Civil War, the 11th

Indiana Infantry marched a total of 9,318 miles; during a key three-and-a-half-month period,

the 44th Indiana Infantry marched over 725 miles, an average march of 10 miles per day when

on the move. One Northerner noted in a letter home: ‘‘Walking ten or twelve miles a day will

hurt no one, but walking 12 miles and carrying a knapsack full of clothing, a blanket, half tent,

several days rations, gun, ammunition, &c, is the hardest kind of work, and makes many a man

wish he was not a soldier.’’ Civil War soldiers quickly learned to jettison everything from their

packs that was not absolutely essential, and still the task of marching over long distances could

be crushing.1

Men were frequently marched through suffocating dust and under the blazing sun

throughout the day, with minimal and sometimes seemingly no breaks allowed. A New York

volunteer remembered that on a forced march of thirty miles in the fierce heat of summer, the

men had thrown away overcoats, blankets, and even their knapsacks. Nonetheless many

became violently ill from the exertion, some having convulsions and others dying from

heatstroke. Another soldier recalled that during such a forced march he had to stop and vomit

‘‘every once in a while and my head ached dreadful.’’ He vomited eight or ten times during the

day, and the last time threw up blood. An overcome Indiana volunteer fell unconscious, with

his eyes jerking and his tongue protruding out of his mouth in a type of epileptic fit induced by

the heat. Nor were these torturous marches necessarily merely one- or two-day ordeals; an

Alabama infantryman wrote to his mother: ‘‘I am not very well at this time. We have been on a

march for about nine-teen days. . . . I am so near marched to death that I cannot write with any
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degree of intelligence, and having lost so much sleep too.’’ The scenery on these marches was

not always calculated to lighten the mental burden consequent to such physical exertion, as is

demonstrated by the letter of one Rebel soldier to his wife: ‘‘i am well as common except for a

bad cold and march most to death. . . .Mi dear wife i want you to pray for me i hop i will se you

agin. . . . I have walked over more ded yankes than i ever want to do agin.’’ Within two weeks

this man was killed at the Battle of Antietam.2

Confederate troops in particular also had to deal with the problem of inadequate (or no)

footwear. One Rebel surgeon lamented in a letter to his wife that she could hardly believe what

the army had recently endured: ‘‘Most of our marches were on graveled turnpike roads, which

were very severe on the barefooted men and cut up their feet horribly. When the poor fellows

could get rags they would tie them around their feet for protection.’’ Sometimes these forced

marches lasted into or throughout the night, and soldiers literally learned to walk while asleep

or would sometimes collapse from fatigue and sleep at that spot for hours, oblivious to all

attempts to rouse them and force them to continue. AMassachusetts volunteer wrote: ‘‘I doubt

if our ancestors at Valley Forge suffered more from cold than we did. . . . [I] often found that

I had been sound asleep while my legs were trudging along.’’3 Accounts of marching three

hundred miles in the rain and mud, with inadequate rations and rest, only to be thrown

immediately into a deadly battle are not at all unusual in Civil War letters and diaries. When the

health of the Civil War soldier deteriorated to the point that he could no longer keep up with

the unit on the march, he might become part of a pack of what became known as ‘‘stragglers.’’

One account of such men described the following:

We met hundreds of stragglers in squads of from two to fifty – indeed enough to make in

themselves, if consolidated, a large army. The majority of them were sick, however, or miserably

worn. Their countenances are sunken and melancholy and indifferent almost to stolidity. When

left to themselves they progress very slowly, cooking their own food and sleeping upon the

ground. . . . They are all thoroughly disgusted with the life they lead and swear that if ever they get

out of the army they will commit suicide almost before entering it again.4

Such was the centrality of marching to the experience of the Civil War soldier that when some

men were eventually issued disability discharges, it was not uncommon for the examining

surgeon to give as the reason for such separation the fact that the man was no longer able to

carry a knapsack or keep up with the army on the march. In the years following the war, Union

veterans frequently claimed ‘‘sun-stroke’’ and ‘‘hard marching’’ as the basis for military

disability pensions – and these claims were often granted. All who had been through the

experience knew exactly how trying and destructive it could be.5

When the hard-marching Civil War soldier reached his destination, conditions did not

improve, for a constant fact of life in the Civil War era was that all soldiers, Northerners as well

as Southerners, were routinely exposed to the elements. These men were expected to sleep out

in the open on the ground in the middle of winter or in the midst of a driving rainstorm,

oftentimes with only one blanket or the equivalent of a pup tent to fend off the damp and cold

or the frost and snow. One Indiana soldier wrote in his diary: ‘‘Rained nearly all last night,

woke up two or three times before day, the water was running under us so that we had to get up

and sit shivering around the fire until morning.’’ Another Hoosier volunteer’s diary revealed

similar circumstances: ‘‘Last night very cold, did not sleep well . . . woke from a dream

crying. . . . Day rainy and gloomy. . . . Have the blues.’’ As a Michigan volunteer reflected: ‘‘We

had atuf time Last night. it rained all night and when I got up this morning my bed was wet

thru this is what a soldier has got to stand.’’ Regarding winter conditions, in letters and diaries,
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Civil War soldiers frequently mention waking up covered with frost or snow, and with both

their boots and clothes, and even their very bodies, seeming to be frozen, requiring several

hours to thaw out. Under such circumstances, a Confederate who was called to fall out in the

middle of the night recalled: ‘‘I had gotten chilled and my teeth were glued together and a

feeling of complete wretchedness came over me as I took my place in the ranks to march to the

front.’’ One irony was that when railroad cars were made available to transport Civil War

troops, the conditions could be all the more difficult, as when men were transported on open

cars throughout the night in a driving rainstorm: ‘‘We have bin shiped several hundard miles

and we have done the most of it of nights right through the rain and cold on top of freitcars

I have bin allmost chilled to death & have shook for hours & worse than if I had ague . . . then

when we got to lay down we had to lay down wet through and cover up with a wet blanket.’’ In

pension claims after the war, one frequently encounters the expression ‘‘exposure in the army’’

as the claimed basis of a disability such as rheumatism or mental prostration. In reviewing the

conditions that these men had to endure, one begins to understand exactly what this

‘‘exposure’’ was and how it shattered men’s constitutions and health – a situation from which

many never recovered.6

Soldiers shivering in the rain or snow had the added anxiety, of course, resulting from the

ever-present danger of being killed by the enemy. One Confederate assigned to protect

Missionary Ridge as Federal troops massed for an attack in the vicinity of Chattanooga during

the winter of 1863 recalled later that he would never be able to forget the hard fight itself or the

suffering endured by his comrades in the three or four weeks preceding the battle. Because the

men had no tents, they had to use their blankets stretched on poles to keep the rain off; since

few had more than one blanket, this left the Confederate soldiers nothing with which to cover

themselves or to place over the freezing ground. They suffered intensely: ‘‘You could hear

the boys praying and wishing for the fight to come if it was coming, anything to get out of the

suspense and suffering caused by lack of rations and shelter.’’ He noted that at night the only

fire allowed was a few coals over which the men would warm their fingers and toes, because the

light from any more substantial fire would inevitably attract the attention of enemy snipers.

Undergoing a similar experience, a Union soldier wrote home to his wife that civilians could

never imagine the suffering and hardships that had to be endured by the men in the ranks: ‘‘All

last night they lay right out in the rain in line of battle without even their rubber blankets. May

this cruel rebelion soon be crushed is the wish of every soldier.’’7

In light of the frequent rain, mud was another of the elements with which Civil War soldiers

had to contend, and memoirs and letters are filled with depressing accounts of men, animals,

and equipment mired in the muck. On occasion the situation was so bad that equipment sank

halfway into the ooze, and had to be abandoned. One Hoosier infantryman characterized camp

at Cheat Mountain in West Virginia as ‘‘this infernal mountain which is the meanest camping

ground that I have ever seen,’’ noting that the mud was not less than shoe-top deep. Another

Hoosier volunteer, sent to the front shortly after the Battle of Shiloh in April of 1862, was

appalled by the stench of dead bodies, and struggled with his comrades to move an artillery

piece up to a bluff. The men were literally masses of sticky mud moving around, and were so

tired that they were ready to lie down in the mud to sleep, which they had to do eventually

anyway: ‘‘There was not a dry spot in the Country about to make camp on. Mud mud every
where.’’ A Confederate reminisced: ‘‘Space forbids my describing the length, depth and

breadth of the mud.’’ It seemed that both armies were usually foundering in the mud to some

degree, and that the discomfort associated with wet feet was the usual state of affairs for Civil

War soldiers. Sherman’s men during the Carolinas campaign late in the war were described as

follows: ‘‘Uniforms, worn threadbare and in rags, from head to foot were covered with mud.
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Their shoes were in the last stage of existence, many being held together with strings tied

around them.’’8

Although the marching, rain, snow, damp, and mud clearly had a depressing effect on the

spirits and health of men in Civil War armies, the psychological and physical effect of these

conditions probably did not compare with the impact of infectious disease. Paul Steiner has

noted that the Civil War was a form of ‘‘biological warfare’’ in which several hundred thousand

men died of disease; because accounts of the Civil War often focus on the dash and verve of

famous commanders, it is easy to forget the basic pedestrian fact that for every battle death, two

men died of disease in the Civil War. Exact statistics are not available, but by most estimates

about 164,000 Confederates and 250,000 Federals died of disease during the war. In the

absence of a sound understanding of public health or effective medical therapies, diseases such

as cholera, typhoid, malaria, smallpox, measles, mumps, scurvy, and tuberculosis, in addition

to a variety of ‘‘camp fevers’’ and chronic diarrhea, were prevalent, frequently spread without

restraint, and took a substantial toll. Although diseases such as typhoid and smallpox killed

large numbers of men, dysentery and diarrhea were the great nuisance, affecting 78 percent of

the soldiers annually. At times, up to two-thirds of a regiment might be on sick call at the same

time, and historians have estimated that there were approximately 10 million cases of sickness

(6 million for the Union Army and 4 million for the Confederates) during the Civil War, with

every participant falling ill an average of four to six times.9

Medicine was still in its dark ages during the Civil War era, and the great advances in

sanitation, germ theory, medical education and medical training, as well as the emergence of

the hospital as the modern technological palace of healing, were all in the future. Of all the great

advances of the nineteenth century, only anesthesia was available at this time; Koch and

Pasteur were still conducting experiments in their laboratories, and Lister’s precepts regarding

the use of disinfectants were not yet established. Asepsis was almost half a century away,

meaning that Civil War surgeons operated with germ-infested instruments; the infectious

agents of disease were unknown, with the result that there was no conception that certain

diseases could be communicated by air, water, or in the case of inadequate cleanliness, by

touch. Moreover, tragically, the Civil War was marked by an almost total absence of any

significant medical discovery or addition to existing knowledge. Civil War medical men

operated in ignorance, and continued to make the same mistakes throughout the war, which

often led to unnecessary suffering and death. Writing in 1905, a Civil War veteran recalled that

in his youth a doctor had – astonishingly – denied him any water during his bout with typhoid;

of this ignorant and dangerous treatment, the veteran observed: ‘‘Darkness & fog surrounded

the medical profession. The doctors were then feeling their way thru their duties, as a blind

man gropes his way along a strange street.’’ Confidence in the medical profession was not great

in the Civil War era, as indicated by the comment of one soldier: ‘‘Dr. seems to have been the

executioner indirectly.’’10

Civil War doctors’ ministrations to their troops consisted mainly of dispensing drugs such as

opium to kill pain or control chronic diarrhea, or calomel and other purgatives to purge the

system when deemed appropriate. One physician recalled of his work in the Civil War: ‘‘In one

pocket of my trousers I had a ball of blue mass [mercurial ointment], in another a ball of opium.

All complaints were asked the same question, ‘How are your bowels?’ If they were open,

I administered a plug of opium; if they were shut I gave a plug of blue mass.’’ The common

soldier’s lack of understanding concerning the risk of infectious disease is demonstrated by one

man’s account of filling his canteen: ‘‘Nearby was a ditch that had some stagnate water in it we

poaked the Skum one side with our cups then gave the water a spat to scare the bugs and

wiglers to the bottom then filled our canteens and returned to our Regiment.’’11
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It is no shock, then, that Civil War letters and diaries report the frequent deaths in camp of

soldiers from disease (in one man’s words, the ‘‘fangs of disease’’) and the depressing effects

of illness and death on the troops. One soldier wrote home: ‘‘Sickness causes more deaths in the

army than Rebel lead. . . . A man here gets sick and unless he has a strong constitution he sinks

rapidly to the grave.’’ A typical diary of a Union soldier reported: ‘‘June 1, 1862: Sunday, On

guard. Had the tooth ache. Thomas Shepherd died. June 2, 1862: In camp. very warm. Harry

Arnold died.’’ Another Federal noted that the unit was losing a man a day on average, and that

the roll of the muffled drum and the blank discharge of a dozen muskets served as a solemn

reminder to the entire camp that another soldier had gone to his last bivouac. Civil War soldiers

could be haunted by the deaths of comrades, especially when they died far from home and did

not receive decent burials. Years after the war, Ben R. Johnson of the 6th Michigan Infantry

wrote of the disease and death he had witnessed in the swamps of Louisiana, something that he

would never forget:

The enemy [was swamp fever]. . . . His slimy, cold, and merciless hand bore down upon us until we

moaned in our anguish and prayed for mercy . . . many comrades were stricken down in the midst of

life and laid away under the accursed soil of the swamp. . . . Ask any living member of the old 6th if

they remember Camp Death, and ten chances to one he will tell you its fearful perils are engraved

upon memory’s tablet as with a pen of iron. I wonder when I look back how any of us boys from the

clime of Michigan ever escaped from the doom that hung over us in that hades of the swamp.12

Also hardly calculated to ease the mental stress and anxiety of Civil War soldiers was the fact

that pay was often in arrears, and that, especially for Confederate soldiers, food was chronically

in short supply. As one Southerner wrote his wife: ‘‘The main topic of conversation among the

men is what they could eat if they had it.’’13

As devastating as marching, exposure to the elements, and disease could be, the major

psychological trauma that Civil War soldiers encountered related to the terror of battle. One of

the ironies of the experience of fighting men in the Civil War was that green recruits were often

terribly worried that the war would end before they had a chance to experience combat; as one

Confederate recalled: ‘‘I was tormented by feverish anxiety before I joined my regiment for fear

the fighting would all be over before I got into it.’’ In a similar vein, a Hoosier volunteer

reminisced: ‘‘We really conceived the idea that if we could only get to the front with our six

guns the whole affair would soon be settled to the entire satisfaction of our side. . . . A horrible

fear took possession of all of us that the war would be over before we got to the front.’’

Veterans, however, assured one Union Army novice that there would be sufficient action

ahead: ‘‘They always advised us not to worry about not having plenty of chances to meet the

enemy as we would soon get enough and plenty when spring came.’’14

Indeed, the glories of war regarded from afar were one thing, but as troops were assembled

and moved to the front to enter combat, men began to experience the worst sort of nerve-

wracking anxiety, fear, and tension imaginable. It was particularly difficult for men – especially

new recruits – to be within earshot of the battlefield, to hear the bullets, exploding shells, and

screams of the combatants, without yet being engaged. One Union man commented: ‘‘The real

test comes before the battle.’’ Rice Bull depicted the terrific anxiety of the moment as his unit

awaited the order to move forward at the Battle of Chancellorsville and, while waiting,

witnessed terror-stricken Union troops fleeing from the battlefield for the rear. These men had

thrown away everything that was loose – guns, knapsacks, caps, and coats: ‘‘Nothing could stop

them. They were crazed and would fight to escape as though the enemy were close to them. We

were ordered to stop them but we might as well have tried to stop a cyclone, . . . One can hardly
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conceive of the terror that possessed them . . . their panic was nerve-wracking to troops new to

the service.’’ An Ohio veteran recalled his experience directly before the Battle of Winchester

in 1864:

[O]ne second you want to dash forward; the next, you want a rock or a tree to dash behind; men

think by seconds and part of a second; minutes are too long to dwell on; . . . One second you are

filled with anxiety; the next with fear; one second you want to, and the next you dont. At times your

heart is jumping a thousand times a minute; at other times it dont seem to move at all; your knees

begin to tremble; your hair to stand up so stiff that you are unable to tell if you have hair or hazel

brush on your head . . . the suspense is awful . . . you have no conception of time under such

conditions. You are chained; riveted to the spot; . . . we waited on and on; every minute appeared to

be a full century.15

Some men on the line before battle could look merely solemn or even calm, but the reaction of

another Union soldier seemed more typical when he recalled that a feeling of horror, dread, and

fear came over him: ‘‘I was faint. . . . A glance along the line satisfied me that I was not alone in

my terror; many a face had a pale, livid expression of fear.’’ AMichigan volunteer remembered:

‘‘Some may say they never had any fear that may be true but it was not so with me I was

scared . . . I was scared good and sure.’’ Sometimes this fear was so intense that men would fall

to the ground paralyzed with terror, bury their face in the grass, grasp at the earth, and refuse

to move. Officers would scream and cajole and beat on these men, even striking them with

bayonets, or, in extreme instances, resort to shooting them – but with no effect. Before one

battle, a Union soldier noticed one man who was trembling so badly that he could not stay on

his feet or hold his gun, and another who had great beads of sweat on his forehead and a fixed

stare on his face. A third man threw his head back and, with mouth wide open, sang a hymn at

the top of his lungs; it was understood that he was simply trying to steady himself under the

well-nigh unendurable strain. Instances of men being so terrified before a battle that they lost

control of their bowels were not unknown.16

Once men actually entered combat and began to fire their weapons, however, there was a

radical transformation as fear and anxiety evaporated and gave way to rage, anger, and a sense of

disembodiment. One Federal soldier recalled: ‘‘As soon as the first volley was fired all dread and

sense of personal danger was gone.’’ As the line surged forward in one assault, a Union officer

noted great hysterical excitement, the eagerness to go forward, and a reckless disregard of life:

‘‘The soldier who is shooting is furious in his energy. . . . The men are loading and firing with

demoniacal fury and shouting and laughing hysterically.’’ AnotherUnion soldier participating in

such an attack heard his comrades shrieking like demons. Standing on a defensive line, Rice Bull

of the 123rd NY Infantry recalled that a feeling of fearlessness and rage took the place of

nervousness and timidity; as the Rebel attackers approached to within twenty yards of theUnion

line, one soldier accidentally fired his ramrod: ‘‘He looked a good deal surprised, and shaking his

fist in the direction of the Johnnies yelled, ‘Take that you——and see howyou like it.’ ’’ Another

Northerner observed a hellish scene: ‘‘Someof themen,with faces blackened by the powder from

the tearing open of cartridges with the teeth in the act of loading their rifles, looked like demons

rather than men, loading their guns and firing with a fearful, fiend-like intensity; while others,

under an intense, insane excitement, would load and fire without aim.’’ Seeing one of his

comrades killed, one Union soldier remembered that a savage desire for revenge and retaliation

drowned out the finer emotions, and he was eager to put this new desire into execution.

Commenting on this rage as well as an obliviousness to personal danger, Franklin H. Bailey

of the 12th Michigan Infantry wrote to his parents: ‘‘Strange it may seam to you, but the more

men I saw kiled the more reckless I became; when George Gates . . . was shot I was so enraged

the trauma of the civ i l war 67



I could have tore the heart out of the rebal could I have reached him.’’17 These wild emotional

extremes could push some men to the breaking point on the battlefield itself, as in the case of

one young Confederate: ‘‘I witnessed a sight I have never forgotten a member of the 14 Miss, a

young boy looked to be about 15 was calling on his regt for Gods sake to reform and charge the

Yankees again the tears were rolling down his face and I think he would have gone alone if an

officer had not taken him to the rear.’’18

Numerous Civil War soldiers testified to the sense of disembodiment they felt during battle:

when the firing began, they became oblivious of their own bodies and needs, and focused

entirely on the action at hand in the battle. The matters of food, water, and comfort were

forgotten, and one Northerner described what almost appeared to be an out-of-body

experience. He seemed to be living out of and beyond himself, with all sympathy for suffering,

all sense of bereavement having been obliterated: ‘‘Through all this din of danger I was both

spectator and actor . . . there was steadily with me another feeling – a sort of double self-

consciousness. This new and higher self was watching the old one I had known so long,

criticising its thoughts and acts, and expressing one continual astonishment that this

enthusiastic fellow, fond of ease, of home and all its peaceful joys, should be found an active

participant in any deadly strife.’’ When men were wounded, it frequently came as a complete

surprise: in memoirs or letters they would describe the feeling of a sting, a ‘‘strange sensation,’’

a feeling of being struck with an axe or a board, or of being inexplicably whirled around or

knocked off their feet; sometimes the realization of having been hit came only when a soldier

was no longer able to lift an arm, or when his vision was suddenly blurred by his own blood

flowing into his eyes from a head wound:

By far the larger number felt, when shot, as though some one had struck them sharply with a stick,

and one or two were so possessed with this idea at the time, that they turned to accuse a comrade of

the act, and were unpleasantly surprised to discover, from the flow of blood, that they had been

wounded. About one-third experienced no pain nor local shock when the ball entered. A few felt as

though stung by a whip at the point injured. More rarely, the pain of the wound was dagger-like

and intense; while a few, one in ten, were convinced for a moment that the injured limb had been

shot away.19

Such shell or gunshot wounds could quickly bring a man back to the reality of his own body

and a sense of vulnerability, leading in some cases to panic, terror, and the fear of dying:

‘‘When hit, he thought his arm was shot off. It dropped, the gun fell, and, screaming that he

was murdered, he staggered, bleeding freely, and soon fell unconscious.’’ Those who fought on

rarely experienced such vulnerability, however, and in some cases, men became so engrossed in

the action that they refused to leave the front when their unit was relieved. A Confederate

soldier recalled the scene after one battle: ‘‘[O]n every living face was seen the impress of an

excitement which has no equal here on earth.’’20

The demoniacal appearance of the men – enraged, blackened faces, screaming, firing their

rifles in a frenzy, grappling in hand-to-hand combat – was matched by the surreal aspect of the

battlefield, its smoke, smell, noise, confusion, and havoc. Smokeless gunpowder had not yet

been developed, so after the firing began, the Civil War battlefield was frequently enshrouded

in a pall of smoke and sulphurous vapor, which severely limited one’s field of vision and added

to one’s sense of confusion and disorientation. Appalling sounds assaulted one’s senses from all

directions in what one man described as the ‘‘awful shock and rage of battle,’’ and others

characterized as ‘‘that howling acre,’’ a ‘‘portrait of hell,’’ or a ‘‘rumbling, grinding sound that

cannot be described.’’ One veteran recalled pandemonium, and another that his ears were
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deafened by noise from the ‘‘crash of worlds,’’ the ‘‘dreadful, tremendous cannonading,’’ often

compared to the sound of an earthquake or being engulfed in and having one’s life threatened

every moment by the most fearsome storm one could imagine. The Battle of Chancellorsville

‘‘was like two wrathful clouds had come down on the plains, rushing together in hideous battle

with all their thunders and lightnings. . . . The timber was literally torn to pieces . . . with grape,

canister, shot and shell.’’ The dreadful pounding and concussion from the cannonading was

such that blood gushed out of the nose and ears of one Indiana infantryman at the Battle of New

Hope Church in Georgia, and numerous Civil War soldiers were permanently deafened from

exposure to the concussion of cannon fire.21

At Chickamauga, the ‘‘rattle of musketry was dreadful and to see the men lying dead and

dying on the field and being run over by artillery and lines of men it was perfectly appalling.’’

At Spotsylvania Court House, ‘‘it was an awful din. The air seemed full of bullets.’’ The

cacophony of zipping bullets and bursting shells created such a maelstrom that it was

impossible to shout orders so that one could be heard. An Ohio soldier recalled an atmosphere

hideous with the shrieks of the messengers of death at the Battle of Franklin: ‘‘The booming of

cannon, the bursting of bombs, the rattle of musketry, the shrieking of shells, the whizzing

of bullets, . . . the falling of men in their struggle for victory, all made a scene of surpassing

terror and awful grandeur.’’ Of the sights and sounds of battle, one Northerner concluded:

‘‘The half can never be told – language is all too tame to convey the horror and the meaning

of it all.’’22

Nor should one overrate the ability of men infuriated and obsessed with battle to screen out

all horror of death. Although men concentrated on the task at hand and put personal safety

aside, they still witnessed and reacted to – even if belatedly – horrific scenes of slaughter, and

these sights and memories took an eventual toll. In the Civil War, innovations in weapons

(particularly the rifled musket and an array of antipersonnel artillery charges) had extended the

range of deadly fire on the battlefield and allowed defenders, ensconced in trenches or behind

abatis and breastworks, to mercilessly shred the ranks of assaulting troops; in spite of this,

however, Civil War commanders still frequently attempted to storm enemy fortifications by

means of frontal assaults. The results could be deadly as attacking columns were torn and

blasted by the defenders: ‘‘Brains, fractured skulls, broken arms and legs, and the human form

mangled in every conceivable and inconceivable manner. . . . At every step they take they see

the piles of wounded and slain and their feet are slipping in the blood and brains of their

comrades.’’23 Soldiers who participated in these scenes of slaughter would never be able to

forget what they had seen. Elbridge Copp recalled that at the Battle of Deep Bottom a man

standing near him was struck by a piece of a shell: ‘‘The sickening thud as it entered his body,

sent a chill of horror through me, such as those only who have heard can know.’’ In a similar

vein, another soldier recalled seeing a man in the ranks in front cut down by rifle fire: ‘‘I heard

the bullets chug into his body; it seemed half a dozen struck him. I shall never forget the look

on his face as he turned over and died.’’ At times the horror and shock overwhelmed men, who

would flee from the battlefield in terror, for sights of the wounded could be devastating:

A wounded man begged piteously for us to take him to the rear; he was wounded in the neck, or

head, and the blood flowed freely; everytime he tried to speak the blood would fill his mouth and he

would blow it out in all directions; he was all blood, and at the time I thought he was the most

dreadfull sight I ever saw. We could not help him, for it was of no use, for he could not live long by

the way he was bleeding.24

The Civil War has sometimes been portrayed as almost gentlemanly, an unfortunate war

between brothers in which Union and Confederate soldiers routinely chatted with each other
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and exchanged newspapers or tobacco for coffee. Such incidents surely did take place, but not

on the battlefield. There frenzy drove and impelled soldiers to commit acts of violence and

cruelty toward their fellow men. Participating in the assault on Confederate positions at

Spotsylvania Courthouse on May 12, 1864, Robert S. Robertson of the 93rd New York

Infantry recalled a scene of violent chaos when the Rebel line was finally broken:

The 26th Mich. was the first to reach the breastworks, and as the line scaled the bank it was met by

a volley from close quarters & recoiled with fearful loss, but only for an instant, for we pushed on,

and the works were ours. The men, infuriated and wild with excitement, went to work with

bayonets and clubbed muskets, and a scene of horror ensued for a few moments. It was the first

time I had been in the midst of a hand to hand fight, and seen men bayonetted, or their brains

dashed out with the butt of a musket, & I never wish to see another scene.25

On another occasion a Confederate fleeing before a Union attack at the Battle of Antietam was

frantically trying to climb over a fence to escape when he was brought down by rifle fire; so

infuriated were the pursuing Northerners that numerous men in their band continued to shoot

or bayonet the body of the doomed Rebel, even after he was already dead.26

In other recorded incidents, Confederates took aim at a Federal running for his life on a

battlefield several hundred yards away, and shot the man in the back, watching calmly as the

stricken soldier stopped in his tracks and dropped to his knees. In another such episode, a

Confederate trapped an unarmed Union soldier, who, with tears running down his cheeks,

pleaded for his life while attempting to hide behind a tree; the Rebel calmly took aim and

prepared to shoot and kill the Union man until he was restrained by a comrade. And, of course,

once battle lines were established – whether in campaigns in Georgia or in siege warfare in the

vicinity of Richmond and Petersburg, Virginia – snipers from both sides would shoot and kill

any soldier who was careless enough to expose his head above the parapet: ‘‘As soon as a man

showed himself during daylight a bullet would come. Not more than one shot in fifty hit its

mark, but it was nerve-wracking. . . . Every day someone in the Regiment was hit.’’

Cases of atrocities in which prisoners of war were killed in cold blood, furthermore, were

certainly not unknown in the Civil War: in some instances, the motivation was racial as

Confederates killed captured African-Americans, or Northerners retaliated by killing captured

Rebels. In one such instance, Union men took a Confederate prisoner only to notice a ‘‘Fort

Pillow’’ tattoo – Fort Pillow having been the scene of the Confederate massacre of dozens of

Union troops, who had surrendered, but were nonetheless slaughtered: ‘‘As soon as the boys saw

the letters on his arm, they yelled, ‘No quarter for you,’ and a dozen bayonets went into him and a

dozen bullets were shot into him. I shall never forget his look of fear.’’ In describing the Battle of

Gettysburg,Wladimir Krzyzanowski wrote that themen with their powder-blackened faces and

fierce expressions looked more like animals than human beings and that they indeed had an

animal-like eagerness for blood and the need for revenge. He concluded that this ‘‘portrait of

battle was a portrait of hell. This, indeed, must weigh heavily on the consciences of those who

started it. Terrible, indeed, was the curse that hung over their heads.’’27

The vicious disregard for human life evident at pitched battles such as Shiloh, Gettysburg,

and Spotsylvania Courthouse was particularly pronounced in the guerrilla warfare that raged

constantly behind the lines in Tennessee, Kentucky, Missouri, and Kansas; this guerrilla

warfare is particularly relevant in assessing the claims of some that the Vietnam War was

singular in the history of American warfare. Rebel guerrillas routinely blew up trains and

destroyed Union property throughout the war, and in early 1865, Franklin H. Bailey of the 4th

Michigan Cavalry wrote to his mother that ‘‘bushwhackers’’ would kill any Union soldier who

strayed from his unit. Another Michigan man observed that his camp – despite being ‘‘behind
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the lines’’ – was every bit as dangerous as a battlefield: ‘‘Our lives are in danger every moment

without having the satisfaction of even defending ourselves. Those Bushwhackers fire on you

as they would on sparrows.’’ In innumerable incidents, guerrillas would single out and murder

African-American soldiers or shoot and kill Union troopers out foraging; they would place

dead animals in ponds to poison the water and then threaten to kill anyone who removed the

carcasses; utilizing their spies, they would take care not to attack an adequately guarded train,

but would strike and kill unsuspecting Union soldiers and civilians on trains, boats, and

elsewhere when the opportunity permitted. In Missouri and Kansas, atrocities were all too

common, such as the incident in Lawrence, Kansas, in August of 1863, when marauding

Rebels under the leadership of William C. Quantrill shot and killed over 150 civilian Union

men and boys in cold blood. The legendary James brothers, Frank and Jesse, got their start as

Confederate ‘‘raiders’’ or guerrillas – ‘‘murderers’’ in the Union Army’s lexicon – in the Civil

War.28

Under such circumstances, reprisals were common in which entire towns were shelled and

destroyed or plundered in retaliation for guerrilla activity. As was the case in Vietnam, Union

soldiers were frequently fired upon, but the guerrillas would scatter before they could be

engaged; in these cases, Northern infantrymen would burn and pillage all houses and towns

within reach: ‘‘[W]e burned all their houses & everything they had & we boys hooked

everything we could carry & some things we could not.’’ When Union soldiers found army mail

in a house, they burned down the house in which they found the mail in addition to adjacent

houses, and ‘‘throwd women and childern out of dores and plaid hell Generaly.’’ In other

instances, when the Union Army determined that a house had been used to harbor guerrillas or

if Union men were killed in the vicinity, these houses, or even all houses within a certain radius,

would be torched and the occupants ordered to leave the district. Union retaliation went

beyond the destruction of property; when guerrillas were captured, they were frequently

hanged with or without a trial. In some cases there would be some measure of due process, as

was the case in one instance when seven Rebels were caught and held under guard pending a

trial: ‘‘i think we will see them shot i could shoot them myself and would like to have the

chanse.’’ In other instances, Union men did not bother with judicial forms: ‘‘Yesterday

morning a citizen came in & Sayed he had just cut the ropes & let down 3 rebles that he found

hanging by the neck about one mile out of town on the Shelbyville Pike. You see our 4th Tenn

boys take no prisoners, but when they come acrost the rebs they make a clean job of it.’’

A Confederate soldier commented on the Union Army’s employment of such drastic measures:

‘‘That was their way!’’29

Did Union soldiers feel guilt over such acts of violence committed during the war?

Regarding the mere observation of these executions, one notes occasional comments in letters

and diaries such as ‘‘entirely beyond the pale of civilization’’ or ‘‘awful.’’ Regarding the feelings

of Union men who actually did the hanging or shooting, the case of John A. Cundiff of the 99th

Indiana Infantry is suggestive of an answer. Cundiff had apparently been detailed to shoot a

Confederate prisoner during the war, and in the years after the war, he was convinced that

Rebel spies or relatives of the dead Confederate were after him. Affidavits taken by Pension

Bureau officials in 1893 and 1894 revealed the following behavior:

He has always claimed that the rebels had spies out to kill him, and would take his gun and blanket

and stay in the woods for days and nights at a time, and would leave the house at night and sleep in

the fence corners. . . . He told me one day that two or three of his neighbors were rebels from the

south (there were some new people came in then) & that they were going to kill him but that he put

his axe under his bed at night to defend himself.30
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Cundiff’s troubling memories of having shot Rebel prisoners calls to mind the atrocities

and ‘‘abusive violence’’ that psychologists frequently discuss in reference to Vietnam

veterans.

In addition to the adverse impact on soldiers, civilians were also affected by guerrilla

violence. In Ohio, George W. Campbell was committed to the insane asylum because of fright

over Morgan’s Raid; the asylum ledger noted: ‘‘When Morgan in his raid passed through

Harrison this patient was found in an upper room of his house ‘wringing his hands and crying,

and saying that the soldiers were going to take and kill him. Since then most of the time he has

been indisposed to talk. He says little on any subject. The supposed exciting cause is fright.’ ’’

In Illinois, Emma D. Lawrence, a teenager, was committed to the Jacksonville asylum in 1863

with the following notation: ‘‘Caused by a severe fright in Sept 1861. Was in a house in

Morristown Cass Co., Mo., which was attacked by Guerrillas. A nervous fever followed

& insanity soon began to show itself.’’ In addition, in considering the psychological impact of

the war on civilians, one should not overlook what foraging meant in reality, for when Union or

Confederate troops went out to collect supplies, they frequently for all intents and purposes

took all a family’s available food and livestock, with or without compensation:

I have just returned from a forage expedition across the Cumberland. . . . Our labors lasted three

nights and days and resulted in the capture of one hundred and fifty loads of corn and oats. I’m

afraid you wouldn’t be so fierce if you could see us taking all the property in the world from

heartbroken women whose husbands have been forced by circumstances into the Secesh Army.

A man had been taken from his bed three weeks ago and carried South leaving a beautiful woman,

looking very much like Aunt Catharine twenty years ago, and five children under ten years old to

our mercy. Of course we took her food and horses and left her weeping over coming starvation.31

Historians have often claimed that World War I was the watershed in psychological casualties

during warfare, that such casualties were minimal before 1914 and epidemic in numbers

thereafter. This argument is based on two assertions. First, soldiers of World War I, compared

with soldiers from the nineteenth century, had less training and regimentation to shield them

from the horrors of war: they are viewed as industrial, ‘‘deskilled’’ workers/soldiers. Second,

and more important, the advent of high-powered explosives shifted the nature of warfare to a

situation in which as many as 70 percent of casualties resulted from artillery fire, and this

killing occurred at long range, leading to a sense of dread and helplessness in infantrymen

subjected to this type of bombardment. An army surgeon commented on the eve of World

War I: ‘‘[T]he mysterious and widely destructive effects of modern artillery fire will test men as

they have never been tested before. We can surely count then on a larger percentage of mental

diseases, requiring our attention in a future war.’’ In considering the experience of soldiers in

the Civil War era, attention must therefore be paid to the attitude of infantrymen to artillery

fire. A review of the evidence quickly reveals that Civil War soldiers were indeed terrified at the

prospect and actuality of such bombardment, and experienced considerable psychological fear

and anxiety as a result.32

In his first exposure to combat, Rice Bull noted the terrifying noise of a shell overhead,

which, ‘‘hissing and shrieking,’’ tore through the branches and leaves of a tree; Bull noted that

the shell made everyone jump and duck. This was a nervous habit few ever fully overcame, and

perhaps the basis of what may have become startle reactions, a classic symptom of PTSD, in

some of these men. Other Union soldiers who witnessed artillery duels wrote of ‘‘screaming

metal,’’ which made the earth groan and tremble; one recalled that through the murk, he heard

hoarse commands, the bursting of shells, and cries of agony:
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We saw caissons hit and blown up, splinters flying, men flung to the ground, horses torn and

shrieking. Solid shot hit the hill in our front, sprayed battalions with fountains of dirt, and went

plunging into the ranks, crushing flesh and bone. . . . The shock from a bursting shell will scatter a

man’s thoughts as the iron fragments will scatter the leaves overhead.33

The Union cannonading at Fredericksburg was so awful that the ground shook and even

rabbits left their dens in the earth and came into the camps, trembling with fright. A Federal

at the Battle of Chickamauga was stunned at the carnage wreaked by Union artillery on

Confederate ranks, as a cannonball wiped out four lines of Rebels, making a space large

enough to drive and turn around a six-mule team: ‘‘It was terrible to behold. It seemed like

they had almost annihilated them.’’ Predictably, a Confederate wrote that men subjected to

artillery bombardment never forgot how to hug the ground. In addition to solid shot, Civil

War soldiers particularly feared what was called canister, a load of antipersonnel shrapnel

(three-quarter-inch iron balls) fired from cannons at close range on charging infantry; these

projectiles frequently dismembered or disemboweled attacking soldiers.34

Men subjected to long-range bombardment lost the ability to calculate time objectively.

Recalling a seemingly interminable Rebel artillery bombardment at Gettysburg, one

Northerner commented that the thunder of the guns was incessant as the whole air seemed

to be filled with rushing, screaming, and bursting shells: ‘‘Of course, it would be absurd to say

we were not scared. . . . How long did this pandemonium last? Measured by our feelings it

might have been an age. In point of fact it may have been an hour or three or five. The

measurement of time under such circumstances, regular as it is by the watch, is exceedingly

uncertain by the watchers.’’ Another Union soldier reflected that in the space of a mere two

seconds on the approach of a shell, thoughts and images of all types of possible mutilation and

death occupied the minds of men, and that if one wrote for an entire day afterward, one could

not completely express these myriad fears and terrors as they had run through the mind the

instant before impact.

These horrific scenes and emotions were forever burned into the memories of the men who

huddled in their trenches or ‘‘bomb-proofs’’ praying that they would not be annihilated by a

direct hit. During Sherman’s Atlanta Campaign, one Northerner commented that if he lived a

hundred years, he would never forget the fearful night in which ‘‘all the earth and sky semed on

fire and in a struggle for life or death. . . . The earth seems crashing into ten thousand

atoms . . . the world about us seem[ed] like a very hell. . . . The cries of the wounded and dying

murdered all sleep for me that night.’’ Terrified men wrote of the ‘‘death dealing cannon,’’ of

cannons ‘‘belching forth their deadly contents,’’ of ‘‘villainous’’ artillery, of artillery as a

‘‘messenger of death.’’ As happens with men subjected to such terror (and is perhaps

instructive regarding the attitude toward Vietnam), some soldiers were convinced that what

they were experiencing was completely unprecedented. They claimed, for instance, that the

barrage at Gettysburg surpassed anything in ancient or modern history. A Rebel subjected to

artillery bombardment during the siege of Vicksburg characterized the situation as desperate

and talked of certain death. He noted that the troops had behaved nobly, but couldn’t stand it

much longer: ‘‘Night is almost as bad as day. The air is filled with missiles of destruction.’’ Of a

Union artillery barrage, another Rebel wrote: ‘‘O Sister I can not pertend to discribe it.’’35

Aside from dead soldiers or mangled bodies, what were the psychological repercussions of

this horrific cannon fire? Artillery and high explosives produced a number of psychiatric

casualties in the Civil War that seemed at times almost identical to the hysterias, mutism, and

uncontrollable shaking produced by the barrages on the Western Front in World War I. One

nurse recounted the case of a man buried alive in the terrific explosion of a Union mine at
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Petersburg in 1864, when Union sappers had attempted to breach the Confederate defenses by

placing a huge load of high explosives in a mine shaft under the Rebel lines: ‘‘[He] was buried

alive in the explosion of the mine at Petersburg and has lost hearing, speech and almost all

sensation. He has a piteous expression of face and makes signs, as best he can, of gratitude for

even a look of sympathy.’’ Another man almost struck by a shell fragment which narrowly

missed his head ‘‘went all to pieces, instantly’’ and was described as completely ‘‘demoralized,

panic-stricken and frantic with terror.’’ In a similar incident, a man who had been chattering

away before a shell shrieked overhead and landed nearby was left completely speechless. When

shelling began in another instance, an officer begged a companion: ‘‘For Gods sake dont leave

me.’’

Perhaps the most striking case, however, is that of Albert Frank. Sitting in a trench near

Bermuda Hundred in the vicinity of Richmond, Virginia, Frank offered a drink from his

canteen to a man sitting next to him. Frank kept the strap around his own neck and extended

the canteen to the other man’s mouth for him to take a drink, but at just this moment a

shell decapitated the other man, splattering blood and brain fragments on Frank. The shell

continued on, exploded to the rear of the trench, and in no way directly injured Frank. That

evening, Albert Frank began to act strangely, and a fellow soldier advised that he go to the

bomb shelter; once there Frank began screaming, ran out the other door, and went over the top

of the breastworks toward the enemy. His fellow soldiers, alarmed, went looking for him, and

eventually found him huddled in fear. On the way back to Union lines, he seemed to go mad:

‘‘[H]e would drop his gun, and make a noise like the whiz of a shell, and blast and say ‘Frank is

killed.’ ’’ Because he had completely lost control, his comrades tied him up that night to

restrain him and took him to the doctor the next day. There he was declared insane, and sent

to the Government Hospital for the Insane in Washington, DC.36

Also deeply affected after artillery fire was John Bumgardner of the 26th Indiana Light

Artillery. At Dalton Hill, Kentucky, he was knocked down by the concussion of an exploding

shell, and other soldiers at the scene noticed that he was shaken and pale; after returning to

camp, he was morose and sullen and continued to tremble for weeks. He talked constantly

about fighting when there was no enemy in sight, and would suddenly start yelling: ‘‘There

they come men run boys run they are after us.’’ He was eventually sent to the insane asylum at

Lexington, Kentucky.37 The Civil War experience seems to confirm the theory that soldiers in

a passive position of helplessness – such as those subjected to artillery bombardments – feel

intense terror and anxiety, and may be at great risk for psychological breakdown. Although the

experience of World War I might have intensified this phenomenon, it certainly did not

originate it.

While exposure to artillery fire and the sights and sounds of a battle in progress could be

unnerving in the extreme, perhaps the most horrific aspect of the Civil War experience was the

scene of the battlefield after the firing had subsided. Mangled men, dead and dying, littered

the landscape; the wounded would frequently plead for water and medical attention, and an

occasional man, terminally wounded, would beg to be shot and put out of his misery. One

North Carolina soldier wrote that after the heat and excitement of the battle ended and the

smoke cleared away, the battlefield presented a harrowing scene that beggared description:

‘‘The grim monster death having done its terrible work leaves its impress on the faces of its

unfortunate victims . . . now wrapt in the cold embrace of death.’’ A Confederate described the

scene at Chickamauga as ghastly, with hundreds of dead on the field, their faces upward and

some with their arms sticking up as if reaching for something. According to a Maine volunteer,

the dead were lying about as thickly as if they were slumbering in camp: ‘‘[T]he sight was most

appalling . . . the horror of such a picture can never be penned.’’ A Rebel recalled that after the
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Battle of Seven Pines in 1862 many Union wounded were too weak to pull themselves out of

ditches, which were full of water because of inordinately heavy rains; judging by the sounds he

heard, these men seemed to be drowning and strangling to death: ‘‘The cries of the wounded

Yankees sound in my ears yet.’’38

After fierce fighting in Georgia in 1864, a Rebel walked over the field and saw the dead piled

four deep. Some guns were still standing on end, their bayonets having been driven through

the bodies of victims, giving ample evidence of the awful conflict that had gone before. Of the

field at Shiloh, a Hoosier noted that dead men seemed to be everywhere: ‘‘You could find them

in every hollow, by every tree and stump – in open field and under copse – Union and Rebel,

side by side – in life foes, in death, of one family.’’ The psychological effect of these scenes

could be devastating, as evidenced by one Confederate, who characterized the battlefield at

Franklin, Tennessee, as one vast slaughter pen: ‘‘After gazing on it I felt sick at heart for days

afterwards. . . . The men were so disheartened by gazing on that scene of slaughter that they had

not the nerve for the work before them.’’ In a similar vein, a Northerner wrote: ‘‘It was a scene

that I wish never again to behold. I have had enough of War.’’ Nor did these impressions fade

with time; a Union soldier wrote decades after the war that the Shiloh battlefield had shocked

and disheartened him: ‘‘Tho it now lacks but two days of forty two years since that morning,

the picture has not faded in the least . . . it was a rude awakening to the realities of an active War

Service.’’ He characterized this scene as the ‘‘real stuff good & strong.’’ After attempting to

describe such a scene, a Michigan volunteer ended a letter to his sister: ‘‘I cannot comment

more, nor dwell on the subject. I am so unwell.’’39

As with recruits aching for a fight, Civil War soldiers had a great curiosity to see what a

battlefield looked like. One such experience was usually satisfactory, as indicated by the

account of Calvin Ainsworth of the 25th Iowa Infantry:

I went over the field of battle as soon as possible after the surrender. At some points it was terrible.

My eyes never beheld such a sight before. I hope they may never again. In some places the dead lay

very thick, not more than 3–5–10 feet apart; some were shot in the head, others in the breast and

lungs, some through the neck, and I saw 3 or 4 torn all to pieces by cannon balls; their innards lying

by their side,. . . . It is indeed a sickening sight, . . . I had often wished that I could be in one battle

and go over a battle field. My curiosity has been gratified. I never wish to see another.40

Twentieth-century research into psychiatric disorders associated with military service has

indicated that soldiers attached to the Graves Registration Detail (that is, those who handle

dead bodies) often experience psychological problems related to this work, and, in the Civil

War era, duty with burial details could indeed produce psychological distress. One man noted

that he helped to bury the dead after a battle, and it was, to say the least, a disagreeable job:

‘‘i helped to bury Some that was tore in pieces and throwed in every direction one leg here and

another there wee Just had to gather up the pieces and fix them away the best wee could wee

caried a hundred and fifty together and dug a big ditch. . . . i never want to See another battle

field.’’ The bodies of the dead would sometimes lie on the field for several days before they

were buried, creating an unbearable stench. Particularly during the summer, this would result

in scenes of sunbaked and putrefied bodies: ‘‘These corpses were so black that we, at first

glance, thought they were negroes; but they had lain in the hot August sun all the day before

and all this day and had been burned black and were in a state of loathsome corruption

and covered with living vermin. . . . Our task of burying these poor fellows was loathsome and

disgusting.’’41 The attempts of Civil War soldiers to describe the carnage of the battlefield

seemed time and again to end with phrases such as ‘‘pen cannot properly describe this valley of
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death, it was too horrible’’; ‘‘the horrors of a battle field cannot be described, they must be

seen’’; ‘‘[t]he most shocking sight I ever saw’’; ‘‘ghastly’’; ‘‘O what a sight, it almost makes me

shudder to think of it’’; ‘‘I am shure I would not want you to witness the sight I did.’’42

Last of all, in assessing the psychological trauma to which Civil War soldiers were exposed,

one should consider the ritual execution of deserters. In the Vietnam era, executing deserters

would have been an utter impossibility – completely unthinkable. In the Civil War, however,

hundreds of such men were shot to death by the military, and these executions were staged in

ceremonies calculated to terrify the men remaining in the ranks, so as to discourage others from

engaging in such behavior. The temptation to desert did, of course, exist, as one might imagine

after considering the situation regarding marching, exposure to the elements, lack of adequate

clothing and food, the prevalence of disease, and the horrors of battle.43

When executions were staged, the men in the regiment were lined up on three sides, and the

condemned man was placed on top of his coffin and brought to the grounds by wagon; after

the man was shot to death by the firing squad, the entire company of men was paraded by the

bullet-riddled body. At times, the man executed would then be buried on the spot and

the ground above smoothed over with no marker, to further terrify onlookers with the prospect

not only of death, but eternal oblivion. Onmost occasions, men whowere forced to witness these

executions were appalled and deeply disturbed. One Confederate soldier witnessed an execution

at which the condemnedman begged piteously for his life, but was nonetheless tied to a stake and

shot; theRebel observer called it ‘‘one of themost sickening scenes I everwitnessed . . . [it] looked

more like some tragedy of the dark ages, than the civilization of the nineteenth century.’’ A

Union soldier who witnessed such an execution wrote in his diary: ‘‘I call it murder in the first

degree in taking his life. I don’t think I will ever witness another such a horror if I can get away

from it. I have seen men shot in battle but never in cold blood before.’’ A New Hampshire

volunteer was equally stunned: ‘‘I venture to say it was [a scene] never to be forgotten while life

lasted, with any who witnessed it. There the body lay, the clothing stripped from the breast

revealing it perforated with bullets.’’ Writing forty years after the end of the war, a Hoosier

veteran remembered that it had taken him a long time to mentally recover from the shocking

sight of an execution he hadwitnessed somany years before: ‘‘Tome it was a dreadful thing to see

a human being sat on a box, blindfold & his life taken in such a savage barbarous manner. I have

long since disbelieved in capital punishment, & this affair was, I think, the forerunner of this

disbelief.’’ Another Civil War soldier summed up the entire experience: ‘‘War is horrid beyond

the conception of man.’’44
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Questions to consider

. What are some of the challenges that Civil War soldiers faced in common with those

of other wars?

. How would you describe the relationship between physical and psychological stress?

. One of the major points Eric T. Dean makes in his book is that for all their

similarities, there were also crucial differences in the experiences of Civil War and

Vietnam veterans. The latter, he argues, benefited from the insights of modern

psychiatry, and from the large government bureaucracy that existed to ease their

transition to civilian life in ways that ranged from medical care to a college education.

While the VietnamWar was widely unpopular, he notes, there was significant dissent

during the Civil War as well – and many Southern veterans returned to homes and

livelihoods that had been destroyed. ‘‘Contrary to what has become the

conventional wisdom in the United States,’’ he asserts, ‘‘the Vietnam veteran – in

the larger scheme of things – may not have fared so badly.’’ In what other ways might

you make this comparison? Do you think Dean is right?
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Chapter 7

The Battle Front: Primary Sources

The Red Badge of Courage

Stephen Crane

Soldiers and students alike have marveled that Stephen Crane, the son of a minister

with no military experience, could have written a novel like The Red Badge of Courage.

Born the son of a New Jersey Methodist, Crane (1871–1900) lived a short, meteoric life

that included stints of war reporting, investigative journalism, and a small but deeply

influential body of fiction. The Red Badge of Courage (written in 1895, before he had

become a war correspondent) is a fictionalized account of the 1863 Battle of

Chancellorsville. The novel tells the story of Henry Fleming, a callow Union soldier

anxious to prove to himself and his comrades that he will show courage in combat. In

this chapter, Fleming approaches his moment of truth – or, at any rate, what he believes

will be his moment of truth. Consider, as you read it, how Crane’s account of combat

compares with that described by Eric T. Dean.

Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage (New York: D. Appleton & Co., 1895), pp. 36–43.

There were moments of waiting. The youth thought of the village street at home before the

arrival of the circus parade on a day in the spring. He remembered how he had stood, a small,

thrillful boy, prepared to follow the dingy lady upon the white horse, or the band in its faded

chariot. He saw the yellow road, the lines of expectant people, and the sober houses. He

particularly remembered an old fellow who used to sit upon a cracker box in front of the store

and feign to despise such exhibitions. A thousand details of color and form surged in his mind.

The old fellow upon the cracker box appeared in middle prominence.

Some one cried, ‘‘Here they come!’’

There was rustling and muttering among the men. They displayed a feverish desire to have

everypossible cartridge ready to theirhands.Theboxeswerepulledaround intovariouspositions,

and adjusted with great care. It was as if seven hundred new bonnets were being tried on.



The tall soldier, having prepared his rifle, produced a red handkerchief of some kind. He was

engaged in knitting it about his throat with exquisite attention to its position, when the cry

was repeated up and down the line in a muffled roar of sound.

‘‘Here they come! Here they come!’’ Gun locks clicked.

Across the smoke-infested fields came a brown swarm of running men who were giving shrill

yells. They came on, stooping and swinging their rifles at all angles. A flag, tilted forward, sped

near the front.

As he caught sight of them the youth was momentarily startled by a thought that perhaps his

gun was not loaded. He stood trying to rally his faltering intellect so that he might recollect the

moment when he had loaded, but he could not.

A hatless general pulled his dripping horse to a stand near the colonel of the 304th. He shook

his fist in the other’s face. ‘‘You’ve got to hold ’em back!’’ he shouted, savagely; ‘‘you’ve got to

hold ’em back!’’

In his agitation the colonel began to stammer. ‘‘A-all r-right, General, all right, by Gawd!

We-we’ll do our – we-we’ll d-d-do – do our best, General.’’ The general made a passionate

gesture and galloped away. The colonel, perchance to relieve his feelings, began to scold like a

wet parrot. The youth, turning swiftly to make sure that the rear was unmolested, saw the

commander regarding his men in a highly resentful manner, as if he regretted above everything

his association with them.

The man at the youth’s elbow was mumbling, as if to himself: ‘‘Oh, we’re in for it now! oh,

we’re in for it now!’’

The captain of the company had been pacing excitedly to and fro in the rear. He coaxed in

schoolmistress fashion, as to a congregation of boys with primers. His talk was an endless

repetition. ‘‘Reserve your fire, boys – don’t shoot till I tell you – save your fire – wait till they

get close up – don’t be damned fools –’’

Perspiration streamed down the youth’s face, which was soiled like that of a weeping urchin.

He frequently, with a nervous movement, wiped his eyes with his coat sleeve. His mouth was

still a little ways open.

He got the one glance at the foe-swarming field in front of him, and instantly ceased to debate

the question of his piece being loaded. Before he was ready to begin – before he had announced to

himself that he was about to fight – he threw the obedient, well-balanced, rifle into position and

fired a first wild shot. Directly he was working at his weapon like an automatic affair.

He suddenly lost concern for himself, and forgot to look at a menacing fate. He became not

a man but a member. He felt that something of which he was a part – a regiment, an army, a

cause, or a country – was in a crisis. He was welded into a common personality which was

dominated by a single desire. For some moments he could not flee no more than a little finger

can commit a revolution from a hand.

If he had thought the regiment was about to be annihilated perhaps he could have amputated

himself from it. But its noise gave him assurance. The regiment was like a firework that, once

ignited, proceeds superior to circumstances until its blazing vitality fades. It wheezed and

banged with a mighty power. He pictured the ground before it as strewn with the discomfited.

There was a consciousness always of the presence of his comrades about him. He felt the

subtle battle brotherhood more potent even than the cause for which they were fighting. It was

a mysterious fraternity born of the smoke and danger of death.

He was at a task. He was like a carpenter who has made many boxes, making still another

box, only there was furious haste in his movements. He, in his thought, was careering off in

other places, even as the carpenter who as he works whistles and thinks of his friend or his

enemy, his home or a saloon. And these jolted dreams were never perfect to him afterward, but

remained a mass of blurred shapes.
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Presently he began to feel the effects of the war atmosphere – a blistering sweat, a sensation

that his eyeballs were about to crack like hot stones. A burning roar filled his ears.

Following this came a red rage. He developed the acute exasperation of a pestered animal, a

well-meaning cow worried by dogs. He had a mad feeling against his rifle, which could only be

used against one life at a time. He wished to rush forward and strangle with his fingers. He

craved a power that would enable him to make a world-sweeping gesture and brush all back.

His impotency appeared to him, and made his rage into that of a driven beast.

Buried in the smoke of many rifles his anger was directed not so much against the men whom

he knew were rushing toward him as against the swirling battle phantoms which were choking

him, stuffing their smoke robes down his parched throat. He fought frantically for respite for

his senses, for air, as a babe being smothered attacks the deadly blankets.

There was a blare of heated rage mingled with a certain expression of intentness on all faces.

Many of the men were making low-toned noises with their mouths, and these subdued cheers,

snarls, imprecations, prayers, made a wild, barbaric song that went as an undercurrent of

sound, strange and chant-like with the resounding chords of the war march. The man at the

youth’s elbow was babbling. In it there was something soft and tender like the monologue of a

babe. The tall soldier was swearing in a loud voice. From his lips came a black procession of

curious oaths. Of a sudden another broke out in a querulous way like a man who has mislaid his

hat. ‘‘Well, why don’t they support us? Why don’t they send supports? Do they think –’’

The youth in his battle sleep heard this as one who dozes hears.

There was a singular absence of heroic poses. The men bending and surging in their haste

and rage were in every impossible attitude. The steel ramrods clanked and clanged with

incessant din as the men pounded them furiously into the hot rifle barrels. The flaps of the

cartridge boxes were all unfastened, and bobbed idiotically with each movement. The rifles,

once loaded, were jerked to the shoulder and fired without apparent aim into the smoke or at

one of the blurred and shifting forms which, upon the field before the regiment, had been

growing larger and larger like puppets under a magician’s hand.

The officers, at their intervals, rearward, neglected to stand in picturesque attitudes. They

were bobbing to and fro roaring directions and encouragements. The dimensions of their howls

were extraordinary. They expended their lungs with prodigal wills. And often they nearly stood

upon their heads in their anxiety to observe the enemy on the other side of the tumbling smoke.

The lieutenant of the youth’s company had encountered a soldier who had fled screaming at

the first volley of his comrades. Behind the lines these two were acting a little isolated scene. The

man was blubbering and staring with sheeplike eyes at the lieutenant, who had seized him by the

collar and was pommeling him. He drove him back into the ranks with many blows. The soldier

went mechanically, dully, with his animal-like eyes upon the officer. Perhaps there was to him a

divinity expressed in the voice of the other – stern, hard, with no reflection of fear in it. He tried

to reload his gun, but his shaking hands prevented. The lieutenant was obliged to assist him.

The men dropped here and there like bundles. The captain of the youth’s company had been

killed in an early part of the action. His body lay stretched out in the position of a tired man

resting, but upon his face there was an astonished and sorrowful look, as if he thought some

friend had done him an ill turn. The babbling man was grazed by a shot that made the blood

stream widely down his face. He clapped both hands to his head. ‘‘Oh!’’ he said, and ran.

Another grunted suddenly as if he had been struck by a club in the stomach. He sat down and

gazed ruefully. In his eyes there was mute, indefinite reproach. Farther up the line a man

standing behind a tree, had had his knee joint splintered by a ball. Immediately he had dropped

his rifle and gripped the tree with both arms. And there he remained, clinging desperately and

crying for assistance that he might withdraw his hold upon the tree.
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At last an exultant yell went along the quivering line. The firing dwindled from an uproar to

a last vindictive popping. As the smoke slowly eddied away, the youth saw that the charge had

been repulsed. The enemy were scattered into reluctant groups. He saw a man climb to the top

of the fence, straddle the rail, and fire a parting shot. The waves had receded, leaving bits of

dark débris upon the ground.

Some in the regiment began to whoop frenziedly. Many were silent. Apparently they were

trying to contemplate themselves.

After the fever had left his veins, the youth thought that at last he was going to suffocate. He

became aware of the foul atmosphere in which he had been struggling. He was grimy and

dripping like a laborer in a foundry. He grasped his canteen and took a long swallow of the

warmed water.

A sentence with variations went up and down the line. ‘‘Well, we’ve helt ’em back. We’ve

helt ’em back; derned if we haven’t.’’ The men said it blissfully, leering at each other with dirty

smiles.

The youth turned to look behind him and off to the right and off to the left. He experienced

the joy of a man who at last finds leisure in which to look about him.

Under foot there were a few ghastly forms motionless. They lay twisted in fantastic

contortions. Arms were bent and heads were turned in incredible ways. It seemed that the dead

men must have fallen from some great height to get into such positions. They looked to be

dumped out upon the ground from the sky.

From a position in the rear of the grove a battery was throwing shells over it. The flash of the

guns startled the youth at first. He thought they were aimed directly at him. Through the trees

he watched the black figures of the gunners as they worked swiftly and intently. Their labor

seemed a complicated thing. He wondered how they could remember its formula in the midst

of confusion.

The guns squatted in a row like savage chiefs. They argued with abrupt violence. It was a

grim pow-wow. Their busy servants ran hither and thither.

A small procession of wounded men were going drearily toward the rear. It was a flow of

blood from the torn body of the brigade.

To the right and to the left were the dark lines of other troops. Far in front he thought he

could see lighter masses protruding in points from the forest. They were suggestive of

unnumbered thousands.

Once he saw a tiny battery go dashing along the line of the horizon. The tiny riders were

beating the tiny horses.

From a sloping hill came the sound of cheerings and clashes. Smoke welled slowly through

the leaves.

Batteries were speaking with thunderous oratorical effort. Here and there were flags,

the red in the stripes dominating. They splashed bits of warm color upon the dark lines of

troops.

The youth felt the old thrill at the sight of the emblem. They were like beautiful birds

strangely undaunted in a storm.

As he listened to the din from the hillside, to a deep pulsating thunder that came from afar to

the left, and to the lesser clamors which came from many directions, it occurred to him that

they were fighting, too, over there, and over there, and over there. Heretofore he had supposed

that all the battle was directly under his nose.

As he gazed around him the youth felt a flash of astonishment at the blue, pure sky and the

sun-gleamings on the trees and fields. It was surprising that Nature had gone tranquilly on with

her golden process in the midst of so much devilment.
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Questions to consider

. Who is Henry Fleming? What words would you use to describe him? How would

you describe the trajectory of his emotions in this excerpt?

. What qualities of Crane’s writing make this passage seem so real (or, perhaps, lead

you to question its authenticity)?

. What do you make of the final sentence of this piece? What do you think it suggests

about Crane’s – as opposed to Henry Fleming’s – perspective?

Letter from the Peninsula Campaign

Wilbur Fisk

A scholarly account of combat is one thing; a fictionalized version is another. Still

another is the recollection – subjective, incomplete, and yet nevertheless important –

of a direct participant. This one comes from Wilbur Fisk, a private in the Second

Vermont Volunteers. Fisk participated in the so-called Peninsula Campaign of 1862, in

which Union General George McClellan made an amphibious landing in Virginia as part

of an effort to take Richmond. A series of engagements that have come to be known as

the ‘‘Seven Days Battles’’ culminated at Malvern Hill, in which McClellan got quite close,

and – as was typical of him – backed away from the goal. Fisk gives his version of events

to the folks back home.

Wilbur Fisk, ‘‘Letter to Family, Camp near Harrison’s Landing, Virginia’’ ( July 15, 1862), in Hard

Marching Every Day: The Civil War Letters of Private Wilbur Fisk, 1861–1865, ed. Emil and Ruth

Rosenblatt (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1988), pp. 36–40. Copyright f University

Press of Kansas 1988. Reprinted by permission of the University Press of Kansas.

[ . . . ]

The ball opened Thursday, June 26, in the afternoon, and till nine o’clock that evening there

was the most rapid firing of artillery I have heard during the war. That night there was a detail

of picked men sent to dig a rifle-pit close up to the rebel line. This was rather delicate and

dangerous business; the men selected were those that could work rapidly, keep quiet, and fight

if necessary. The rest of the regiment – and I don’t know but that other regiments were sent out

on the same business – went as guard. Very cautiously we crept up to the place we were to

occupy, as a hunter would approach a sleeping lion, and all night we lay there giving the officers

all the annoyance imaginable to keep us from falling asleep. The muffled sound of the picks,

spades and shovels was all that disturbed the silence of the night. At the first appearance of

daylight, the guard withdrew and were relieved by the regiments. It was now expected that we

should make another step in our journey toward Richmond; we had secured a good position,

but alas it was destined to be of no benefit to us. We went back to our tents, but not to sleep, for
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we were continually being ordered under arms and into line to repel attacks that the rebels

persisted in making on our front and just to the left. All day long the battle raged on the

opposite side of the Chickahominy, and its progress could be distinctly seen from our camping

ground. We could see that our men were apparently driven back. In fact nothing could have

been more apparent. It was all a trap of Gen. McClellan to catch the enemy, so the officers said,

and this served to allay apprehensions which might otherwise have produced serious evil. The

Generals and their aids appeared remarkably tickled with the progress of events, and the course

things were taking, and they even proclaimed that twenty-four hours more of such prosperous

and successful strategy would open to us the way to Richmond.

Near sundown the rebels commenced to compliment ourselves by throwing shot and shell

with remarkable precision directly into our camp. We couldn’t stand this and accordingly

skedaddled. I suppose we retreated in ‘‘good order’’ though we did it as fast as we comfortably

could. Just over a steep bank to the right of our camp, we were comparatively safe. Here we

came to a halt and listened to the music of the enemy’s shells as they whistled over our heads

and plowed up the dirt just beyond us. All at once the artillery stopped firing, and for a moment

there was an ominous silence, but it was soon broken by a volley of musketry directly in our

front. In an instant every man was on his feet, for we knew that here was a chance for us.

Double quick we went out there, and found the Fourth Regiment engaged with the foe, and

they appeared abundantly able to give the rebels all they were capable of bargaining for. It

seemed they had attempted to storm our position but found a serious impediment in the

Fourth, who were already there. Darkness soon closed the struggle and we returned to camp to

get a little rest which we very much needed. Thus ended the first day’s ‘‘strategy.’’

The next morning we were ordered to pack up and fall in, two orders which the soldier very

well knows how to comprehend. We were only going to move our camp to a safer place they

told us, which was strictly true, though in a much different sense from what we expected. We

marched a short distance to the left when we were set to falling timber. About noon we were

compelled to submit to another shelling. We threw ourselves on our faces and every shell that

passed a foot above the ground passed harmlessly over our heads. Only one or two were hit, and

these were mangled horribly. Our batteries, as soon as they opened made warm work for the

rebels so that the enjoyment was not all on one side. The enemy were soon effectually silenced.

We laid that night in the woods near by, and in the morning we started on our backward march.

We passed through the camp of the 4th New Jersey, which came so near being annihilated in

the fight on the right of the Chickahominy, stopping only long enough to destroy a few boxes of

hard crackers to prevent them from furnishing the rebels a feast. This was the first time I had

seen our own subsistence destroyed, and it was difficult to believe that the necessity for it was

wholly premeditated. A little farther along and skirmishers were thrown out of our regiment to

the rear, which opened our eyes to the fact that we were not only retreating but we were to act

as rear guard. At Savage Station we halted in the woods after crossing the railroad, and rested

there a short time. Meanwhile the troops from the entrance, left of the line belonging to

Heintzelman, Keyes and Sumner’s army corps, came pouring down the road past us. Large

piles of subsistence stores and ammunition were burned here. At length when all the rest of the

troops had passed we had orders to move on too. We had marched less than two miles when a

brisk cannonading was heard back at the Station, and our brigade was immediately ordered to

about face – an order that savored unmistakably of a collision. We returned, formed in battle

array, the Fifth taking the lead in line of battle, followed by the Second in close column ready to

support it on the right or left as the exigencies of the case might require. We charged up hill

through the woods bordering on the Williamsburg road where we had stopped to rest. With a

yell the Fifth bounded forward for the rebels were retreating. Without stopping to get into
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a more fighting shape our regiment followed them making the woods fairly ring with their

shouts. At the farther verge of the woods the tug of war commenced. The rebels had some

pieces of artillery which sifted the grape through our ranks like hail stones making huge

openings at every discharge. The Fifth manfully stood their ground, though their loss was

terrible. We drove the rebels from the ground and had clear possession of the field when night

closed the contest. We took what care of the wounded we could which was but very little for we

were soon ordered forward. All night we plodded our weary way, halting just at break of day.

After crossing the creek at White Oak Swamp on a small eminence well calculated for defense,

we threw down our blankets and assumed a horizontal position without stopping to calculate

our proximity to the enemy or our chances of being awakened by a compliment of shells.

Our slumber was short. In the morning we reconnoitered our position to the right and left, to

assure ourselves that all was right; then stacked arms and sat down to rest. While quietly sitting

here discussing the peculiarity of our position and freely expressing opinions pro and con

relative to the wisdom of the strategy which made such mysterious movements necessary, and

inwardly doubting whether it was not forced on us instead of being planned at leisure by our

Generals, – for the rank and file are by no means indifferent to these important matters – we

were suddenly startled by a perfect storm of shells, which the rebels threw simultaneously from

perhaps a dozen pieces of artillery which they had shrewdly got into position unperceived. It

was as if a nest of earthquakes had suddenly exploded under our feet. Cavalry and artillery

horses, some with riders and some without, rushed helter skelter through our ranks, – if ranks

there were – frightened almost to death. We repaired to the woods and there formed into line,

and each took a position best calculated for defence. Here we endured another shelling similar

to that we were compelled to submit to the Saturday previous. A cannon ball passed close by a

friend’s ear, near me, brushed his knapsack and lodged just to our rear. An inclination of his

head – he was lying on his breast – to one side, if not more than two inches, would have secured

to him an eternal discharge from all terrestrial warfare.

It was nearly midnight before we were ready to leave. Tired and exhausted as we all still

were, we were impatient to get to a place of safety, where we would not be in constant danger of

being attacked with a superior force at every disadvantage. As long as I have been in the service

I have not yet become educated up to that degree of bravery, that makes the shriek of a shell

music in my ears, and I fear I never shall. I ought to have said the rebels’ guns were effectually

silenced on this occasion, by our artillery without the aid of infantry. They could not cross the

creek in the face of such a fire as Captain Ayer dealt them.

Once on our journey againwemarchedwith all possible speed till sunrise whenwe halted in an

open field near the James river. Herewithin sight of the nakedmasts of the gunboats we felt that a

brief respite of rest could now be enjoyed free from the turmoil of war. Alas, before we had hardly

eaten our breakfast we were ordered back into the woods for it was reported that the enemy were

advancing. All day we remained in the woods in line, but no enemy appeared. There was,

however, fierce fighting on our left during the day, as there had been the day before.

At two o’clock in the morning, we were aroused. The enemy were advancing in three

directions. We had got pretty thoroughly rested and began to feel our courage revive in

consequence. Doubtless we should have made a tolerably effective show of resistance if they

had pressed us to it but they did not. It began to rain early in the morning and till noon it

poured as if the windows of the heavens were opened. We were ordered to march, which we

had not the slightest reluctance in doing, stormy as it then was. Through the mud and slosh

we tramped till we reached Harrison’s Landing. We put up our tents on the liquid soil and

forthwith repaired to an extensive wheat field where the grain had been cut and bound

and probably we cleared that field of every vestige of straw or grain in as short a space of time as
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it was ever done before. This made us excellent bedding. In the morning we moved our camp

back from the river a mile or so to the place we now occupy. It is a pleasant position with plenty

of water, and probably much more healthy than the one we occupied on the Chickahominy.

The brigade has been terribly thinned, but is now improving in health, if not in numbers.

There are many incidents connected with this retreat or ‘‘strategical movement,’’ worthy of

mention which I leave to those better acquainted with the facts to relate.

Questions to consider

. What do you make of the tone of this letter – opening with a comparison between a

battle and a ball, or the description of the Confederate decision ‘‘to compliment

ourselves by throwing shot and shell with remarkable precision’’? What does this say

about Fisk – and his assessment of his audience?

. What things do – and don’t – you learn about the Battle of Malvern Hill from this

account?

. How does Fisk’s letter complement or complicate the picture of combat you see in

the Dean or Crane accounts?

J. C. R., The Battle of Fredericksburg

Charleston Daily Courier

Not all Civil War battles took place on remote fields. Occasionally, the struggle was

waged through towns and even cities, creating an intersection between soldiers’ and

civilians’ lives. This letter, published in a Southern newspaper, offers a vivid description

of what happened when the war came to Fredericksburg, Virginia, in 1862. The battle

was a resounding Confederate victory – but as this letter suggests, it may not have felt

that way to people who lived and fought there.

Charleston Daily Courier (January 17, 1863), ‘‘The Battle of Fredericksburg,’’ in The Civil War:

Ironweed American Newspapers and Periodicals Project, ed. Brayton Harris (Forest Hills, NY:

Ironweed Press, 1999), pp. 299–301.

THE BATTLE OF FREDERICKSBURG

Camp near Fredericksburg, Virginia

Dear Uncle: – Today gives me an opportunity of writing the third letter since I received one

from you. I wish to know what is the matter with you, if you have run out of something to write.

I thought a few days ago we would have a dull time about Christmas, but I think the Yankees
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have quite enough of us to do them until we can spend Christmas, anyway. I wish you could

only see the battlefield. On the morning of the 11th, before day, the signal guns were fired; and

by daylight we were under arms and took our position in line of battle, and laid out six days in

sight of nearly all the fighting that was done, but did not get a chance to fire a gun during the

fight. This was the first time we were ever held in reserve.

I have never seen men lie so thick as they did on the outskirts of the city. In one little garden,

not more than two thirds of an acre, there were one hundred forty-seven lying dead, and all

over the city they were lying dead, where it seemed that balls could not have gotten to them.

The city is torn to pieces, houses plundered, furniture destroyed, books torn from the libraries

and scattered over the floor; even ladies’ dresses were taken from their wardrobes and packed in

Yankee knapsacks. The houses that were on our line of breastworks were torn to pieces by their

balls. I think there is a bullet hole for every four inches in the houses. Our men let them come

up within thirty paces of them, and then would fire into them, and would sweep them off as far

as the balls could reach for the houses. There was a plank fence they would dodge behind

that was shot entirely away by our riflemen. The planks were torn in splinters. We had four

32-pound rifle cannons that did great execution. I saw some of the best shots made by them

I ever saw in my life. There was one company of Yankees that would come up in a railroad car

and fire at our men, and I saw a shell from a 32-pound ball fall among them and explode, killing

several. On the right of our line, where General Hill’s division fought them, we could see their

line advancing on ours, but they would not stand long before they would break and run like

frightened sheep. There is scarcely a house in Fredericksburg but has the mark of cannonballs

– many of them torn to pieces and some burned. We had but one man from our regiment

wounded, and he belonged to our company. The Yankees are said to be leaving and going back

toward the Potomac, where they will go into winter quarters. The river is our picket line. Our

sentinels and theirs are close enough to each other to talk. We were on picket day before

yesterday, and relieved the 11th Virginia Regiment. They informed us that the Yankees had

been making inquiries about our regiment, and Sergeant McKinstry asked one of the Yankees

why he was making inquiries about the 6th South Carolina Regiment. His reply was that they

were such d – d fools they were afraid they would shoot at them. It is an understanding between

Generals Lee and Burnside that the pickets shall not fire on each other unless one or the other

advances. The river is about one hundred yards wide. Some of the Yankees came over and

traded coffee for tobacco the day before we went down. Thus you will perceive that they are

deprived of some of the pleasures of the earth as well as we are.

General Lee, however, has ordered all talking and passing to be stopped; but we were

compelled to talk a little on the sly with them anyhow. We took one of the Bucktail Rifles a

prisoner. He asked for our regiment and said it was the first fight he had ever been in, that he

didn’t want to fight our regiment. We have six regiments in our brigade, and the Hampton

Legion, which has been recently attached to it. Our regiment has nearly armed itself with

Enfield rifles; got most of them at Manassas. Our army is in better spirits than I have ever seen

it. We commenced, as soon as we got here, to fortifying and are now well fortified. You must

write me all the news from the coast, and if there are any Yankees about there. If there are

not, I expect there will be soon, as General Lee has made Burnside take water. I am afraid,

however, the next time we fight the Yankees that McClellan will be at their head. We have had

some of the coldest days I ever felt – wood being scarce and no prospect of moving from here

very soon. Our general is a strong believer in drilling his men. When we are not marching, we

are drilling twice a day: regimental in the forenoon and brigade in the afternoon. This

consumes the greater part of the day. We drill in an old field about one mile square and run all

over it twice a day. A gun in hand on a cold day is not pleasant, as you are aware. But we should
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not murmur, but take it all in that way in which Southerners should do. I trust the day is not far

distant when I shall meet you in a home of peace and a land of independence.

Your nephew,

J. C. R.

Questions to consider

. How would you describe this soldier’s attitude toward his Union opponents? What

about his perception of the two sides generally (consider the policy on pickets)?

. What do you make of the way this letter ends? What does it suggest about the

relationship between soldier and civilian?

Letter from the Red River

Sarah Rosetta Wakeman

It is generally assumed that the Civil War was fought by men. But this was not always

the case. Although it is difficult to assess with any precision – how many secrets hide in

soldiers’ graves? – scholars estimate that hundreds of women cross-dressed and fought

as men. One such person was Sarah Rosetta Wakeman. A member of the 153rd New

York State volunteers, Wakeman – who refers to herself here as Edwin R. Wakeman –

was stationed in Louisiana, where she saw combat near the Red River.Wakeman died of

disease shortly after writing this letter. Consider how her experiences, and the way she

discussed them, compares with other accounts you have read.

Sarah Rosetta Wakeman, ‘‘Letter to Family’’ (April 14, 1864), in An Uncommon Soldier: The Civil

War Letters of Sarah Rosetta Wakeman, alias Private Lyons Wakeman 153rd Regiment, New York State

Volunteers, ed. Lauren Cook Burgess (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), pp. 71–2.

Grand Ecore Landing, LA1

on the Red River

April the 14/64

Dear Mother and Father, Brothers and Sisters,

I take my time to write a few lines to you. I am well and in good spirit and I hope those few

lines will find you all the same.

Our army made an advance up the river to pleasant hill about 40 miles. There we had a fight.

The first day of the fight our army got whip[ped] and we had to retreat back about ten miles.
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The next day the fight was renewed and the firing took place about eight o’Clock in the

morning. There was a heavy Cannonading all day and a Sharp firing of infantry. I was not in

the first day’s fight but the next day I had to face the enemy bullets with my regiment. I was

under fire about four hours and laid on the field of battle all night. There was three wounded in

my Co. and one killed.2

Albert Weathermax wounded in the head. Ranson Conklin wounded through the hip. Edwin

West had one of his fingers shot off.3 Joseph Blanchard killed. That is all that was hurt in

my Co.

I feel thankful to God that he spared my life and I pray to him that he will lead me safe

through the field of battle and that I may return safe home.

I receive you kind and welcome letter the other day. I was glad to learn that you was agoing

to work the Ham farm this summer and milk twenty cows. I would advise you to buy the farm

and if you will, I will Come home and help you pay for it, if I live to get out of the army. By that

time Robert will be big enough to do a good days work and he and my Self can work both of

them farm like everything.

I can’t think of any more to write at present. So good-by from you Affectionate,

Edwin R. Wakeman

Notes

1 Banks’ command spent the days of April 11 through 21 at Grand Ecore Landing, above Natchitoches

on the Red River. Rosetta spelled words as she heard them, and in the case of ‘‘Grand Ecore,’’ she

heard ‘‘Brandycore,’’ which is the heading that appears on her original letter.

2 Here Rosetta describes the part taken by the 153rd in the Union loss at Sabine Cross Roads on April 8

and in the Batle of Pleasant Hill, which occurred the next day on April 9. Reports ofMaj. Gen.William

B. Franklin of operations on April 6–25, The War of Rebellion: A Compilation of Official Records of the

Union and Confederate Armies, Series I, Vol. 34, Part 1, Reports, (Washington: Government Printing

Office 1880–1901), pp. 256–62. Also, Report of Edwin P. Davis, Colonel commanding the 153rd New

York, pp. 425–6.

3 Medical records for these men confirm Rosetta’s report of their injuries. Surprisingly, Weathermax

recovered from a severe head wound and returned to duty with the 153rd in July. Conklin and West

spent over a month in USA General Hospital in New Orleans before being furloughed in mid-May,

just before Rosetta arrived there on May 22. RG 94, Carded Medical Records, Volunteers, Mexican &

Civil Wars, 1846–1865, 153rd New York Infantry, National Archives.
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Part IV

The Home Front

Plate 6 Home Work: Nurses and officers of the US Sanitary Commission in Fredericksburg, VA,

during the Wilderness Campaign of spring 1864. The Civil War mobilized civilians in unprecedented

ways, creating new opportunities – and new tensions – for women in particular. (Photo by James

Gardner; Selected Civil War photographs, Library of Congress)



Chapter 8

The War at Home

Reid Mitchell

The military experience may have been a world unto itself for the Union and

Confederate soldiers, but the meaning of that experience was measured in terms of

another one: the world of home. Every soldier came to the war by leaving behind a life

that may have been left reluctantly, or fled in desperation. That life – a home, a barn, a

town, a family, some neighbors – was something a soldier carried with him. For

Confederates, especially, who could find themselves fighting on home turf, defending

that home was the very essence of what the Civil War was all about.

And yet the reality of home as it was experienced by soldiers – returning for visits on

furloughs, returning to recuperate from injuries, or returning when an enlistment

ended – was often a complex experience riddled with ambivalence and ambiguity. Some

civilians reacted to veterans with indifference, even hostility; others, however well-

intentioned or sympathetic, were unable to connect emotionally with those they loved.

Many soldiers returned joyfully to their homes, which became safe sites from which

to remember their military experiences (which, of course, ranged from pleasure to

horror, often in the life of the same veteran).

In this excerpt from his 1988 book Civil War Soldiers, Reid Mitchell, a historian who

has specialized in documenting the experience of the rank-and-file veteran, outlines the

complexities in one of the most powerful relationship in a soldier’s life: that between

the battlefront and the home front.

Reid Mitchell, ‘‘The War at Home,’’ in Civil War Soldiers (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1988),

pp. 64–75. Copyrightf 1988 by Reid Mitchell. Used by permission of Viking Penguin, a division of

Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

[ . . . ]

One thing that helped a soldier bear the hardships of his life was the respect of his fellow

citizens. Men who had made considerable sacrifices and who were risking their lives expected a

certain amount of adulation from those who had not joined them in service. If army life



degraded him, acclaim could exalt the soldier to the status of a hero. The dehumanization of

military service could be offset by the gratitude of one’s country. Respect provided a salutory

context for soldiering – a means to resist degradation.

Early in the war their fellow citizens willingly gave the soldiers the respect they demanded.

The passage of volunteers through a town was a cause of celebration. Just as their hometowns

had sent the troops to war with lavish public ceremony, other communities welcomed their

patriotic defenders. For example, the Oglethorpe Light Infantry received the warmest

greetings as they proceeded from Savannah to the Virginia war front. They marched through

the streets of Petersburg to the tunes of brass bands, with the eyes of lovely women on them,

and banners waving over their heads. The ladies called them the ‘‘company of bachelors’’ – the

soldiers were sixteen to twenty-five, without a married man among them. ‘‘ . . . indeed, we

looked like boys,’’ one wrote his mother, ‘‘with our handsome blue uniforms & smooth faces.’’

They were great favorites everywhere they went.1

Occasionally civilian response was overenthusiastic. When the 5th New Jersey passed

through Philadelphia in August 1861, citizens came to the train station to see them off. Young

ladies freely distributed cigars, tobacco, handkerchiefs, and flowers to the soldiers. The train

left the station ‘‘amid the crack of firearms and the cheers from thousands of throats.’’ One

soldier of the 5th New Jersey was shot in the arm during this patriotic demonstration, and later

discharged from service.2

Such accidents aside, these receptions cheered the volunteers – who felt they deserved them.

The public placed the value on the soldier that military life threatened to deny them. As the

war continued, however, the sight of a soldier became commonplace. Civilians no longer

thronged to meet the soldiers. In fact, as civilians went about their daily pursuits, they did not

simply take soldiers for granted – they looked down on them. Or so the soldiers came to feel.3

Soldiers began to hear stories of civilian disdain; they began to complain of their treatment

on their furloughs home. Cpl. Rudolphe Rey of the 102nd New York Volunteers received a

discouraging letter from a fellow soldier who had lost a leg. Upon his return home, the crippled

soldier reported that all his friends acted as if they could not remember him; he swore he would

be able to support himself without their aid. He warned Rey that if he wore his uniform home

while on leave, he could travel with a railroad car to himself. Another New York soldier said

much the same thing: at home, ‘‘Soldiers and dogs go together.’’4

It might be thought that indifference toward soldiers was characteristic of a money-

grubbing, unchivalrous North and not the militaristic South. As early as 1862, however, a

Virginia Confederate observed that ‘‘six months ago a soldier was the greatest thing in the world

but now they are worse than the devil not countenanced by nobody at all but the soldiers.’’

Confederate soldiers, campaigning near Jackson, Mississippi, in June 1863, heard rumors that

‘‘The City Council in compliance with the solicitations of many citizens attempted some time

since to pass an ordinance forbidding soldiers the use of the pavement and sidewalks and forcing

them to walk in the middle of the streets. The motion was defeated by a majority of only Three

votes.’’ When the soldiers marched through the city, they would cry out, ‘‘Boys, don’t get on

the sidewalk!’’ and ‘‘Corporal of the Guard, here’s a soldier on the sidewalk!’’ and the citizens

nervously assured them, ‘‘Yes, you can walk on the sidewalks.’’ ‘‘The Boys would frequently

ask them ‘where the Yankees walked while they were here’? They would cry out good-

humoredly while passing a crowd of Ladies and Gentlemen, ‘Here’s the boys that cant walk on

the pavements.’We can fight for you though.’ ’’ Whether the proposed civic ordinance existed

or not, it is significant that the soldiers so readily believed that it did.5

Whatever the indifference or contempt of the civilian population at large, soldiers felt a

particularly acute grievance when it seemed that the members of their own local communities
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did not respect their efforts. It violated the very notion that the soldier who had gone to war was

an extension of that community. As the war went on, soldiers found it difficult not to see

themselves as distinct from the folks back home. Instead of representing his community he

began to feel alienated from it – another way in which the volunteer became a soldier.

One source of discontent was the soldiers’ feeling that the people did not understand how

difficult their job was. Both sides went to war expecting a quick victory; both sides were

quickly, but not thoroughly, disillusioned. Soldiers who were themselves reluctant to admit

that the war would not end with the next big battle were likely to be sensitive to accusations that

victory could easily be achieved with different strategy, different commanders, and different

armies. Even though all soldiers reserved the right to grumble about the mistakes of their

superior officers, most resented it when home folks judged the operations of the army in

the field unfavorably. In part, of course, such judgments were felt to reflect not only on the

commanders but on the men as well. Furthermore, the soldier felt that civilian judgments

were made in ignorance. The folks at home had no concept of the difficulties experienced by

the soldiers in the field. A Pennsylvania lieutenant wrote home testily, when civilians were

complaining that McClellan allowed Lee to escape after Antietam, that if men there ‘‘think the

Rebble army can be Bagged let them come & bagg them. . . . Bagging an army is easy to talk

about.’’ The men who remained at home had forfeited their right to criticize those who had

marched away to war.6

A Confederate wrote his cousin on the subject of civilian military expertise thus: ‘‘I saw

a gentleman who left DeSoto Parish about two weeks since. He says the old men at home are

all generals now – gather in groups in the little towns over there and talk about the war and

discuss the abilities of our Generals – Know more than any of them – Except General Lee

only – They admit him to be a great man, but all the others do wrong all the time. Our soldiers

have all come to the conclusion that they have no friends out of the army except the ladies.’’

And Lee himself, admitting that ‘‘the movements of our armies cannot keep pace with the

expectations of the editors of papers,’’ said he would like to see them exercise their abilities in

the field.7

Another, more onerous grievance was the difference between the economic positions of the

soldier and the civilian. Many civilians did well during the war, particularly in the North.

Soldiers and their families, conversely, often suffered. With furloughs home and the

surprisingly frequent exchange of mail between the front and home, soldiers were perfectly

well informed as to the economic success of those they had left behind.8

A particular problem arose when the soldier thought that the people at home were not fair to

his family or were grasping and picayune in money matters while he risked his life for the

cause. John Pierson, a Union officer, reacted angrily when he learned that one of his creditors

in Pontiac, Michigan, dunned his wife. ‘‘Those left at home in the quiet pursuit of their

business,’’ he told his daughter, ‘‘can well aford to wait. The business I am engaged in is a game

of heads and I may loose mine and his is in no danger unless they chose to get up a war at

home. . . . ’’9

When the man continued to hound his wife, Pierson wrote her ‘‘any man that is so avaricious

as to dun a woman for a small demand he may have against her Husband while he is in the

Army helping to Suppress this Monstrous Rebelion is mean enough to make a false bill and

ought to lose and honest one.’’ He assured her, ‘‘If I get home Pontiac will not suffer much on

my account if I get killed they may come where I am and collect. . . . ’’10

The issue was not simply one of personal debts. It was also one of forgone opportunities for

profit in the wartime economy. Henry Seys, the Union abolitionist, summed up the soldiers’

fears and pride well when he wrote his wife from Chattanooga: ‘‘True I sometimes think why
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should I care so much of what is my duty to my country? Why not do as others, stay at home

and fatten in purse on the blood of the land?’’ In ten years, he predicted, ‘‘the parvenu, made

rich by lucky speculation, or some swindling contract’’ would ‘‘elbow from place the soldier

broken down or maimed, by long exposure or ghastly wound received on some battle field or

lonely picket post. . . . ’’ But he answered his question by saying that he served because his

childhood education and his concern for the respect of his own children made him patriotic

both ‘‘in deed as well as word.’’ He asked his wife to teach their children that ‘‘their duty to the

land of their birth is next to their duty to God.’’11

Those soldiers who believed that their immediate family had become indifferent to them

probably felt the most wretched sense of abandonment. In May 1862 an officer in the Army of

the Potomac, then located near Richmond, complained, ‘‘I am tired of soldiering and were it

not for us being just where we are, I would not stay a day longer not careing whether you

wanted me home or not. I cannot understand why you deserve [desire?] me to stay I see other

letters to young men from their parents, begging and imploring of them to come home this

makes me feel sad and sometimes I think I am not wanted at home by my parents[.]’’ He was

killed not long after, at the battle of Seven Pines.12

Civilian disdain was as potent a source of degradation as military life. Still, the soldiers’

resentment of civilian contempt and indifference was not always unambiguous. Sometimes

they feared it was deserved. Soldiers knew that military life might indeed transform men into

beasts and this could inform a soldier’s reactions to civilians. For example, in the fall of 1862 a

Union soldier in Illinois suffered from the usual camp diseases and decided to treat himself

with ‘‘some fresh air and a good bed to sleep in. . . . ’’ He went to a farm near camp to request a

place to stay for the night; the ‘‘old lady’’ was obviously suspicious and reluctant to shelter him

but the soldier persuaded her to relent. When he wrote his parents, he explained, ‘‘The people

here are suspicious of soldiers just as Ma is of pedlars and dont like to put them into their beds

and I cannot blame them either some of the soldiers have not pride enough to keep themselves

halfway decent. Some of them seem to think that being a soldier is a license for a man to make a

brute of himself.’’13

In 1863 a Mississippi Confederate heard that a military hospital was planned for his

hometown. The idea depressed him. ‘‘It seems to me that wherever soldiery predominate decay

and scarcity follow, and a certain appearance of cheerlessness (as far as the inhabitants are

concerned) seems to exist in proportion as the number of soldiers (locusts) increase.’’ Charity

compelled him to add, ‘‘Anyway, as they are stationed upon you, you do the best you can for

poor fellows! they have a hard time even when not sick.’’14

So while men sometimes prided themselves on their patriotism and soldierly qualities, they

also worried about the changes military service had made in their fellows when they compared

the men around them to their families back home. The psychological transformation caused by

war sometimes upset men more than anything else. Lyman C. Holford, a Wisconsin soldier,

wrote in his diary, ‘‘a little after dark I saw something which was a little the worst of any thing

I have yet seen in the army. Some of the boys of the 24th Mich (a new Regt lately attached to

our Brigade) found a cow which had been dead for several days and being a little meat hungry

they went to work and cut meat from the cow and carried it to camp and ate it.’’ It was not just

the spectacle of dead animals and rotten meat that disgusted Holford; as a veteran of battle he

had seen far worse. What disgusted Holford was seeing men reduce themselves to hyenas.

Somehow the dehumanization implicit in that selfish and sickening act was greater than that of

killing and wounding in battle, for it showed men turned into beasts.15

Dehumanizing treatment was inflicted from outside; it might be resisted. Psychological

transformation was more insidious. The changes that soldiering made in men might be
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impossible to eradicate. The Assistant Surgeon of the 12th Michigan observed, ‘‘Soldiering is

certainly not beneficial to the mind, and the large lists of sick do not look as if it improved the

bodily health much. I think it certainly engenders laziness.’’ He attributed this laziness to

‘‘the alternation of very hard work, which is compulsory, and nothing at all to do, with very few

resources for amusement.’’ Laziness, unfortunately, might become a permanent part of the

volunteer’s personality. The surgeon feared, ‘‘When the war is over if that happy time ever

comes, I believe the greater part of them will join the regular service, from sheer unfittness for

anything else.’’16

The Union surgeon was echoed by Confederate soldiers. Henry Greer wrote his mother

from the lines near Petersburg, ‘‘If I stay much longer in service I fear that I will never be fit for

anything but the army.’’ Richard Webb, a regimental chaplain, may have been more worried

about the changes he detected in himself. ‘‘This is a very demoralized kind of life. So hardening

to human feelings. I can now walk over a battlefield and see the ground strewed with

dead bodies, or see a man’s lim amputated without any of that tendency of fainting that

the sight of blood used to cause.’’ The irony was that serving as chaplain hardened Webb’s

feelings at a time when a chaplain was particularly valued by other frightened men for his

sensitivity.17

In some cases, men were surprised by the direction of the moral transformation engendered

by war. One Confederate soon learned that ‘‘War is a strange scale for measuring men.’’ He

described a fellow soldier, from whom nobody expected very much, who ‘‘made as good a

soldier as there was in the Regiment. Cool and brave in battle and always on hand and never

shirking duty in camp.’’ This man proved a far better soldier than ‘‘others who occupied

honorable positions in society.’’ A New York regiment enlisted one of its soldiers after finding

him sleeping drunkenly in a lumberyard. ‘‘He was dirty filthy and covered with vermin.’’ They

exchanged his rags for a new uniform. John Fleming remembered that ‘‘Strange as it

may appear, that man became very steady, and one of the cleanest men and best soldiers

we had.’’ While such improvements in character were no doubt welcome, they also served

to reinforce the distance felt between civilian life and the life of the soldier. These reformations

were only extreme examples of how little one’s peacetime identity seemed to relate to one’s

soldiering.18

The families back home shared the fears that the Civil War experience would change men

beyond recognition. Soldiers frequently reassured wives and parents in their letters that they

would not change or that their love was constant, apparently responding to the distressed

queries of their loved ones. Such fears found their expression whether those they possessed

wanted to admit them or not. A dream about her husband terrified one Georgia woman. She

dreamed he had gone mad and had to be brought home. ‘‘I thought you would not speak to me.

I thought all you wanted to do was to fill up the roads with logs and brush so that Lincoln’s

Army could not pass through the country. it pestered me worse than any dream I ever dreamed

before but I hope there is nothing of it.’’ Such a dream revealed the fear on the woman’s part

that the war, which ironically was often cast as a defense of the home, would alienate husbands

and fathers from their families.19

In most cases the transformation experienced by Civil War soldiers was not as dramatic or as

clear-cut as that from drunkard to model soldier, devoted husband to madman, or man to beast.

Men found that the war called forth a broad array of emotional responses. One of the most

perceptive analysts of the psychology of soldiering was a Union soldier, James T. Miller. While

Miller’s letters home reveal him to be a man particularly concerned with the ways war was

influencing his character, his observations probably applied to men less articulate and

introspective.
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The battle of Chancellorsville sparked Miller’s self-scrutiny. In May 1863 he wrote home,

‘‘i can hardly make it seem possible that three short weeks ago that i was rite in the thickest of

a terrible battle but such is a soldiers life. . . . ’’ Miller confessed that such a life had its appeal

‘‘for a brave reckless man who has no family even in war times it has a good many charms and

i think i can begin to understand something of the love an old sailor has for his ship and dangers

of the Ocean.’’ The appeal, in part, may have been aesthetic. A month after Chancellorsville,

Miller explained to his parents, ‘‘steadyness under fire is the great beauty of a soldier[.]’’

One is reminded that Robert E. Lee, watching the advance of Burnside’s troops

at Fredericksburg, said, ‘‘It is well that war is so terrible; we should grow too fond of it.’’20

Miller analyzed at length the emotions experienced by the soldier. He admitted the danger

inherent in war, but explained ‘‘in regard to the danger I have passed through that part is very

pleasent[.]’’ Soldiers amused themselves after battle by sitting around campfires and laughing

over stories of ‘‘hairbreadth escapes’’ told in a ‘‘gay reckless carless way.’’ An observer ‘‘would

be very apt to think that we were the happiest set of men’’ he had ever seen.

‘‘But if you should go with us to the battle field and see those that are so gay thier faces pale

and thier nervs tremblings and see an ankziety on every countenance almost bordering on

fear,’’ Miller said, ‘‘you would be very apt to think we were all a set of cowardly poltrouns[.]’’

The soldiers should be imagined this way ‘‘just before the fight begins and the enemy is in sight

and the dul ominous silence that generaly takes place before the battle begins[.]’’ The soldier

does not fear the dangers he has been through already, but he fears those that are to come.

Once skirmishers had been deployed, and the firing of cannons and small arms had begun,

Miller observed that the soldiers’ expressions changed remarkably. They could now ‘‘see the

solid columns of the foe advance in plain sight every man seeming to step as proudly and

steadily as if on parad and even while the artilery tears large gaps in thier line still on they come

hardly faltiring for a moment[.]’’ This spectacle of war left the men still pale, ‘‘but see the firm

compressed lips the eye fixed and [persevering?] and blood shot and the muscels rigid and the

veins corugated and knoted and looking more like fiends than men[.]’’ When the order to

charge came, ‘‘away we in to the very jaws of death and never for one moment faltering but

yeling like devils up to the mouths of the Canon and then to hear the wild triumphant cheer[.]’’

Yet in a few hours these men who had resembled devils would be ministering to the wounded

left on the field, both friends and enemies, ‘‘with the kindness and tenderness of a woman[.]’’

Miller concluded that, ‘‘by the time you have seen this you will begin to think that a soldier has

as many carackters as a cat is said to have lives[.]’’21

Miller’s description points to the fact that a soldier could not be well-defined in simple terms

– either as patriotic hero or as savage beast. The war demanded a full range of responses from

men. Miller understood that ‘‘a soldiers life is a sucession of extreems, first a long period of

inactivity folowed by a time when all his energies both mental and phsical are taxed to the

utmost[.]’’ The rapid and extreme changes that men underwent increased the anxiety created

by the war. No one ‘‘character’’ would serve for a man in such an environment.22

This was true in other ways. The Massachusetts college student, Samuel Storrow, wrote

home about the various physical tasks in which military life required proficiency. ‘‘When I get

home I shall be qualified for any position, either that of a boot black, a cleaner of brasses, a

washer – (wo)man, cook, chambermaid, hewer of wood & drawer of water, or, failing in all

these I can turn beggar & go from door to door asking for ‘broken vittles’. In all these I should

feel prefectly at home by long practise therein.’’ Storrow was middle class and was perhaps

more amused – or chagrined – by his new roles than most soldiers were. But the occupations he

lists were all notable for their lack of dignity. Most of them were associated with servants and
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other dependents; beggars commanded even less respect; and ‘‘hewer of wood & drawer of

water’’ was a Biblical phrase that usually denoted a slave. These demeaning roles were

unwelcome additions to one’s image as a soldier and hero; they were ways in which military life

broke down civilian ideas of status and identity.23

Another contradiction experienced by the soldier was that between his image of the

volunteer as the preeminently virtuous patriot and the reality of the men with whom he shared

army life. Where he had expected to find paragons, he found mortal men. Both the Union and

Confederate armies had their share of petty thieves, drunkards, slackers, and other lowlife.

The camp was simultaneously immoral and virtuous, full of temptation and full of piety.

Christopher Keller of the 124th Illinois was shocked by the temptations to vice open to men

when they first went into camp after his regiment was raised in the fall of 1862. Apparently the

other men of his company were shocked as well, for they soon voted to have their captain teach

a regular Bible class. Shortly after their arrival Keller wrote a description of his camp that

caught the two contrary impulses displayed there. ‘‘My bunkmate is reading his bible and in

the bunk below they are having a prayer meeting on a small scale while others are cutting up,

some swearing, some laughing, some writing, and others reading.’’ He concluded that camp

was ‘‘the place to see human nature in all its different varieties.’’24

Luther C. Furst, who volunteered early in the war, noted that ‘‘The history of the four

kings’’ was the most popular book in camp. His discouragement with the immorality of the

camp was deepened by his belief that the war was brought on by national wickedness. And a

soldier in the 140th New York observed that the only reason many men in camp knew when it

was Sunday was that stores were closed that day and they could buy no liquor.25

One Confederate pronounced camp ‘‘the last place for me or any other sivil man.’’ The noise

and misconduct of his fellow volunteers appalled him. And another deplored the absence

of religion in camp. ‘‘I haven’t heard a sermon in I can’t tell when. You hear no more talk about

religion here than if there was no such thing. The army is more demoralizing than I ever

dreamed of. Three-fourths I recon, of the officers and men in this Regiment are profane

swearers and card players.’’26

The contradiction between image and reality, the excitement and fear of combat, the

psychological exhaustion caused by the extremes in a soldier’s life, the dehumanization of

the army, even the risk of bestialization – the volunteer had to suffer all these to fight for his

cause. It is not surprising that he sometimes felt resentful of those who had remained at home

and that he acquired a new identity as a soldier. It is not even surprising that some soldiers did

act like the beasts that most soldiers feared they might become.

After the surrender of Confederate Gen. Joseph E. Johnston’s army, Union Gen. W. T.

Sherman marched his victorious soldiers north from Bennett Place, North Carolina, to

Washington, DC Along the way they stopped to visit the battlefields of the east, where the

Army of the Potomac had long struggled with Robert E. Lee’s forces. Robert Strong’s

company passed through the Wilderness, where one of the greatest battles of the war had been

fought. ‘‘Right in the line of breastworks stood a lone house,’’ Strong remembered. ‘‘When we

passed the house it was occupied only by women, not a single living man. They were

surrounded by the bones of thousands of dead men.’’

The women in the house came to the door to watch the Union soldiers march by. One of

Strong’s fellow soldiers had picked up a skull from the battlefield. He greeted the women and

asked them, ‘‘Did you have any friends in this fight?’’

One of them replied her brother had been killed in the battle.

‘‘Here is his head,’’ the soldier said, and ‘‘tossed the skull in among them.’’27
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Questions to consider

. How would you describe the relationship between soldiers and civilians in Civil War

armies?

. How do wars change social relationships in societies?

. How was the experience of returning Civil War soldiers similar to, or different from,

those of other wars?
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Chapter 9

‘‘For the Boys in Blue’’:
Organizing the US Sanitary Commission

Jeanie Attie

Soldiers weren’t the only people transformed by the experience of the Civil War. Like

their counterparts who left home, civilians who stayed behind – especially women –

found themselves faced with tasks they had never previously undertaken. Sometimes

these tasks were relatively simple, like milking a cow. Other times they were more

complex, like running a business. Even before the war, some American women

distinguished themselves as having the desire and talent to move far beyond their

accepted ‘‘sphere’’ of home and family, often by using the imperatives of home and

family to justify challenging the status quo.

The Civil War created many more opportunities of this kind than had ever existed

before for American women. Of particular importance in this regard was the formation

of the United States Sanitary Commission, an organization that gathered supplies,

distributed relief, provided nursing services, and in countless other ways served

soldiers in the field and in hospitals. The USSC demonstrated the tremendous, even

awesome, power of a modern institution in an industrial society – and, to the evident

nervousness of some – the tremendous, even awesome, power of American women in

that society.

In this excerpt from her 1998 book Patriotic Toil: Northern Women and the American

Civil War, Jeanie Attie explores the challenges – challenges of logistics as well as

challenges to authority – faced by the men who enlisted women’s help in launching the

USSC.

JeanieAttie, ‘‘ ‘For theBoys inBlue’:Organizing theHomeFront,’’ inPatriotic Toil: Northern Women

and the American Civil War (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1998), pp. 87–91; 99–104.

Copyrightf by Cornell University. Used by permission of the publisher, Cornell University Press.

The men who created the United States Sanitary Commission never anticipated that the greater

part of their energies would be occupied by persuading northern women to participate in their

project. Having witnessed the explosion of female support for mobilization during the first days



andweeks of thewar, they assumed thatwomenwould embrace a plan that promised tomaximize

the impact of their benevolence. For Sanitary Commission leaders, the key to success lay in their

‘‘wise foresight and perfect comprehension’’ of the gendered division of social authority in

American society, an understanding that would enable them tomanipulate the nonpolitical arena

of feminized benevolence to serve their own version of nationhood.The ‘‘most novel and striking

characteristics of our American civilization,’’ wrote commission historian Charles Stillé, was the

fact that benevolent organizations ‘‘had been for a long time under the control and management

almost excusively of women.’’ When the USSC ‘‘sought to make the women of the country its

agents in the vast work of supplying . . . the Government in its care of the Army,’’ it did so with a

unique appreciation of the antebellum compromise on gender or, as Stillé phrased it, the

‘‘peculiar position which [women] occupy in a democratic society like ours.’’1

At the outset of USSC operations, the commissioners expected that their most challenging

task would involve revamping an outmoded, entrenched War Department bureaucracy and

advising the Medical Bureau to adopt modern sanitary and medical procedures. The

commission’s ‘‘great object,’’ recalled Henry Bellows, was to ‘‘develop, strengthen and support

the regularmedical andmilitary authorities andmethods.’’ Yet by war’s end, people believed the

commission’s ‘‘chief business’’ had been ‘‘the collection and distribution of voluntary supplies.’’

‘‘The vast proportions [relief] assumed, during the progress of the war,’’ remarked Stillé, ‘‘were

due to circumstances, which it was impossible to have foreseen from the beginning.’’2

What the men of the USSC did not foresee was the extent to which their relief scheme

involved an incursion into the social prerogatives middle-class women had acquired in the

decades before the war, namely dominance over the welfare needs of their communities and

the labor conducted within their households. The commission, of course, was not repudiating

female philanthropy; in fact, it called for greater discretionary efforts on the part of the public.

But its assertion of control over the destination and uses of women’s gifts carried with it the

imputation that customary methods of benevolence were inadequate to winning a war, even

perilous for a nascent army requiring systematic care. By declaring that a national emergency

rendered unpaid female labor a form of military materiel that could legitimately be

requisitioned for the war, the commission plan suffused housework and voluntarism with

national political purposes. At the same time, however, by defining benevolence as a province

of the state requiring the supervision of elite men, it also declared that women’s control over

domesticity and charity was no longer inviolate.

Making claims in the name of defending the nation for rights to the products of women’s

household labor was one thing; commanding that labor was another matter. Indeed, as soon as

the commission postulated that women’s homemade gifts were goods owed the state in amilitary

emergency, it broached a number of potentially disruptive problems that were only dimly

glimpsed in the early weeks of the war. What, in fact, was a woman’s obligation to the state

in wartime? What was more important for the Union cause: women’s labor or women’s loyalty?

Did female benevolence extend past community boundaries to the nation as a whole? How

could a plan that was predicated on the antebellum gender ideology – a romanticized

construction that asserted women’s inherent proclivities for domesticity and charity – expect

easy compliance when it erased the allocation of power that gave the gendered separation of

economic responsibilities its legitimacy? By placing so much emphasis on the products

of women’s housework, the Sanitary Commission scheme came close to unmasking the fiction

that household labor produced no market value, that it was merely a leisurely or instinctual

endeavor.

The confidence with which the commissioners began their enterprise was reinforced by the

early successes of the Woman’s Central Relief Association. The women’s organization
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appeared to have gained acceptance from local women’s groups with relative ease. But the

WCRA’s structure and mode of operation differed significantly from the organization Bellows

and his colleagues created. In contrast to the WCRA’s willingness merely to coordinate the

workings of existing charitable groups, the Sanitary Commission’s nationalist vision was

premised on a network of uniformly structured societies dedicated to soldier relief and

answerable solely to the central agency. Intent on fostering wholly new benevolent entities, the

commission devoted considerable energy to communicating with the loyal female public about

the bureaucratic framework and the procedures it considered essential for maintaining

competent aid societies.

Among the USSC’s first messages to the female homefront was a call to form a soldiers’ aid

society in every village and city in the North. In order to justify such a sweeping step, it

reiterated stories that women’s spontaneous benevolence was creating chaos at the front by

deluging the army with useless goods. Explaining to women the problems they had caused, the

commission carefully couched its criticism within a sentimentalized account of the work they

had already initiated: ‘‘The churches, the schools, the parlors, the bedchambers, were alive

with the patriotic industry of those whose fingers could not rest while a stitch could be set, a

bandage torn, for the relief of the brave soldiers.’’ Before long, the ‘‘little circles and

associations, with patriotic intent . . . were multiplying, like rings in the water, over the face of

the whole country.’’3 But the cumulative impact of these random efforts was problematic, for

although ‘‘the stream’’ was in ‘‘full flow,’’ it was guided by zeal rather than discretion. Worse

still, the army was ‘‘inundated by a flood of public bounty, wasting itself where it was not

wanted.’’ Given the ‘‘immense mischief’’ such charitable efforts might create ‘‘if allowed to run

wild,’’ it was necessary to establish some control over these ‘‘national impulses.’’ The

commission’s ‘‘purpose’’ was ‘‘to systematize the impulsive, disorderly, and uninformed

sympathies and efforts of the women of the country so as to make effective . . . the generous and

restless desires to help the young army.’’4

Although the commission justified its intervention in homefront relief on the grounds that

women’s early wartime benevolence had been effusive and disorganized, the reality was very

different. While many women had taken it upon themselves to aid departing relatives and outfit

local regiments, these activities were usually conducted on an ad hoc, personal, and temporary

basis. In fact, by the middle of 1861, many towns were still without a soldiers’ aid society. ‘‘The

Spring of 1861 & nearly the whole Summer passed away, without any organized movement in

this place,’’ explained the secretary of the Fayetteville, New York, Ladies Soldiers Aid Society.

Though ‘‘every loyal woman felt constantly self-reproved for her inaction’’ and ‘‘many sent

their offerings through distant societies,’’ the remoteness of this ‘‘small country village’’

inhibited a more concerted effort.5

Women who did not see fit to establish permanent soldiers’ aid societies may not have been

apathetic or inexperienced in civic affairs, for no one expected a long or exceedingly destructive

war. The first call for volunteers stipulated only a three-monthmilitary term, andmen rushed to

volunteer in part because they shared the belief that the war would be brief. Young men raised

with literary images of military heroes welcomed the opportunity to attain their own piece of

historical glory.6 One soldier remembered that, during the early days of the war, ‘‘the belief

then was almost universal throughout the North that the war would amount to nothing much

but a summer frolic, and would be over by the 4th of July.’’7 Like the men who volunteered for

military service, homefront women too assumed that violence and bloodshed would be kept to a

minimum. Mrs. Bordwell from Corinovia, New York, noted that the women in her town

‘‘accepted Secretary Seward’s prophecy respecting the duration of the struggle, and did not at

first deem any organization necessary.’’ (Corinovia women did not organize formally until the

106 the home front



middle of 1862).8 For a brief and doubtlessly triumphant conflict, local regiments could be

adequately cared for by the redirected energies of existing philanthropic agencies.

Whether or not it was aware of the fragile state of homefront organizing, the commission

moved ahead with its scheme to create a network of local societies that would form a resilient

infrastructure for its welfare experiment. In October 1861, it distributed 40,000 copies of a

circular, composed by Frederick Law Olmsted, endorsed by President Lincoln, and addressed

to the ‘‘Loyal Women of America,’’ that spelled out the USSC plan for structuring relief and

channeling supplies to the army.9

[ . . . ]

Forming a soldiers’ aid society was a far cry from sustaining it. Although few groups were as

short-lived as the Patriotic Aid Society of Dickinson Centre, New York, which lasted only five

days, many were only intermittent affairs. ‘‘Themaintaining of an organization of this kind is far

more difficult than one would imagine,’’ reported the secretary of the Black Creek Aid Society of

New York. Attendance at meetings ‘‘grew less and less until there were but two or three who

manifested any interest,’’ and the group managed to stay together only for ‘‘a season.’’ The

women of Bloomsburg, Pennsylvania, credited a Sanitary Commission directive for their

decision to organize, but ‘‘as time wore and discouragements arose, a great number wearied and

fell by the way.’’ A number of societies dispersed and reconstituted themselves over the course of

the war. The women of Ashville, New York, organized themselves in October 1861, disbanded

after a brief period of work, and then reconstituted a society in the summer of 1862. Even a male

correspondent to the WCRA recognized that warwork imposed unusual burdens on busy

women; explaining in early 1864why hiswife and otherwomen ofVernon,New Jersey, no longer

sent contributions, he noted, ‘‘you have no idea what hard work those ladies found it.’’10

Though the USSC enjoyed only limited success in reforming women’s charitable behavior, it

was remarkably, if inadvertently, effective in stimulating correspondence from women

throughout the North. From the moment the organization undertook the coordination of

supply work and stretched its probing arm into the hinterland, news from the homefront poured

into both national headquarters and branch offices from a female public anxious to explain its

successes and failures. Women wrote unsolicited letters as well as answers to personal inquiries

and, later, formal questionnaires. Stimulating a unique dialogue among themale commissioners,

the female branch leaders, and themselves, northernwomen created an arena inwhich they could

articulate the enormity of housework, the economic and political complexions of their

communities, and the special hardships the war had imposed on their lives. Usually written to

explain why they were unable to satisfy specific USSC requests, their correspondence

challenged prevailing assumptions about household labor and revealed common difficulties

among women in various regions. Repeatedly, women pointed to the lack of economic resources,

conflicting personal and family responsibilities, and skepticism about the project’s rationale as

the most persistent hindrances to regular warwork. The sources of homefront resistance to

Sanitary Commission entreaties were varied, but fostering sustained, voluntary labor for

national purposes was clearly an unreliable and politically charged undertaking.

In industrial towns and agricultural regions alike, the commission scheme jeopardized

delicately balanced economies, now under the added burdens of war. For towns such as

Altoona, Pennsylvania, whose inhabitants were ‘‘mainly railroad operatives of limited means,’’

there was the problem of enlisting working-class women to assume middle-class functions. As

the Altoona Society’s secretary, Charlotte Lewis, explained, little was accomplished, ‘‘there

being a great scarcity of the class of women at all accustomed to act outside the home.’’ Around

the country the commission heard numerous complaints of distressed households. ‘‘A great

many plead poverty,’’ wrote Mrs. Bradfield from Hardin County, Iowa. The women of North
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Billerica, Massachusetts, who collected donations at the beginning of the war, reported that

‘‘living became so expensive’’ they accomplished little more.11

Poor women in the WCRA region wrote to Louisa Lee Schuyler and her associates intimate,

oftentimes moving, descriptions of households and local economies hard hit by the war. The

head of the Dorcas Society in Lodi, New York, wrote in April 1862 that they were forwarding

their last package to the commission. ‘‘And I am very sorry,’’ she added, ‘‘but the place is a

factory village and the inhabitants are mostly Hollanders and all are a laboring class of people

and lately work has been scarce and Money hard to get and consequently have no funds to work

with.’’12 ‘‘I hardly dare now to make another specific and immediate requisition,’’ explained a

Cortland Village, New York, woman in November 1861. Though hers was ‘‘a charming rural

region,’’ farm sizes were small and the soil ‘‘only adapted to grasing.’’ In a pointed rebuke to

USSC assumptions about appealing for the ‘‘boys in blue,’’ she elucidated the economic

realities of her town’s women. ‘‘We have three flourishing academies, no thieves or beggars, but

there are not a dozen opulent individuals in the county! Nineteen out of every twenty articles

I have sent to you have been made by the personal labor of people who employ no

servants. . . .With such facts, in view, dear Madam, you can easily conceive why it would not be

very gracious in me to cry ‘another for Hector’ too often.’’13

Notwithstanding high transportation costs and war-inflated prices for cotton and wool, it

appeared that rural women were disproportionately generous contributors to the Sanitary

Commission project. The women of Ellsworth, New York, may have been typical: describing

themselves as ‘‘merely country people with slender purses,’’ they regularly donated to the

army.14 In the commission’s estimation, the reason that provincial areas proved more generous

than did major cities such as New York was obvious: urban bourgeois women who had

established their own philanthropic organizations stood to lose the most by relinquishing

authority to a national organization and, as Louisa Schuyler recognized, were most likely to feel

competitive with the commission. ‘‘The love of power; which so blinds the eyes of the city

people, does not extend in the country,’’ she wrote to Olmsted in 1863. ‘‘I feel as if I never

could say enough about the noble spirit of self sacrifice found in these little villages. They never

see anything & work from pure faith & principle.’’15

Moved by the sentiments of poorer women from rural locales, Schuyler nevertheless knew

that the organization’s well-being depended on its ability to tap the assets of wealthy men and

the philanthropic capacities of upperclass women. As early as the fall of 1861, the Woman’s

Central Relief Association boasted of maintaining correspondence with ‘‘several hundred

names of prominent ladies in different states.’’ Eliza Schuyler routinely called upon her elite

peers to sustain flagging supply work and direct their attentions to the commission. ‘‘I am

engaged in writing to influential ladies,’’ she reported to Alfred Bloor at the end of 1862, ‘‘to

inform their circles, and influence them against local and partial organisations.’’ Propertied

women, after all, were ‘‘so much more easily affected by personal influences.’’16

Yet even the advantages of class could not undo the constraints posed by gender inequities in

economic power; the reality was that nearly all women were dependent on their male relatives

for money. After women’s personal household surpluses were exhausted, contributions from

individual men and local businesses sometimes constituted the only means for continuing

soldier aid work. When commission agent William Hobart Hadley found people in

Portsmouth, New Hampshire, expressing the ‘‘strong belief that they have done more for

their soldiers than any other towns or cities in the Union,’’ the women confided to him that

such views held by the men dimmed the prospects for continuing warwork. ‘‘Their ladies

assured me that they were unable to beg enough of the men to purchase materials to keep

themselves in work.’’17
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If women lacked influence over men in public forums, they were equally vulnerable to men’s

decision making power at home. Some correspondents alluded to the inequitable balance of

power in nineteenth-century marriages to illuminate why their donations were not as large as

they had hoped. Mrs. Delilah Allen confided to the WCRA: ‘‘My husband lacks or has not my

opinions of doing for those who have fought for our country’s freedom. . . . I have with my

horse and carriage done much but it has been to the distaste of my husband.’’ ‘‘Politics ran high

with us,’’ Mrs. Augustus Lippincott admitted to Commissioner Blatchford at the war’s end,

‘‘and Mothers and daughters were apt to work according to the opinions of Husbands

& Fathers.’’ Given the political polarization in her Hills Grove, New York, town, ‘‘there was

not much harmony in regard to things relating to the war.’’ A Bergen, New York,

correspondent complained of women who ‘‘were more interested in their husbands’ politics

than in the suffering of soldiers,’’ adding a special partisan rebuke for Republican women; since

their men had caused the war, she reasoned, ‘‘their wives might take care of the soldiers.’’18

But the greatest constraints on women’s abilities to participate in warwork were the rigors of

their domestic labors. Time and again female correspondents cited household chores, childcare

responsibilities, and family illnesses as the chief reasons for neglecting requests for their

charity. For the majority of women, who employed no household help, housework burdens

were onerous. Explaining why her neighbors failed to sustain a soldiers’ aid society, Miss

Denroche wrote that the few who wanted to work felt they could not do it alone and added that

‘‘some have large families of sick or young children.’’ Sarah Bradford of Geneva, New York,

informed the WCRA that she had to resign as secretary of her local aid society, ‘‘having many

other cares & duties claiming my attention.’’19

These letters were extraordinary in their explication of the laborious nature of household

tasks. For decades northern women had been surrounded by dictates that cast their domestic

work as the antithesis of labor, indeed, as something approaching a leisurely pursuit.20 Bellows

himself had employed the language of leisure to explain how women were able to produce so

much for the army during the war. But the escalating demands for the products of housework

led some women to glimpse problems in cultural formulations that cast their existence as free of

work. Women such as Miss Denroche used the opportunity of corresponding with the

commission to delineate the realities of their household labor, possibly to acquire recognition

for the otherwise invisible efforts that defined their lives: ‘‘I am shut in school from 8 1⁄2 untill

4 pm every day. I have all my own housekeeping to do and we have no baker here. . . . I have an

acre and three quarters of land to take care of out of school and in winter all my wood to saw

and split at least I had to do it until a week since I found it was injuring my health. . . . you must

see I have not much leisure.’’21
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Questions to consider

. What were some of the challenges facing men who wished to enlist the help of

women in relief work?

. How would you describe the relationship between local and national relief efforts

led by women?

. How did the kind of work women did at home affect the quality and quantity they did

for the USSC?

. What would you say were the strengths and limitations of volunteer labor, military

or civilian, in wartime? Is professional paid labor more desirable? In what ways?
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Chapter 10

The Home Front: Primary Sources

Diary Entry

Gertrude Clanton Thomas

Soldiers were not the only people to experience the deprivation and despair of war, and

not only because the line between home front and battle front collapsed in places like

Fredericksburg, VA, or Vicksburg, MS, (not to mention countless farms elsewhere

literally caught in the crossfire). The war cast long shadows even on those far from the

fighting. Gertrude Clanton Thomas was the mistress of a relatively large plantation in

Georgia when she wrote the following diary entry in the summer of 1864. What has the

war done to her life – and what has the war done to her thinking?

Diary of Gertrude Clanton Thomas, (September 17, 1864), in ‘‘Slavery,War, and Emancipation,’’

from The Secret Eye: The Journal of Gertrude Clanton Thomas, ed. Virginia Ingraham Burr (Chapel

Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1990), pp. 276–7.

[ . . . ]

Saturday, September 17, 1864 . . . How I do wish this war was over. I wish to breathe free.

I feel pent up, confined – cramped and shall I confess it am reminded of that Italian story of

The Iron Shroud where daily – daily hourly and momently the room contracts, the victim

meanwhile utterly impotent to avert the impending doom. Never have I so fully realised the

feeble hold upon this world’s goods as I do now. I don’t think I have ever enjoyed that

peculiarly charming season the Indian Summer more than I have during the past few weeks.

Looking up the three Avenues and at the Goats Cows and Horses so quietly walking about,

listening at the cooing of Pigions, the chirping of the different fowls in the yard – I imagine

this contrasted with men clad in Yankee uniform rudely violating the privacy of my home.

I imagine the booming of Yankee cannon and the clash of Yankee sabres and I ask myself how



soon shall this thing be?? Nor does it require an imaginative mind to foretell such an event but

the last page of my Journal must bear no such cowardly record.

I have sometimes doubted on the subject of slavery. I have seen so many of its evils chief

among which is the terribly demoralising influence upon our men and boys but of late I have

become convinced the Negro as a race is better off with us as he has been than if he were made

free, but I am by no means so sure that we would not gain by his having his freedom given him.

I grant that I am not so philanthropic as to be willing voluntarily to give all we own for the sake

of the principle, but I do think that if we had the same invested in something else as a means of

support I would willingly, nay gladly, have the responsibility of them taken off my

shoulders. . . .

[ . . . ]

Letter to Norfleet Perry

Fannie Perry

For many loved ones, the essence of the Civil War experience was separation. Fanny

Perry was a slave in Texas; her husband, Norfleet, accompanied his master’s son, who

served in the Texas Cavalry. This letter was probably written by Fanny Perry’s mistress.

How would you describe the feelings Fanny expresses toward her husband? How does

she seek to comfort him and herself?

Fanny Perry, ‘‘Letter to Norfleet Perry, Spring Hill, Texas’’ (December 28, 1862), inWe Are Your

Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Dorothy Sterling (New York: Norton, 1984), p.

240. From The Journal of Negro History, vol. 65, no. 4, (Autumn 1980), 363–4. Reprinted by

permission of the Association for the Study of African American Life and History.

My Dear Husband: Spring Hill, [Texas,] December 28, 1862.

I would be mighty glad to see you and I wish you would write back here and let me know how

you are getting on. I am doing tolerable well and have enjoyed very good health since you left.

I haven’t forgot you nor I never will forget you as long as the world stands, even if you forget

me. My love is just as great as it was the first night I married you, and I hope it will be so with

you. If I never see you again, I hope to meet you in Heaven. There is no time night or day but

what I am studying about you. I heard once that you were sick but I heard afterwards that you

had got well. I hope your health will be good hereafter. Master gave us three days Christmas.

I wish you could have been here to enjoy it with me for I did not enjoy myself much because

you were not here. Mother, Father, Grandmama, Brothers & Sisters say Howdy and they hope

you will do well. Be sure to answer this soon for I am always glad to hear from you. I hope it will

not be long before you can come home.

Your Loving Wife

Fannie
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Letter to Solomon Steward

Emma Steward

The ultimate form of separation was death, a gulf experienced by millions of Americans

in the Civil War. The pain was all the greater when people died far from those who

loved them. This moving letter was sent by Emma Steward to her husband Solomon,

who served in the First South Carolina Volunteers, the first regiment of former slaves

to be inducted into the US Army. How does she depict the death of their child? And

what kinds of struggles does she continue to face?

EmmaStewardtoSolomonSteward,Fernandina,Florida,(February8,1864), inWe Are Your Sisters:

Black Women in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Dorothy Sterling (New York: Norton, 1984), p. 241.

My Dear Husband: Fernandina, Florida, February 8, [1864]

This Hour I Sit Me Down To write you In a Little world of sweet sounds. The Choir In the

Chapel near Here are Chanting at The Organ and Thair Morning Hymn are sounding and The

Dear Little birds are joining Thair voices In Tones sweet and pure as angels whispers. But My

Dear a sweeter song Than That I now Hear and That Is The song of a administering angel Has

Come and borne My Dear Little babe To Join with Them. My babe only Live one day. It was a

Little Girl. Her name Is alice Gurtrude steward. I am now sick in bed and have Got nothing To

Live on. The Rashion That They Give for six days I Can Make It Last but 2 days. They dont

send Me any wood. I dont Get any Light at all. You Must see To That as soon as possible for

I am In want of some Thing To Eat.

All the family send thair love to you. No more at pressant

Emma Steward

Letter to Lydia Bixby

Abraham Lincoln

One of the most difficult challenges for anyone who wishes to provide comfort to those

in grief involves coming up with meaningful words of condolence. The challenge was all

the greater during the Civil War, when death was numbingly common, and efforts to

solace inevitably sounded clichéd. Abraham Lincoln, who undertook this task

frequently as the conflict raged, was understandably daunted when he sat down to

write a letter to Lydia Bixby, whom he mistakenly believed had lost five sons (it later

turned out that only two died in the service, and a third, who was captured, may have

died in a Confederate prison). How would you describe his strategy in expressing

sympathy for Mrs. Bixby? How effective is it?

Abraham Lincoln to Lydia Bixby, Washington, DC, in Abraham Lincoln: Speeches and Writings,

1859–1865, ed. Don Fehrenbacher (New York: Library of America, 1989), p. 644.
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Executive Mansion, Washington

Dear Madam, – I have been shown in the files of the War Department a statement of the

Adjutant General of Massachusetts, that you are the mother of five sons who have died

gloriously on the field of battle.

I feel how weak and fruitless must be any words of mine which should attempt to beguile you

from the grief of a loss so overwhelming. But I cannot refrain from tendering to you the

consolation that may be found in the thanks of the Republic they died to save.

I pray that our Heavenly Father may assuage the anguish of your bereavement, and leave you

only the cherished memory of the loved and lost, and the solemn pride that must be yours, to

have laid so costly a sacrifice upon the altar of Freedom. Yours, very sincerely and respectfully,
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Part V

Wartime Economies

Plate 7 Heavy Metal: Washington, DC, Workmen in front of the Trimming Shop, April, 1865. The

Civil War both created possibilities and imposed limits on industrial workers seeking to organize for

better working conditions. (Selected Civil War photographs, Library of Congress)



Chapter 11

Industrial Workers and the Costs of War

Philip S. Paludan

Wars transform the ways societies work – ‘‘work’’ in the specific sense of the manner in

which people perform their occupations, as well as ‘‘work’’ in the more general sense of

how effectively a community functions. Wars expand and collapse economies, create

and spread new forms of technology, hasten the rise and fall of private fortunes, and

subject citizens to economic shocks (like rapidly rising prices) that are beyond anyone’s

control. The outcome of battles on remote fields often shape the destinies of nations,

but the reality of wars for ordinary citizens is often felt in shops and homes not even

singed by gunfire.

It is generally agreed that the American Civil War was a major turning point in

American economic history. Instead of a nation based on agriculture, whether feudal,

capitalistic, or both, the die was cast – to use a fitting metaphor – for a nation built on

industrial capitalism. Factories and free labor, not farms and slaves, would represent the

future. For the South, this change would mark the end of a way of life; for the North, it

would intensify trends (particularly the importance of financial institutions) whose

outlines were already clearly established.

Yet the term ‘‘free labor,’’ coined to identify the alternative to slave labor, did not

seem entirely accurate for the millions of American workers, many of them immigrants,

who labored in Union factories during the Civil War. Often paid subsistence wages at

best, and regarded with disdain or worse by nativists, these people struggled with

multiple kinds of adversity, even as they made crucial contributions (sometimes

reluctantly or even with hostility) to the war effort. They also made efforts to organize

themselves by occupation, a quest that proved quite difficult during the war and after,

and yet one that would persist, with real success, in the coming century.

In this excerpt from his 1988 book ‘‘A People’s Contest’’: The Union and Civil War, Phillip

Shaw Paludan explores the challenges facing industrial workers during the conflict. The

war, Paludan argues, was a crucible for a labor movement not yet ready for prime time.

Yet the obstacles workers and their leaders faced helped them formulate the strategies

that would bear fruit later.



Phillip Shaw Paludan, ‘‘Industrial Workers and the Costs of War,’’ in ‘‘A People’s Contest’’:

The Union and Civil War, 1861–1865 (New York: Harper & Row, 1988), pp. 170–97.

There were more than 9 million workers in the North. Almost 3,500,000 of them, farmers and

farm laborers, directly benefited from the boom in agriculture. Another 5,600,000 workers

found employment off the farms or engaged in professional or domestic service, trade,

transportation, manufacturing, mining, and mechanical industries. These were domestic

servants, laborers, teachers, clerks, railroad workers, middlemen, blacksmiths, boot and

shoemakers, carpenters, cotton mill workers, miners, tailors. Those linked to the farm economy

experienced good times, too. But a growing proportion of Northern workers lived in the

growing industrial world, gathering together in increasing numbers in shops and factories and

on work gangs. In this population about a million people were self-employed and/or company

officials, but the majority worked for someone else. These were the workers who forecast the

future structure of the economy. They were also the workers whose fate had caused so much

prewar attention.1

Although their work experience forecast a modern industrial society, that society was not yet

in place in the war years. Older localistic contexts endured side by side with a burgeoning

industrial environment. Workers experienced this new world in that older context. While

nationalizing forces moved in the land, local communities were dominant in the lives of almost

everyone. Few workers were organized. A reasonable estimate puts the number at

approximately 300,000, less than 10 percent of all industrial workers in the 1860s belonging

to local or regional organizations. As of 1860 there were only five national unions: the Printers,

the Stonecutters, the Hat Finishers, the Iron Molders, and the Machinists. When workers

sought protection or progress they formed local mixed trade assemblies – uniting delegates

from workingmen’s clubs, trade unions, and general reform societies that were interested in

workingmen’s problems. Such assemblies usually sought political power, but occasionally they

supported boycotts and strikes by member organizations or acted as bargainers in settlements.

Most organizations were weak. In a one-industry town, workers could control politics.

Shoemakers in Lynn, Massachusetts, created the Workingman’s party in 1860 and took over

town government. But in larger cities assemblies lacked the numbers for political clout. When

workers tried to oust a Republican mayor of Philadelphia in 1865, they failed. Efforts to

organize national trade assemblies during the war were equally unsuccessful. When Robert

Gilchrist, president of the Louisville assembly, called for a July 1864 meeting of all the trade

assemblies in Canada and the United States, the response was so poor that he issued another

call, this time for September. ‘‘There are 200,000 mechanics now represented in protective

unions in the United States and Canada,’’ he proclaimed. Twelve delegates showed up

representing eight cities in eight states. After writing a constitution and planning an

organization they disbanded, calling for a second conference in 1865. This meeting never took

place.2

The National Iron Molders – perhaps the strongest of the national unions – suggests the

puny power of organized labor. Membership in the eighteen locals was mixed. Some locals

consisted of skilled workers only; others mixed skilled and unskilled. Some had only a handful

of members; others, like that at Troy, New York, hundreds. Dues ranged from ten cents a

month in Philadelphia to fifty dollars a year in Troy and Albany. Some locals could spend

hundreds of dollars to carpet meeting halls; others had trouble paying rent. Some of the locals
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were quite businesslike, focusing on economic issues and discussions; others resembled secret

lodges with mysterious initiation ceremonies, secret passwords, and even public silence about

being union members.

The driving force of the national organization was William Sylvis, who became secretary of

the Philadelphia local in 1859 and helped found the national organization. Defeated for the

presidency, he was chosen national secretary and by 1863 took over as president, a post with no

treasury and no control over the locals. Sylvis set out to create a national union in fact.

Throughout the winter of 1862–3 he begged and borrowed his way from city to city. Some

locals paid for his visits, others didn’t. Some promised to and never did. At some stops he

raised money for the next leg of his journey. At other stops he met local police and employers

who put him quickly back on the train. Sylvis created an impressive number of new locals. But

the national body remained frail.

There were strong locals that might win strikes at times. The number of locals grew under

Sylvis’ activity. But even at the end of the war in 1866 Sylvis could still deplore ‘‘the selfish and

senseless croaking and opposition of some whose vision is so contracted that they cannot see

beyond the narrow limits of the little village in which they live.’’3

Sylvis foresaw the shape of a national economy to come. But the immediate situation saw

local communities confronting the early inroads of a national economy. Conflict of interest

between labor and management was often difficult to visualize, as small communities

engendered social and personal relationships between employer and worker. Even in a good-

sized place like Lynn, Massachusetts, where the process of industrialization was unmistakable,

workers still called for harmony of interest between owners and workers. During their great

strike of 1860 workers applauded some of the factory owners even while protesting against

others. And the outrage that most disturbed these workers was an effort by some of the larger

owners to bring outside police into the community to enforce order. Other communities

witnessed alliances between local workers and local merchants and businessmen against the

efforts of national companies, usually railroads, to put down worker demands for better pay,

shorter hours, and improved working conditions.4

The generally small size of the workplace also restrained labor militance. The most

outspoken criticism of the industrial system targeted factories where masses of men and women

swarmed like machines serving other machines. But the average manufacturing establishment

as of 1860 did not look like that. There were about 19 workers per manufacturing establish-

ment in New England, slightly over 10 in the middle states, and a little under 6 in the West.

The whole North as of 1860 found an average of 9.34 workers in each of the approximately

140,433 manufactories.

But these figures hid signs of growing industrialization in the United States, and the growth

of labor consciousness in certain pockets in the North, especially in textiles, shoes, iron, and

machine manufacture. While most factories in the cities were not large by modern standards,

every large city had factories of considerable size. By 1870 Cincinnati had about 4,400

manufacturing establishments employing some 61,000 workers – an average of about 14 hands

per firm. But 17 of those firms employed over 5,250 of Cincinnati’s workers. This small

number averaged 310 hands. In New York City the average number of hands employed in

the city’s leading manufactories was 24.4, but almost 40 percent of the employees worked in the

clothing industries where shops averaging over 70 were the rule.5

The factory work force reflected the concentration of industry, which had been going on

for several years. The work force grew in size, but the number of places people worked

diminished. This concentration worried observers. The New York Times headlined an 1869

story: ‘‘Concentration of Capital in the Hands of Few – Employers Becoming Fewer and

industr ial workers and the costs of war 119



Laborers More Numerous – the Rich Richer, the Poor Poorer.’’ The Times suggested that

if more workers would decide to live outside the big cities, this trend might be reversed,

but the figures kept on going the other way, and the paper caught the analogy that had

become common throughout the war era: ‘‘The capitalists or masters are becoming fewer

and stronger and richer. . . . the laborers or slaves are becoming more numerous or weaker

and poorer.’’6

These forces were at work in the country as it moved into the Civil War. But their effect

varied from place to place, and attitudes about how permanent they were, of course, also varied.

Practically nowhere was there complete despair. Even in New York, Boston, Philadelphia,

where things were worst, stories could be told in workers’ neighborhoods of men who had

escaped poverty. Newspapers and politicians reiterated endless rags-to-riches tales. Few

people could in fact exchange their rags for better clothing in one generation, but even among

the poorest classes incremental improvement in conditions could be seen: unskilled laborers

whose sons became semiskilled and whose grandsons became skilled workers and then

foremen. In industries that recent immigrants dominated, laborers took orders from their

countrymen and could visualize moving up. Workers were more likely to be impressed by the

personal instances they encountered of success, however modest, than with a statistical pattern

showing the odds against them. Statistics on such matters were, in fact, a phenomenon of the

postwar world.7

Opportunities varied according to industry and job situation. Benefits existed alongside

disadvantages. In larger shops where worker influence was limited, wages might be higher than

in smaller shops. Industries that were growing offered greater opportunities for advancement

than more attractive craft occupations. And within the larger factories, which employed

increasingly larger percentages of the work force, a range of jobs existed that produced a labor

aristocracy of higher paid, more highly skilled workers laboring alongside lower paid and less

skilled counterparts. Common laborers in these conditions might learn skilled jobs by

observation, and so move up.8

This confused diversity was reflected in the very language with which people spoke of

economic occupation and class. Newly emerging manufacturers sometimes said that they were

capitalists and called their workers ‘‘labor’’ or ‘‘workingmen.’’ But they more frequently called

themselves part of the ‘‘producing classes’’ or even ‘‘workingmen’’ and/or ‘‘labor.’’ They

called the older merchant elite ‘‘capitalists.’’ The term ‘‘middle class’’ was just starting to make

its appearance and was used in quotation marks when it was used at all. And when people spoke

of the economic system as a whole they did not call it capitalism, they called it the ‘‘free labor

system.’’

Social communities and traditional work patterns often softened the power of economic

forces over workers. Friends helped with food and clothing when times were hard. Churches

provided economic assistance and focused attention on spiritual matters. Ethnic-religious

communities also provided the basis for effective organization to protest against the power of

their bosses. Unions often served social as well as economic roles, especially among the Irish

and Germans. Workers in factories often demanded respect for their traditional work habits

and styles of living. They offset the forces of industry by taking days off work to celebrate

traditional holidays. Owners protested but throughout much of the nineteenth century could

do little about it. Workers also shortened their work week. ‘‘Blue Monday’’ was a constant

irritant to owners, but the practice of not coming back to work on the first day of the week

persisted. ‘‘King Friday’’ also provoked owners. Workers frequently left one job for another,

especially in larger cities when jobs were plentiful and times good. And, of course, there could

be strikes over specific grievances.9

120 wart ime economies



Workers’ cultural values thus helped soften the impact of industrialism. They also hindered

widespread organizing. The dominant power of religion in their culture divided workers as it

did the larger population. In the mid-1850s Irish Catholics, who comprised a large percentage

of the unskilled workers in the larger cities, were the targets of nativist attacks by Protestant

workers who burned and vandalized Catholic schools and churches. Catholics for their part

feared the quasi-religious fraternal orders that attracted many Protestant workers. Priests

warned about the potential corruption of the faith in workers who joined such groups. Catholic

fears that public schools threatened the religious values of their children led to demands for

public assistance to parochial schools. Protestants responded by proclaiming the separation of

church and state and expressing fears about public money paid to support ‘‘popish’’

indoctrination. The great Protestant revival that swept the cities in 1858 hardly diffused this

religious antagonism.

Workers were also divided by political allegiances, which were interwoven with religious

values. Republican leaders such as Henry Wilson and Nathaniel Banks had many supporters

among the workers and also had been prominent in the nativist American party. Democratic

politicians played on the Catholic allegiances of their working-class supporters by insisting that

the meddling Republicans wanted to destroy the rights of others to drink and pray and simply

be let alone. Both parties claimed to be the party of the workingman, and gained the allegiance

of workers and further divided them. It is no wonder that a leading labor newspaper observed

that two iron molders from the same shop might be political enemies, and proclaimed that

parties were ‘‘the curse of working-men.’’10

The power of labor was further limited because many workers refused to see themselves as

imprisoned in an industrial workingclass. Immigrants came to the United States hoping to buy

farms in the nationwith the largest open frontiers in theworld.Native citizenswhoworked in the

cities kept their rural ties. Most of them had been born in the country, even more had relatives

living on farms.They retained their rural memories and their self-image as something other than

hopeless prisoners of urban toil. They moved from the cities back to the farms for harvests and

other jobs. Winter factory workers were often summer farmers. Unemployed mill workers

became hired hands and plowboys. Even those forced by circumstances or temporarily attracted

to industrial workmight keep family farms.Many aworker, both immigrant and native, followed

the admonition that Irish-American Mark Sullivan recalled his immigrant father giving him:

‘‘Never sell the farm: nomatter what happens to you in the cities, this will be a shelter to you.’’11

On the eve of conflict the workers of the North lived in a world of conflicting and contrasting

experiences, of local community attachments, with an economy predominantly rural but one

where industrialization was a force of growing size and potential danger. Class consciousness

was a fact in some places but mitigated in many others by hopes, by strategies, by options kept

open, by lack of experience with the evils that called it forth. There was widespread concern

about the shape of things to come, but that concern focused inevitably on the controversy over

slavery, which symbolized so well the anxieties they felt.12

The secession crisis found labor divided in its sympathies, though more inclined to peace.

German laborers in the Midwest offered their staunch support to Lincoln as he traveled to

Washington. Troy, New York, workers pledged loyalty. Milwaukee workers resolved that if

the crisis were not solved peacefully, ‘‘revolutionary’’ means would be justified since the South

was responsible for the crisis. In Cincinnati Lincoln was told that

we, the German free working men of Cincinnati, avail ourselves of this opportunity to assure

you . . . of our sincere and heartfelt regard. . . . Our vanquished opponents have in recent times made

frequent use of the term workingmen and workingmen’s meetings in order to create the impression
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that the mass of workingmen were in favor of compromise between the interests of free labor and

slave labor. . . .We firmly adhere to the principle which directed our votes to your favor.13

But if some labor organizations supported Lincoln at this time, signs of opposition were

more frequent. Just recovering from the impact of the mid-1850s depression, many workers

feared that disunion would bring economic disaster. They also knew that they would be the

ones on the battlefields of any war. Pro-Southern factory owners had helped foster opposition

by closing their factories. Other businessmen had nurtured fears by retracting activity in the

face of the crisis. Workers in all parts of the nation thus joined large antiwar rallies. Meetings

in the East, in Philadelphia, Newark, and Boston, were balanced with Western gatherings

in Reading, St. Louis, and Louisville. Sylvis of the Iron Molders was in Louisville and then in

Philadelphia publishing a call that brought five thousand worker representatives to that city to

demand compromise. The future founder of the Knights of Labor, Ira Stewart, joined in

attacking the extremists who had spawned the crisis. The Louisville meeting damned

‘‘disorganizing traitors’’ and ‘‘congressional extremists’’ and insisted that both were disloyal

and enemies to labor.14

But wishes for peace could not withstand the Confederate attack on Fort Sumter. Workers

throughout the North surged forward to crush an attack on the nation and to punish the slave

power. Industrial conflicts were quickly submerged in the rush to arms. The ironworkers of

Troy were organizing a strike when the news from Sumter came in. Large numbers of

the membership enlisted. The weakened union lost more ground when management used the

opportunity to hire nonunion workers, required that these workers not join any union, and

brought charges against the union for conspiracy. By early fall 1861 Troy ironworkers were

largely disbanded, meeting only three times in five months. One Philadelphia local ended its

1861 meeting in this way: ‘‘It having been resolved to enlist with Uncle Sam for the War, this

union stands adjourned until either the union is safe or we are whipped.’’ Throughout the

North the story was the same. Workers of all sections and all ethnic groups flocked to the army.

In proportion to their percentage of the population, more industrial workers served in the

Union army than any other group except for professionals. Looking at military service after

the war, statistician Benjamin Gould noted that for every 1,000 soldiers there were likely to be

487 farmers or farm workers, 421 mechanics and laborers, 35 workers involved in commerce,

16 professionals, and 41 from a range of other occupations.15

But if the workers were willing to fight for their country, the war also gave them the chance

to fight for their own interests as well. The ideology of the conflict had a strong impact on

them. Lincoln’s description of the war as a people’s contest, a struggle to remove burdens from

the backs of labor and give to everyone an equal chance in the race of life, spoke directly to their

feelings. Furthermore, the president made clear on several occasions a sympathy for the

workers. As early as his speech at Cooper Union he applauded a system where workers could

strike. In the aftermath of the great Lynn strike, when a delegation of machinists and

blacksmiths came to see him at the White House, he allegedly told them that ‘‘I know in almost

every case of strike the men have just cause for complaint.’’ He told another delegation,

‘‘I know the trials and woes of workingmen. I have always felt for them.’’ A believer in the labor

theory of value, Lincoln commented that labor ‘‘deserves much higher consideration’’ than

capital. ‘‘I myself was a hired laborer,’’ he reminded several audiences. Such words suggested

that the war might directly benefit workers. From being a single group contesting others for

support, the cause of labor became linked to the cause of all loyal Northerners.16

And yet this same phenomenon also might undercut labor’s advancement. Workers’ special

needs and aspirations might be absorbed into the general, ill-defined free labor cause. With the
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North united under this banner all classes could lay claim to the patriotic ideals of the Union,

and worker protest might lose its strength. More tellingly, the workers themselves fell prey to

this patriotic homogenizing. Many began to identify their cause with that of the Republican

party. They thus fell into bed with the very businessmen that they had been challenging. Lynn

offers an example of this phenomenon at work in the most striking way. The Workingmen’s

party had won city elections in 1860 and 1861, but by 1863 the Republican party was in control,

and by 1864 no votes at all were cast for anyone but the Republican candidate. Small towns

growing into cities, like Springfield, Massachusetts, were often Republican strongholds, and

workers in most of the major Northern cities throughout the war voted Republican.17

Experienced Republican party politicians with reputations as friends of the workers, such as

Henry Wilson, argued that his party was the free labor party. ‘‘We have made labor

honorable,’’ Wilson declared, ‘‘even in the rice swamps of the Carolinas and Georgia; we have

taken the brand of dishonor from the brow of labor throughout the country and in so doing that

grand work we have done more for labor, for the honor and dignity of laboring men, than was

ever achieved by all the parties that arose in this country from the time the Pilgrims put their

feet upon Plymouth Rock up to the year 1860.’’ Such appeals were frequently persuasive even

to working-class leaders. Samuel Gompers cast the first vote of his life in 1872 for Grant in the

belief that the Republican struggle against slavery showed party dedication to the cause of free

labor. But Democrats also tried to collect labor votes by a similar appeal to the general and

widely popular idea that the end of slavery was a victory for the working classes. In early 1865

the party published a pamphlet, ‘‘America for Free Working Men!’’ collecting material from

the New York Evening Post to show how Democrats fought slavery for years, thus earning the

support of free workers of the North.18

[ . . . ]

[ . . . ] the ideology of the North also served to diffuse the claim of workers for special

attention. Since all of society was linked in the free labor struggle, owners, industrialists,

capitalists, might equally assert their devotion to free labor goals, thus weakening the special

force of labor’s claim to the idea. In a society not yet clearly industrialized, a society just

beginning to develop the clear divisions between wage earners and independent owners, it was,

in fact, easy to deny the permanence of the growing gap. By its emphasis on unity and loyalty

the war helped hide this distinction. On the other hand, the war, with the economic costs it

exacted from labor and the organization it stimulated, with the contrasts between free labor

ideology and wage slavery reality, provoked many labor leaders to greater efforts. These would

have their impact in fostering a stronger labor movement after the conflict. One of the reasons

for the endurance of the labor movement and its growth after the war was the fact that the war

did very little, if anything, to decrease the actual economic inequality in the nation. Possibly

Northern labor made minimal gains overall, but the gap between rich and poor and between

wage earner, hired laborer, and the owners of shops, factories, and farms narrowed hardly at all.

The war taught labor the need and efficacy of organizing to achieve its goals. It did little to

bring those goals much closer.19
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Questions to consider

. What are some of the obstacles that faced Union industrial workers during the war?

. What role did cultural values – religion and ethnicity, to name two examples – play in

shaping workers’ identities?

. In what ways did the free labor ideology of the North foster working class

consciousness? In what ways did it inhibit that consciousness?
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Chapter 12

Wartime Economies: Primary Sources

The Mind of the South

Wilbur J. Cash

One of the great unifying ideas in American national life is the American Dream – the

notion that anything is possible if you want it badly enough. The power of the idea is in

its elasticity; there can be as many American Dreams as there have been Americans. Yet

there are broad classes of dreams – like upward mobility and home ownership – and

most American Dreams have a strong economic component.

The American Dream had considerable appeal in the antebellum South, where

acquiring a home or a business had as much appeal as anywhere else. Yet the Southern

American Dream had distinctive elements, rooted in an economic system where capital

was invested in sources of wealth (like human beings) that were both more mythic and

less liquid than one could find elsewhere. The Civil War would destroy this particular

American Dream, but its memory would inform (and perhaps haunt) others even after

the region embraced its own style of capitalism and recaptured its original stature as the

leading economic region of the nation.

Journalist W. J. Cash (1900–41) produced only one book in his lifetime, but that

book, published months before his premature death, is widely regarded as a classic.

With almost poetic intensity, Cash describes the big dreams of the small antebellum

planter, and the ways that dream could – and did – become reality.

W. J. Cash, The Mind of the South (New York: Knopf, 1941), pp. 15–17. Copyright � 1941 by

Alfred A. Knopf, Inc. and renewed 1969 by Mary R. Maury. Used by permission of Alfred A.

Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc.

[ . . . ]

A stout young Irishman brought his bride into the Carolina upcountry about 1800. He

cleared a bit of land, built a log cabin of two rooms, and sat down to the pioneer life. One



winter, with several of his neighbors, he loaded a boat with whisky and the coarse woolen cloth

woven by the women, and drifted down to Charleston to trade. There, remembering the

fondness of his woman for a bit of beauty, he bought a handful of cotton seed, which she

planted about the cabin with the wild rose and the honeysuckle – as a flower. Afterward

she learned, under the tutelage of a new neighbor, to pick the seed from the fiber with her

fingers and to spin it into yarn. Another winter the man drifted down the river, this time to

find the half-way station of Columbia in a strange ferment. There was a new wonder in the

world – the cotton gin – and the forest which had lined the banks of the stream for a thousand

centuries was beginning to go down. Fires flared red and portentous in the night – to set off an

answering fire in the breast of the Irishman.

Land in his neighborhood was to be had for fifty cents an acre. With twenty dollars, the

savings of his lifetime, he bought forty acres and set himself to clear it. Rising long before day,

he toiled deep into the night, with his wife holding a pine torch for him to see by. Aided by his

neighbors, he piled the trunks of the trees into great heaps and burned them, grubbed up the

stumps, hacked away the tangle of underbrush and vine, stamped out the poison ivy and

the snakes. A wandering trader sold him a horse, bony and half-starved, for a knife, a dollar,

and a gallon of whisky. Every day now – Sundays not excepted – when the heavens allowed,

and every night that the moon came, he drove the plow into the earth, with uptorn roots

bruising his shanks at every step. Behind him came his wife with a hoe. In a few years the land

was beginning to yield cotton – richly, for the soil was fecund with the accumulated mold of

centuries. Another trip down the river, and he brought home a mangy black slave – an old and

lazy fellow reckoned of no account in the rice-lands, but with plenty of life in him still if you

knew how to get it out. Next year the Irishman bought fifty acres more, and the year after

another black. Five years more and he had two hundred acres and ten Negroes. Cotton prices

swung up and down sharply, but always, whatever the return, it was almost pure velvet. For the

fertility of the soil seemed inexhaustible.

When he was forty-five, he quit work, abandoned the log house, which had grown to six

rooms, and built himself a wide-spreading frame cottage. When he was fifty, he became a

magistrate, acquired a carriage, and built a cotton gin and a third house – a ‘‘big house’’ this

time. It was not, to be truthful, a very grand house really. Built of lumber sawed on the place, it

was a little crude and had not cost above a thousand dollars, even when the marble mantel was

counted in. Essentially, it was just a box, with four rooms, bisected by a hallway, set on four

more rooms bisected by another hallway, and a detached kitchen at the back. Wind-swept in

winter, it was difficult to keep clean of vermin in summer. But it was huge, it had great columns

in front, and it was eventually painted white, and so, in this land of wide fields and pinewoods it

seemed very imposing.

Meantime the country around had been growing up. Other ‘‘big houses’’ had been built.

There was a county seat now, a cluster of frame houses, stores, and ‘‘doggeries’’ about a red

brick courthouse. A Presbyterian parson had drifted in and started an academy, as Presbyterian

parsons had a habit of doing everywhere in the South – and Pompeys and Cæsars and Ciceros

and Platos were multiplying both among the pickaninnies in the slave quarters and among the

white children of the ‘‘big houses.’’ The Irishman had a piano in his house, on which his

daughters, taught by a vagabond German, played as well as young ladies could be expected to.

One of the Irishman’s sons went to the College of South Carolina, came back to grow into the

chief lawyer in the county, got to be a judge, and would have been Governor if he had not died

at the head of his regiment at Chancellorsville.

As a crown on his career, the old man went to the Legislature, where he was accepted by the

Charleston gentlemen tolerantly and with genuine liking. He grew extremely mellow in age and
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liked to pass his time in company, arguing about predestination and infant damnation, proving

conclusively that cotton was king and that the damyankee didn’t dare do anything about it, and

developing a notable taste in the local liquors. Tall and well-made, he grew whiskers after the

Galway fashion – the well-kept whiteness of which contrasted very agreeably with the brick red

of his complexion – donned the long-tailed coat, stove-pipe hat, and string tie of the statesmen

of his period, waxed innocently pompous, and, in short, became a really striking figure of a man.

Once, going down to Columbia for the inauguration of a new Governor, he took his youngest

daughter along. There she met a Charleston gentleman who was pestering her father for a loan.

Her manner, formed by the Presbyterian parson, was plain but not bad, and she was very

pretty. Moreover, the Charleston gentleman was decidedly in hard lines. So he married her.

When the old man finally died in 1854, he left two thousand acres, a hundred and fourteen

slaves, and four cotton gins. The little newspaper which had recently set up in the county seat

spoke of him as ‘‘a gentleman of the old school’’ and ‘‘a noble specimen of the chivalry at its

best’’; the Charleston papers each gave him a column; and a lordly Legaré introduced

resolutions of respect into the Legislature. His wife outlived him by ten years – by her portrait

a beautifully fragile old woman, and, as I have heard it said, with lovely hands, knotted and

twisted just enough to give them character, and a finely transparent skin through which the

blue veins showed most aristocratically.

Questions to consider

. In what ways is the figure described by Cash similar or different to other legends of

upward mobility, like Andrew Carnegie – or Oprah Winfrey?

. The figure Cash describes here corresponds to some of the legendary characters in

novels written by his contemporaries, like Gerald O’Hara in Margaret Mitchell’s

Gone with the Wind (1936) and William Faulkner’s Thomas Sutpen in Absalom!

Absalom! (also 1936). Such figures were created in part to contest an older vision of

the Southern plantation as solely the domain of the blue-blooded. Why do you think

the notion of ‘‘finely transparent skin through which the blue veins showed most

aristocratically’’ had special appeal in the antebellum South? What ramifications

might there have been in trying to demolish that view?

Letters to Secretary of War Edwin Stanton

Mary Herrick

According to an old saying, the only certain things in life are death and taxes. Both tend

to accelerate in wartime, creating economic burdens that the more vulnerable

members of society are ill-equipped to handle. In these 1863 letters to Secretary of

War Edwin Stanton, an upstate widow protests taxes she does not feel she can afford.
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Consider as you read Mrs. Herrick’s notion of what she thinks she owes her

government, and what she thinks her government owes her. How different is she in her

attitudes than women in more recent wars?

Mary Herrick, ‘‘Letters to Edwin Stanton, Nunda, NY’’ (May 30, 1863), in Root of Bitterness:

Documents of the Social History of American Women Second Edition, eds. Nancy F. Cott, Jeanne

Boydston, Ann Braude, Lori D. Ginzberg, and Molly Ladd-Taylor (Boston, MA: Northeastern

University Press, 1996), pp. 268–9. Copyright � 1996 by Nancy F. Cott. Reprinted with the

permission of Northeastern University Press.

E. M. Stanton Nunda, [NY] May 30, 1863

Secretary of War.

I am a widow my Son is in the army vollenteered last august to fill up the 33 went as a nine

months man was promised to be discharged when the time of the regiment was out my husband

has been dead 15 years and George B. Herrick of the 33 was all the child I ever had so I am left

all alone I have a small plase and dont want to be taxed to death. that is I don’t want the

copperhead collecter to take what lidle I have for taxes. he threatened to sell my things for

the vollenteer tax because I am poor and did not have the money as soon a he wanted it. My son

George B. Herrick is a printer by trade inlisted in Rochestr was well aquainted with Col. Tayler

before the war broke out. George B. Herrick my son paid one hundred and fifty dollars of his

heard earnings towards this war before he inlisted I did not think him well anough to go but he

was better when he went south 5 years ago and I consented to let him go and he has done as

much as eney in his department being Agitants cleark! Mr Stanton and Lincan and co that is

what they call you dont you think you and the President could find some means to Protect those
of us that have given all we had towards this war but a plase to stay. I would like to keep a plase

to stay if possible. if I dont have eney thing but bread and water! by good rights you should pass

a law to exempt such as I am from heavey taxes as you have money so plenty you could verrey

easy make me a donation of one hundred and fiftey dollars and then I can have something to

pay the extrey taxes with. it is unjust and cruel to tax a poor woman to death you have plentey of

simpathy for the slaves and I think slavery is an abomination in the sight of god. that is one

reason why I don’t want to be a slave to this war! eney reffrences you want you can have Mr.

Morey of the dayley Union is aquainted with Georg he has worked in there office. Doct Chaffee

of Springfield Massachusetts is likewise aquainted and George is a member of the

Typographical union.

With Respect, Mary W. Herrick

Nunda, Jun 13, 1863

Sir I received yours of the 8 on the 11 and enclosed was 6 sheets of a sercler [circular] in

pamphlet form; and as the letter had bin opened I did not [k]now as I received all that you

enclosed: thanks maney thanks for your reply as I did [not] expect eney: I was somewhat

surprised to find an answer and more so to find that the envelope had been opened and I think

in the office here and I am afraid the Post master done it himself; I think a woman has all the

rights of a free american sitisen and I want the uneion as it was without slavery: I dont want one

state or stripe less in that dear old flag that has floated over me ever since I was born in this land

of the brave and this contrey of the free: my son is a firm suporter of the war gave all he had
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and then went himself: and has done more than some that was in perfect health when they

arrived in dixey: hoping not to live if the uneion is to be severed: hoping this cruel rebellion may

soon be crushed out. if I was a man I would fight to crush it, but my son think it is no plase for me

eaven as nurse in the hospitals. but I can pray for peace once more to fold her blessed wings

around us and return each son to his dessolate mother.

With Respect, . . .Mrs. Mary W. Herrick, Livingston c[ou]n[ty]

Letters Received, 1863, Enlisted Branch, Adjutant General’s papers, box 22, RG 94, National Archives.

The editors are grateful to Rachel Filene Seidman for locating and providing a copy of this document.
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Part VI

Slavery During Wartime

Plate 8 Black Market: Slave brokerage house, Atlanta, 1864. The slave trade continued in earnest

during the Civil War, even as the institution began to buckle. This picture was taken after the fall of the

city by George N. Barnard, official photographer of the Chief Engineer’s Office under General William

Tecumseh Sherman. (Selected Civil War photographs, Library of Congress)



Chapter 13

A Loss of Mastery

James L. Roark

While there has long been disagreement on its centrality, most observers agree that

the preservation of slavery was an important objective for at least some Southerners

in the Civil War. Herein lies a paradox, for waging the war endangered the very thing

Confederate forces fought to protect. In part this is because Southern secession became

the rationale (or, to some, the pretext) for the Lincoln administration to implement the

policy some Southerners feared it would all along: abolition. (The administration claimed

the Emancipation Proclamation was justified as a military measure, because the rebels

were using slave labor as an instrument of their insurrection.) Yet other forces in play

worked to erode slavery’s hold in the South even without the external threat of

emancipation. The urgent demand for slave labor generated pressures to offer incentives

– like the hotly contested proposal, approved just as the war was ending, to offer slaves

freedom in return for military service – for thosewhomight otherwise have little reason

to fight for theConfederacy. And the absence ofmasters from their farms and plantations

gave slaves responsibilities – and opportunities – that belied the frequent assertion that

they were essentially children incapable of managing on their own.

Still, for all the obstacles they faced, it is clear that some slave owners remained

deeply, even fiercely, committed to the peculiar institution, and would have acted by any

means necessary to restore slavery to its antebellum status in the event of Confederate

victory. That victory proved elusive, of course, but there were a number of years where

the outcome of the war remained in doubt. What happened to slaves in these years –

and, in particular, what happened to those who wished to keep them in slavery – is

among the subjects covered in James Roark’s highly regarded 1977 study Masters

Without Slaves: Southern Planters in the Civil War and Reconstruction. In this excerpt, Roark

describes the concrete day-to-day realities of slavery under siege – and the attitudes of

those who hoped it would survive.

James L. Roark, ‘‘A Loss of Mastery,’’ inMasters Without Slaves: Southern Planters in the Civil War

and Reconstruction (New York: Norton, 1977), pp. 68–91. Copyright f 1977 by W. W. Norton &

Company, Inc. Used by permission of W. W. Norton & Company, Inc.



‘‘War is father of all and king of all, and some he shows as gods, others as men; some he makes

slaves, others free.’’

Heraclitus

[ . . . ]

The slave-plantation system stood at the center of the antebellum Southern economy, and at

the center of the plantation stood the planter. Before the war, the slaveholder presiding over his

isolated estate had been largely free, within only a few broad constraints, to organize, operate,

and rule or misrule as he pleased. Almost without outside imposition, he could set his own rules

and follow or evade statute law as he pleased. And for very practical reasons he was jealous of

his prerogatives. In a forced-labor system, it was imperative that authority remain clearly

defined and absolute. Competing centers of power could only disrupt. Order and control

demanded that mastership be undivided and complete.

The slave master was an object of fascination among contemporary Americans, but

descriptions often clashed. On the eve of the war, one Southern observer, Daniel Hundley,

described the planter as an impeccable aristocrat, with a blue-blooded lineage, faultless

physique, a well-trained mind, gracious manners and openhanded hospitality, a way with

horses, guns, and hounds, and a highly honed sense of honor and duty.1 But a Northern

contemporary, Frederick Law Olmsted, questioned the existence of such a being as the

Southern gentleman. He found the planter class to be composed of stupid, uneducated, loutish,

vulgar men, who crassly and brutally exploited the lower classes of both colors.2 Actually, the

sprawling plantation country was broad enough to encompass planter personalities of a number

of types, from the chivalrous and genteel to the illiterate and tobacco-stained – from the

Sartoris to the Sutpen. Some plantations resembled patriarchal families, networks of authority

and warm affection, subordination and genuine responsibility, while others were organized in

the crudest manner, revolving entirely around profit, with men and beasts treated brutally and

considered of equal value.

Despite their enormous differences in refinement and humanity, planters had in common

the practical task of managing large numbers of black slaves in the production of staple crops.

While slaveholders played many roles, practical economic duty provided an important element

of uniformity within the planter class. Tradition commonly portrays the planter as a casual

manager, uninterested in production and cost figures, careless about routine and organization,

generally slipshod and disorderly in his agricultural operations.3 Planters bull-headedly clung

to some inefficient ways, certainly, but they were often practical-minded men who were

decidedly not indifferent to the realities of managing plantation finances and plantation labor.

As U. B. Phillips has explained, financial loss endangered more than a planter’s bank account.

His economic pursuit was often more than a means of maintaining his way of life. It was his life.

Nor could slaveholders afford to be careless about their labor force. The situation of Alfred

Huger was typical. He said before the war, ‘‘I am utterly dependent as to property & as to the

safety of my family for peace and tranquility among our Negroes.’’4 And tranquil slaves were

the product of careful supervision and stern discipline. The most famous antebellum

plantations, while hardly modern scientific enterprises, were run in a relatively methodical

manner, with planters monitoring both the finances and the labor, seeking to maximize both

order and control.

The Civil War threatened to destroy planter control and plantation order by shattering the

shield of isolation which protected rural estates. War transformed the Southern countryside

from a supportive environment to hostile territory. It ate away at the vital relationships between

master and slave and between slave and plantation. It disrupted routine and system and
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diminished mastery. Before the fighting ended, a score of assailants breached the walls of the

plantations. Although none but those who wore blue uniforms were lethal, each inflicted a

painful wound on the slave regime.

In the early years of the war, planters seemed to see the protection of slavery largely in terms

of controlling slave behavior. Since slaves themselves had always been considered the chief

threat to the institution, it was natural that the thinking of planters begin there. Masters

constructed a strategy of defense based on the prewar precedent – isolation. Their aim was to

keep the slaves in and abolitionist ideas out. If dangerous notions could be kept out of the slave

quarters and the slaves kept on the plantations, slavery would be secure. The Reverend C. C.

Jones and his son agreed that their ‘‘entire social system’’ depended on their ability to ‘‘seal by

the most rigid police all ingress and egress’’ to the plantation. They realized, however, that

‘‘this is most difficult.’’5 Had they been medieval barons, planters would likely have filled their

moats to the brim and pulled up their drawbridges until the danger passed.

The worry that the slaves themselves might destroy slavery was as old as the institution

itself. It rested in large part on the planters’ image of the black personality. This was a dual

image, as George Fredrickson has explained, including a ‘‘hard’’ portrait and a ‘‘soft’’ one –

painting the black on the one hand as a lower order of human, nearly a beast, and on the other as

an immature human, a child.6 Catherine Edmondston, a long-time observer of life in the slave

quarters, believed blacks were a rudimentary type. ‘‘I do not think negroes possess natural

feelings,’’ she said during the war. In the treatment of their young and their old, they showed

none of the ‘‘natural sentiments,’’ while in their sexual activity, their feelings were unnaturally

heightened. In March, 1862, she witnessed a slave marriage which followed an engagement of

one day. ‘‘So Cupid gave place to Hymen in a shorter time than usual – primitive customs one

will say, but Cuffee strips off the elegancies and refinements of civilization with great ease.’’7

Vying with the image of the black as a lower order of human was the image of the

undeveloped and childlike black personality. ‘‘I see from your letter, as from many others

I receive,’’ Henry Watson, Jr., of Alabama said to a Northern friend on the eve of the war, ‘‘that

you at the North think we live in perpetual dread of our servants. There could not be possibly a

greater mistake. As well might you suppose that we lived in terror of our children.’’ Most

slaveholders, he explained, felt ‘‘an attachment for the servants similar, in some respects, to

that we feel for our children. We feed them, clothe them, nurse them when sick and in all

things provide for them. How can we do this and not love them?’’ As for the slaves, ‘‘they too

feel an affection for their master, his wife and children and they are proud of his and their

success.’’ Watson thought there was a ‘‘charm’’ in the name ‘‘Master.’’ Slaves ‘‘look upon and

to their master with the same feeling that a child looks to his father. It is a lovely trait in them.

This being the case how can we fear them?’’8

Both images existed simultaneously, though uneasily, in most white Southern minds.

A Georgia woman, for instance, called away from her plantation for a few days, was

‘‘perplexed’’ at having to leave her ‘‘people’’ without ‘‘white protection and control.’’9 Whites

offered blacks both safety and discipline; they were at once guardians and jailers of the black

child-beast. Regardless of which image dominated in the mind of any particular planter, all

agreed that blacks were inherently inferior. Unequal and thus unfit for freedom, they could

only be enslaved. Either as children or as beasts, they required close and continuous

supervision. Either foolish or irrational, they could easily be persuaded to flight or worse.

Blacks were not an ideal laboring class, but if isolated from all noxious ideas and kept under the

firm authority of the master, they were capable of steady, even affectionate, service.

Slavery spawned its own defense, and in addition, continuous abolitionist attack forced

Southerners to construct rigorous arguments in support of their peculiar institution. Southern
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spokesmen turned to the Bible, biology, social theory, history, and law for justification.

Theoretically inclined Alfred Huger, for instance, declared that slavery was not merely a ‘‘legal

interpretation’’ or a ‘‘treaty between men,’’ but ‘‘a separate and distinct ‘institution’ ordained

by the Almighty!’’10 More often, however, working planters constructed their defense of

slavery around what they knew best – the everyday, practical circumstances of Southern slaves.

Planters’ arguments often took the form of a discussion comparing the welfare of their slaves

with that of free labor. In reply to those who argued that blacks were savagely treated in

the South, plantation dwellers pointed to the blacks’ fate in the North. Planters who visited the

North were often genuinely shocked by what they saw. In 1854, a Mississippi man wrote home

to his sister on the plantation that he was sickened by the way blacks lived in Philadelphia. ‘‘As

for the negroes,’’ he said, ‘‘there is as many as ten or fifteen living in one little hut about ten feet

long and twelve feet wide, with nothing to eate one half of the time, and I might add nothing to

sleepe on. . . . ’’ Some, he declared, were ‘‘actually starving for something to eat.’’11

The defenders of slavery also contrasted the well-being of Southern slaves with the pitiful

state of Northern white labor. In 1857, a North Carolina planter – sounding something like a

more illustrious Southerner, George Fitzhugh – reported that all of ‘‘his people’’ were

‘‘healthy, contented and happy, with plenty to eat’’ and ‘‘well clothed.’’ Each had a house

supplied by the owner, ‘‘with a pile of wood’’ and ‘‘a nice garden of about half an acre.’’

Negroes had ‘‘their supply of meal, pork, molasses and tobacco weekly, with a meeting house to

which they resort every Sunday, to sing and pray, and a clergyman to preach . . . and a physician

to attend them when sick.’’ When he saw the ‘‘comfort’’ of his slaves, he said, ‘‘I sincerely pity

the condition of the poor operatives in the northern factories who are turned loose to starve

with all the horrors of winter staring them in the face. Without employment, without wages or

food, without clothing, without fire, without houses to shelter them, they are turned adrift by

their employers. . . . ’’ He could not understand why Northerners, with troubles enough at

home, busied themselves ‘‘in destroying the peace, confidence, and affection subsisting

between the master and his slaves.’’12

Sometimes planters ranged beyond the black and white laboring classes of the North to

comparisons on the international level. In 1862 Catherine Edmondston was struck with the

bounty and nutritiousness of the slaves’ ration, even in the midst of a war. She thought it must

be ‘‘more than any other laboring class on the globe gets regularly.’’ She made a list: ‘‘Think of

what the Irish get – ‘potatoes & porid [sic],’ the French – ‘bread & grapes,’ Italiens [sic] –

Maccaroni & olive oil, the Spanish – Black bread & garlic, the Swedes – but it is useless to go

through the catalogue. The object of their misplaced sympathy, the poor negro, fares better

than any of them & has as much freedom.’’13 Compared with other members of the same race

or class, Southern planters concluded, the slaves were fortunate indeed.

Though they argued that Southern slaves fared better than Northern blacks, Northern white

workers, and the world’s working class, planters knew that Northerners did not accept this

view, and feared that the slaves did not realize their good fortune. And the planters’ constant

references to it may have revealed their own doubts. But certainly after John Brown’s attack at

Harpers Ferry, Southerners had little doubt about Northern attitudes. In Southern eyes, the

Northern response to this atrocity proved that the North was an abolitionist nation. For

decades, Southerners had labored to make the South safe for slavery, smothering debate and

insisting on an orthodox proslavery position, but with John Brown’s raid their efforts became

deadly earnest. In December, 1859, David Gavin of South Carolina was thrilled to hear that so

many ‘‘abolitionist emissaries have been lynched and expelled from the country.’’ He was

dissatisfied, however, with the degree of protection that had been achieved. He thought that

‘‘there should be sound and efficient laws passed and a good and sufficient police or number of
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soldiers enlisted to enforce them, and stringent laws about free negroes, persons of Colour and

all white persons who have not a visible means of an honest living.’’14

The secession crisis pushed the South to the edge of frenzy. Rumors of ‘‘servile

insurrection’’ raced from Virginia to Texas. Antisecessionists in the South did their share to

feed the panic by arguing that disunion would trigger a massive uprising among the slaves.

Abolitionists in the North also promised that the first shot would serve as a signal for the slave

revolution. Docility among slaves, planters knew, was not inherent, but the product of careful

discipline. Consequently, as one planter noted in the fall of 1860, ‘‘A little offense of a negro

may cost him his life.’’15

After secession, one of the first orders of business was to tighten controls over slaves and all

those who came into contact with them. David Gavin must have been pleased as Southerners

put more bite into their laws against ‘‘tampering,’’ buttressed their slave patrols and canceled

exemptions from duty, called home slaves on hire in the cities, and voided slaves’ passes to visit

families on other plantations. Individuals also did what they could to tighten security. William

Cooper of Mississippi captured four runaways in 1862, and instead of returning all of them to

their owners, he returned three and hanged one as a public lesson.16 Gentlemen in Henry A.

Middleton’s neighborhood in South Carolina adopted the same punishment but a different

mathematics. When they captured six runaways, they returned three and hanged three. ‘‘The

blacks were encouraged to be present,’’ Middleton reported. ‘‘The effect will not soon be

forgotten.’’17

But fears of insurrection would not die. Plantation dwellers kept their ears to the ground,

listening for rumbles of black revolution. Waves of dread and fear drifted back and forth across

the Confederacy. In late 1861, a Mississippi woman heard a rumor that Natchez officials had

recently quashed an attempted ‘‘servile insurrection’’ in their city. She told a friend that the

revolutionaries ‘‘were supposed to come to this co. next[;] they were to kill every Negro that

wouldn’t join them.’’18 More often, letters between planters contained a line or two confirming

the fact that their blacks were still quiet. Six weeks after Sumter, William Kirkland let his

anxious sister know that the ‘‘Negroes here are as subordinate as ever and if properly managed

and well treated will I think continue so. . . . ’’19 Two years later Fanny I. Erwin remarked that

the ‘‘negroes too are as quiet & well-contented as they can be, in spite of the fears of a great

many who apprehend trouble this winter.’’20 The planters repeated descriptions of the slave’s

docility doubtlessly revealed their nagging fears of his rebelliousness.

Dread reached a crescendo in September, 1862, with Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation.

Planters saw in it the most unprincipled villainy. John Houston Bills of Tennessee thought

Lincoln was trying his mightiest to inaugurate ‘‘servile War’’ and feared ‘‘a great loss of

property and perhaps of life.’’21 The young mayor of Savannah looked upon the act ‘‘as a direct

bid for insurrection,’’ an ‘‘infamous attempt to incite flight, murder, and rapine on the part of

our slave population.’’ Is it not an effort ‘‘to subvert our entire social system, desolate our

homes, and convert the quiet, ignorant dependent black son of toil into a savage incendiary and

brutal murderer?’’ he asked his father. His father agreed that Lincoln’s message reeked of the

‘‘same heartless, cold-blooded, and murderous fanaticism that first began and has marked the

war. . . . ’’22 When January 1, the day the Proclamation went into effect, came and went quietly,

planters breathed a sigh of relief. But as long as slavery existed they were never released from

anxiety.

The abolitionist threat was not restricted to speeches and proclamations from Washington.

War meant that the South was filled with Yankee soldiers, each of whom, the planters said, was

itching to foment rebellion. In Virginia, Thomas Watson declared his ‘‘main dread’’ to be ‘‘that

the Yankees will attempt to liberate and arm the slaves.’’23 The path of Northern armies was
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marked by the trail of rumors it left behind. Hugh Torrance of Mississippi reported that

raiding Yankees had told slaves that to be free ‘‘all they would have to do would be to kill their

owners & take possession & live as white people.’’24 When Federal troops invaded North

Carolina, a rumor marched with them that the slaves were only waiting for the signal ‘‘to rise

up against their masters & strike a blow for Union.’’25 Louis Manigault of South Carolina

charged that the South was dealing with ‘‘an Enemy of no principle whatsoever, whose only

aim is . . . to arm our own Negroes against their very Masters; and entice by every means this

misguided Race to assist them in their diabolical programme.’’ With ‘‘this species of Warfare

none of us can boast of our positions,’’ he said, ‘‘for never with more truth can it be said None

of us can tell ‘what a day may bring forth.’ ’’26

Yankees, however, were only one source of abolitionist ideas. Some two dozen planters from

Marion District, South Carolina, pointed their fingers at another that was closer to home. In

a May, 1862, appeal to their governor, they reported that there was in their neighborhood a

family of ‘‘nonslaveholders’’ who traded with blacks, who sent no men to serve in the

Confederate forces, and whom they believed to be responsible for the burning of several

buildings. This family was ‘‘dangerous to the Community, subversive of all discipline among

our Slaves and hostile to our Government.’’ Soon, the planters declared, these people might

even ‘‘incite an insurrection among the slaves in the neighborhood.’’ If the government did not

act, ‘‘we will be compelled for the protection of our families and our property to take the matter

in our own hands.’’27 Not all nonslaveholders were suspected of being provocateurs, but as a

class, they received special scrutiny.

[ . . . ]

Disruptions of traditional plantation routine resounded in the slave cabins and were often

reflected in slave behavior. The impact may have been muted but it was rarely entirely muffled.

Almost any change alarmed Southern planters. ‘‘I certainly agree with you that the negroes

must have meat,’’ Langdon Cheves II told a worried friend. ‘‘They have been so regularly

accustomed to it that a sudden change would produce great discontent. . . . ’’28 But sudden

change became commonplace during the war. Two sources of change which promised to be

particularly disruptive were the transformation of the agricultural base of the plantations and

the government’s policy of slave impressment.

Planters were apprehensive about shifting away from staple crops. Staples-slaves-plantations

was the traditional pattern, and they feared that the remaining two elements could not

withstand the defection of the first. Without a cash crop, how would they maintain their farms?

Loss of income was one fear, but they were also worried about how the change would affect the

slaves. One argument planters used against a sharp contraction of the cotton acreage was, What

would you do with the slaves? The cultivation of staples kept the slaves in the fields for the

entire year, providing constant work, known work schedules, and defined tasks. The ruts were

deep and therefore safe, stable, and predictable. Food crops, on the other hand, were seasonal,

requiring new routines and untried schedules. They made increased supervision necessary just

when supervisors were in short supply. Behind the debate on staples versus provisions, then,

lurked the older issue of slave discipline.

Only overseers and managers, apparently, were able to see a bright side to the agricultural

revolution. Perhaps they were pleased at being relieved of the pressure to produce so many

bales to the hand or pounds to the acre. An Alabaman argued that the switch in crops ‘‘will

change the face of our country very much & is desirable in every view.’’ He explained that ‘‘it

will rest the lands . . . beautify the whole canebrake with grasses clover stock & other

improvements, & perhaps not materially diminish . . . incomes in the end.’’29 In answer to a

question from the owner about what to do with the slaves when there was so little cotton, an
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overseer in Mississippi responded, ‘‘O, plenty to do, that ought to have been done before, but

we were run down after cotton-cotton! We shall have time to ditch, and the plantation needs it

much, and long has needed it. We shall fix our fences and hedges; we shall move the negro

cabins, and put them up right, and in order, and with brick chimneys. We shall do a heap, that

we have heretofore left undone.’’30

The transformation was successful; the South produced enough food, and did it without a

slave insurrection. But the transition from cotton to corn was not smooth. It disrupted routine

and often affected slave behavior. When slaves were pressed into work that was unfamiliar or

outside the old routine, slaveholders often complained of ‘‘demoralization,’’ a generic term that

referred to every sort of misbehavior from rudeness to rebellion. One Gulf coast planter

surveyed his slaves and concluded that he needed to get them back to the discipline and routine

of cotton production before they became as useless as the staple they had once produced.31

Confederate impressment of slaves was another intrusion that particularly worried planters.

They opposed impressments on principle and on practical grounds. When John Houston Bills

faced the loss of four of his bondsmen to the military in the fall of 1861, he argued that

impressment was unconscionable. ‘‘A most villainous call,’’ he cried, one which the

government has ‘‘no right to make & [which] is the beginning of a despotism worse than

any European Monarchy.’’ He reminded the authorities that the South was ‘‘fighting for

liberty,’’ but he thought ‘‘we had more ‘Liberty’ & prosperity 12 months ago than we shall ever

see again. . . . ’’32 Toward the end of the war, the Richmond Examiner attempted to explain the

stubborn refusal of planters to part with their laborers. Planters have been accused of

selfishness, the paper pointed out, but their objections were ‘‘not so much to the employment

of the Negro in itself, as to the shock to the rights of property which is involved.’’ On this one

kind of property, the Examiner explained, ‘‘the South has concentrated all its proprietary

feeling, and the man who would submit without a murmur to the impressment of his horses or

his crops may very likely shrink back with a species of superstition . . . from the attempt by his

own government to deprive him of these very slaves for whom he had already fought a long and

desperate war.’’33

The Examiner was correct when it argued that encroachments on slavery called forth

especially fierce responses for reasons of principle. But very practical considerations also

motivated the objections. Planters were naturally reluctant to give up their valuable labor and

expensive property, especially after they learned that slaves in government service were often

brutally treated and miserably cared for. Also, planters were supposed to receive compensation

for the use of the slaves, but payment was erratic. Terms of service were explicit and short, but

once the slaves were enrolled they were difficult to get back. And the government had a way of

asking for slaves just at harvest time. Howell Cobb declared that planters had a right to expect

‘‘reason and common sense in the officials of Government.’’34 An objection that was as

important as any of the rest was expressed by a Georgia planter in 1862. ‘‘If my negroes are

carried to Savannah under this order,’’ he declared, ‘‘I will abandon them. I do not want them

to return to the plantation to demoralize the balance.’’ Removed from their plantation homes

and set down in strange and distant places, slaves could develop ‘‘dangerous habits’’ and

acquire ‘‘foolish ideas.’’35 A single infected individual, planters believed, could contaminate an

entire slave population.

What was at stake was not only the planter’s pride, his prickly individualism, his property,

and his liberties, but more than these, the institution of slavery itself. The right to control one’s

own slaves was paramount. To weaken the authority of the master, to loosen the fetters of

slavery, was to tamper with the vital workings of the institution. No wonder, then, that planters

failed to respond satisfactorily to the government’s call for slave labor. In a report written to
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explain the shortage of slaves being made available, an official in South Carolina said, ‘‘For the

end in view, even for what has been accomplished, how trifling has been the sacrifice.’’ In

exasperation he explained that ‘‘only one month’s labor’’ was being required, but even ‘‘that

much has not been furnished.’’ In fact, ‘‘the greatest complaints . . . have been from those who

have furnished least.’’36 In Virginia, while slave labor played a crucial role in the state’s war

effort, planters were less and less willing to serve up their slaves. By 1864, only about 75 per

cent of those legally requisitioned by the government were ever provided.37

How well slavery functioned on a particular plantation could have been determined, before

the war, by a glance at the production figures – the bales of cotton, hogsheads of sugar, pounds

of tobacco or rice – but such indicators were useless in the disrupted economy of the

Confederacy. One of the crudest ways of keeping track of the situation was simply to list all of

one’s slaves and then cross out the names of those who ran away to ‘‘Lincoln land.’’ Most

planters used more subtle methods, however. They scrutinized the behavior of the slaves to see

how slavery was withstanding the assault of war. How well did the blacks work in the fields?

A bit of hesitancy in the stroke? How did they speak to the white family? A trace of defiance?

Planters kept their fingers on the pulse of the plantation for signs of ‘‘Yankee fever.’’

The reaction of slaves to war spanned the widest possible spectrum – from taking up the rifle

of a slain master and firing at the vile Yankee to putting on the blue uniform and firing at the

vile master. The behavior of most was concentrated in the middle portion of the spectrum,

ranging from faithful service throughout the war to slipping away from the plantation at the

first opportunity. While the loyal and devoted servant was by no means a myth, he loomed

much larger in postwar fiction than he did in wartime reality. Slaves did not often revolt, but

they did not remain ‘‘loyal’’ either. Most planters reported more theft and malingering and less

diligence and deference. As discipline loosened and routine crumbled, blacks found more and

more freedom in the crevices of plantation life.

On one of the South’s most famous plantations, Susan Dabney Smedes later remembered,

‘‘life went on as usual.’’ If anything, in fact, the servants ‘‘went about their duties more

conscientiously than before. They seemed to do better when there was trouble in the white

family, and they knew there was trouble enough. . . . ’’38 Similarly, a South Carolinian reported

on Christmas Day of 1864 that his position was ‘‘wretched,’’ but, at least, ‘‘Our negroes are as

orderly as usual. . . . They are anxious about the future & seem to sympathize with us in our

distress.’’39 Near the end of the war, John Edwin Fripp, owner of two plantations on Saint

Helena Island, off the coast of South Carolina, reported that Federals had burned his house and

stripped his plantations. ‘‘I am happy to say my negroes have acted orderly and well all the

time,’’ he announced, ‘‘none going off excepting one or two Boys who accompanied the yanks

for plunder but have returned home and appear quite willing to go to work.’’ The others ‘‘acted

nobly[,] furnishing my family with provisions and return[ing] all they saved by begging the

Yankees[.]’’40

More often, planters were gravely disappointed. In North Carolina, Catherine Edmondston

witnessed the ‘‘total demoralization’’ of her bondsmen. When the war began, her slaves were

‘‘diligent and respectful,’’ and she responded as their kindly protector. She recorded that when

they learned that ‘‘the Yankees were trying to steal them,’’ they ‘‘entreated me not to leave

them & I have promised to remain at home & take what care I can of them.’’ A month later she

noted that slaves on neighboring plantations were behaving badly, but she thought they were

‘‘the indulged negroes, servants of widows & single ladies who have not been kept in proper

subordination.’’ She was thankful that none of hers thought he was ‘‘as good as a Yankee.’’

Shortly afterward, however, she began to be troubled by the behavior of her own slaves. She

believed the problem stemmed from her husband’s absence and her own frequent trips away
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from the plantation. ‘‘These constant absences . . . are telling on the servants,’’ she declared.

‘‘They are getting so awkward, inefficient & even lazy!’’ By the end of the year, her patience

was exhausted. ‘‘[A]s to the idea of a faithful servant, it is all a fiction,’’ she exclaimed. ‘‘I have

seen the favorite & most petted negroes the first to leave in every instance.’’ They had changed

from dutiful servants to impudent slaves in a few short months, she observed sorrowfully.41

When planters spied insubordinate behavior among their slaves, they responded in a variety

of ways. James Lusk Alcorn, noticing laziness among his bondsmen, ‘‘whipped several in the

field’’ and was pleased with the result.42 A Georgian promised harsher punishment. After

capturing two runaways, he said that if ‘‘Jim and Ike tried it again,’’ he would ‘‘kill them

both.’’43 Others sought to maintain control by removing their slaves from proximity to Union

troops. The South was filled with masters and slaves searching for a ‘‘safe place.’’ The British

observer A. J. Fremantle was on hand in 1863 when General Nathaniel Banks marched into

Louisiana’s Red River valley. ‘‘The road today was alive with negroes,’’ he reported. They

were ‘‘being ‘run’ into Texas out of Banks’ way.’’44 Others simply sold their troublemakers. In

1863, a Georgia man reported continual difficulty with a particular slave. At the end of the year

he simply noted, ‘‘I sold Big Henry for $2400.’’45

Despite the planters’ best efforts, however, on some estates power clearly shifted from the

‘‘big house’’ to the slave cabins. Mrs. C. C. Clay, Sr., of Alabama, for instance, was soon forced

to rely on ‘‘moral suasion’’ to ‘‘get them to do their duty.’’ She noted that her efforts were only

occasionally successful. And a year later, her situation had declined to the point where she

‘‘begged . . . what little is done.’’46 Although the shift was rarely this complete, power did tend

to gravitate toward the slave quarters.

Responses of planters to their bondsmen during the war depended a great deal, naturally, on

the slaves’ behavior. And planters often oscillated between optimism and pessimism as the

scene out their front windows changed. But their feelings also depended on their basic

assumptions about slaves and slavery. Some felt deep responsibility for and devotion to their

slaves. Alfred Huger, for instance, once heard that a cholera epidemic was threatening the

Cooper River plantations. If it came to his, he declared, ‘‘I shall join my Negroes immediately

and shall share their fate.’’ He explained that ‘‘the system of slavery is perfectly in keeping with

my principles as a Politician & as a Christian, but the Master should in my opinion be the last to

run away when danger comes.’’47 Others showed a total lack of affection or empathy. An

Alabama planter wrote home in 1862 that he ‘‘was not very sorry to hear of old Will’s demise

and if he had only held on until the crop was laid by I could have given him up with all my

heart.’’ His wife’s news that the slaves were idle did not surprise him, he added. ‘‘You must

have them whiped [sic] when they need it. You must pay particular attention to the hogs. . . . ’’

The following year, in reply to his wife’s inquiry about selling a slave to pay some debts, he said

that he ‘‘didn’t care much’’ one way or the other, but he certainly did not want her sold at less

than ‘‘the market price.’’48

Planters sometimes maintained their fondness and concern for their slaves even when their

‘‘black family’’ deserted them. The disloyalty of slaves did not so much shock as sadden them,

and they directed their anger at the enticer rather than the enticed. After all, how could whites

condemn the Negro for following the dictates of his own immature nature? Planters commonly

referred to runaways as ‘‘poor deluded wretches’’ and ‘‘poor deluded creatures.’’ A Georgian

reported that many of his servants had left, ‘‘deserting their best friends, to enjoy the poor

Negroes[’] idea of freedom, that is perfect idleness, not knowing that God meant all his

creatures to work.’’49 A South Carolinian said, ‘‘Poor fools! how deceived & mistaken they

are.’’ He was truly disturbed when he heard that the Federal authorities had taken the men

‘‘without regard to family separations and sent [them] any & every where under guards, where
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they are hard worked & miserably fed.’’50 In his eyes at least, slavery had never been so brutal

and inhumane. Another planter explained the behavior of runaways in understandable human

terms. They fled, he explained, because the ‘‘temptation of change, the promise of freedom,

and of pay for labor, is more than most can stand.’’51 Many planters responded to the plight of

the blacks with genuine pity, feeling almost as sorry for them as they felt for themselves.

Many others, however, registered shock, hurt, disillusionment, and rage. They shut off

empathy for insubordinate blacks just as they closed off concern for disrespectful poor whites.

Many saw themselves as having sacrificed considerable time and effort in training and uplifting

their ‘‘people,’’ only to be betrayed. Louis Manigault was cut deeply by the ‘‘ingratitude

evinced in the African character.’’ ‘‘In too many instances,’’ he said, ‘‘those we esteemed the

most have been the first to desert us.’’52 Catherine Edmondston could neither understand nor

forgive and wished ‘‘that there was not a negro left in this country.’’53 The change of heart was

reflected clearly in the nomenclature planters used in referring to their slaves. Before the war,

those of the least refinement almost never employed the blunt term ‘‘slaves’’ in speaking of

their own bondsmen. They resorted to an abundance of euphemisms, ranging from the plain

‘‘servants’’ and ‘‘laborers’’ to the intimate ‘‘my black friends,’’ ‘‘my black family,’’ and ‘‘my

people.’’ In the final years of the war, however, planters commonly spoke of their ‘‘slaves’’ and

even of their ‘‘niggers.’’ From servant to slave was a long journey. It meant that something had

died which would be difficult to resurrect. It marked the early stages of a trend that would lead

to disdain and hostility toward blacks during Reconstruction.

Instead of being sympathetic, disappointed, or angry, some planters were simply terrified.

For years they had heard orators describe the bloody scenes that would occur if slavery were

ever disrupted. And now, all around them, the system was breaking down. Early in 1865, six of

South Carolina’s most illustrious families – among them the Allstons and the Sparkmans –

rushed a petition to the Federal Military Command to plead for protection from the Negroes.

Freed by invading Union troops, they were ‘‘in the most disorderly & lawless condition, if not

savage and barbarous.’’ The petitioners begged in the ‘‘name of common humanity & Christian

civilization’’ that the Northern commander send soldiers to save the Pee Dee planters from this

‘‘insurrectionary force.’’54

Whatever a planter’s feeling toward his slaves, he was bound eventually to agree with the

Reverend C. C. Jones that ‘‘no reliance can be placed certainly upon any.’’55 Inevitably, if not

his own servant, then the trusted servant of an acquaintance would abscond. But, ironically,

just at the moment when planters had the least faith in their bondsmen, they relied most

heavily on their loyalty. With the normal supervisors away, blacks were largely on their own on

many plantations. Drivers were often pressed into service as overseers. Mary Jones of Georgia

explained that one of her plantations was ‘‘necessarily left to Andrew’s fidelity.’’56 When a

Mississippi man departed for the army he made his carriage driver foreman of his estate.

Realizing that he was asking his slave to assume increased responsibility just when the rewards

for disloyalty were highest, he offered him a bribe, telling him that ‘‘if the south was successful

and he was faithful to his trust,’’ he would ‘‘give him his freedom.’’57 A promise of personal

manumission by a planter was far from the enemy’s pledge of general emancipation; still, the

very fact that a master felt compelled to match the enemy’s offer of freedom with a similar offer

of his own meant that the war was turning plantations and slavery upside down.

[ . . . ]

Perhaps the single most powerful force tempting planters to acquiesce in the destruction of

slavery was the weariness produced by the long, vastly destructive war. Days of worry

stretched into months and years. Unrelieved strain sapped energy, health, and confidence.
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Anxiety – about unpredictable poor whites, untrustworthy blacks, an unreliable government;

about where to find food and how to fend off destruction – became the companion of every

planter. Other Southerners suffered more, with even fewer cushions, but in the end some

planters were brought to their knees, victims of physical and emotional exhaustion. For these,

the desire to cease struggling, the need to find a quiet place, became paramount.

War played havoc with the participants’ emotions, whipsawing them between grief and rage.

Few families escaped the trauma of death. Sometimes it was the loss of a son or husband that

touched them first, sometimes the loss of a friend. A Georgia woman who heard of the deaths

of several neighbors said, ‘‘Their deaths have brought the war home to me more forceably than

could the deaths of a regiment of soldiers from any other place.’’58 While the news of death

came suddenly, rage against the enemy built gradually. In 1864, a young planter declared,

‘‘Day by day and hour by hour does the deep seated enmity I have always had . . . for the

accursed Yankee nation increase & burn higher. . . . they have slaughtered our kindred[,] . . .

destroyed our prosperity as a people & filled our whole land with sorrow. . . . I have vowed that

if I should have children – the first ingredient of the first principle of their education shall be

uncompromising hatred & contempt of the Yankee.’’59

Planters were exhausted by the rush of emotion that flung them from one pole to the other.

A Louisiana man thought that constant ‘‘excitement is not quite death but pretty near.’’60 Ella

Clanton Thomas of Georgia said that a ‘‘life of emotion, quick rapid succession of startling

events,’’ wore upon ‘‘the constitution and weakened the physical nature.’’ Her ‘‘nervous

organization’’ was ‘‘so completely disorganized’’ that she needed perfect quiet. ‘‘I feel as if I did

not have energy to raise my head,’’ she reported. ‘‘My mind is sluggish and my will is weak and

undecided. I lack energy . . . spiritually, intellectually, & physically. I have been . . . dull inert

and desponding.’’ The problem was, she said, that ‘‘the human mind is so constituted that it

cannot stand a constant pressure’’ and ‘‘the war has been going on for a much longer time than

we could have thought.’’61 David Gavin hardly understood his problem at all. ‘‘I have plenty of

provisions,’’ he said, ‘‘and yet I am sick, dull and low spirited. . . . sick, sick, heart, soul, mind,

body & spirit.’’62 Some could not even escape into sleep. In the week the war ended, William

Cooper dreamed ‘‘of flood & planks to walk on . . . amid mud [and] water – & of my driving [a]

wagon amid rain & high water with 2 mules . . . in flight from the enemies.’’63

The unrelieved tension pushed the minds of men and women to the edge of sanity, and

sometimes beyond. The British observer A. J. Fremantle recounted the tragedy of a

Mississippi planter he met in the summer of 1863. ‘‘We had a crazy old planter . . . with us,’’ he

recalled. ‘‘He insisted upon accompanying the column, mounted on a miserable animal which

had been left him by the enemy as not being worth carrying away. The small remains of this

poor old man’s sense had been shattered by the Yankees a few days ago. They had cleaned him

completely out, taking his horses, mules, cows, and pigs, and stealing his clothes and anything

they wanted, destroying what they could not carry away.’’ This broken planter, Fremantle said,

had ‘‘insisted on picking some of the silk of Indian corn, which he requested I would present to

Queen Victoria to show her how far advanced the crops were in Mississippi.’’64

By the end of the war anything that promised relief was tempting. In October, 1864, Octavia

Otey of Alabama felt ‘‘quite desperate . . . like I could struggle no longer.’’65 William J. Minor,

owner of three plantations in Louisiana, cried out, ‘‘Peace – peace – peace – God grant it – and

stop this most unnatural & most bloody war.’’66 The fiery Southern patriot Ella Clanton

Thomas said that ‘‘the time and circumstances somehow appears to create a reckless, careless

feeling, an impatience to have it over.’’ She craved freedom from war. ‘‘At times,’’ she said in

March, 1865, ‘‘I feel as if I was drifting on, on, ever onward to be at last dashed against some
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rock and I shut my eyes and almost wish it was over, the shock encountered and I prepared

to know what destiny awaits me.’’ She was ‘‘tired, oh so tired’’ and wanted to ‘‘breathe free.’’

‘‘I feel the restraint of the blockade and as port after port becomes blockaded I feel shut up,

pent up and am irresistably reminded of the old story of the iron shroud contracting more and

more each hour. . . . ’’ She thought that someday she might ‘‘be glad that I have lived through

this war,’’ but ‘‘now the height of my ambition is to be quiet . . . ’’67 By 1865, peace and quiet

had become for some planters the primary object.

Another powerful force operating to detach planters from slavery was the institution’s

unprofitability in wartime. By 1865 most Southern plantations had become economic burdens

rather than financial blessings. Each year of the war, incomes fell off more sharply. Louis

Bringier, a large planter in Louisiana, said in December, 1864, ‘‘I do not know what we will do

with our darkies. They are a great source of annoyance, and but very little profit at the

present.’’ He concluded that ‘‘they will have to become more profitable or we shall have to give

them up in self-defence.’’68 Bringier’s urge toward voluntary emancipation was only

momentary, for in April, 1865, he was willing to take up guerrilla warfare for the Confederate

cause. But the fact remains that most planters could not afford to be indifferent to the financial

difficulties accompanying slavery in wartime. A few had indicated all along that a handsome

profit was their only objective. Before the war, a Virginian had complained that slavery did not

pay in his state. ‘‘It may be different in Cotton Country,’’ he said, but ‘‘it has been a losing

business in Virginia.’’ He had decided, therefore, to ‘‘clear out every thing but portraits and go

right to a city.’’69 Planters whose only interest in slavery was profit were sometimes ready and

relieved by 1865 to rid themselves of their nonproducing consumers.

An extensive debate grew up among planters about what was the most secure investment

during wartime. Until the last year of the war, they engaged in a brisk trade in slaves. But while

slave property had always been admired for its liquidity, during the war that characteristic

proved a serious problem. Hundreds of thousands of slaves spilled over into the Union lines.

Slaveowners sometimes expressed a willingness to sell all their bondsmen if they could find a

safer investment. Robert Newell of Louisiana thought ‘‘cows and mares’’ were his best bet,70

but most planters who sought an alternative to slaves looked to land or Confederate bonds.

Henry L. Graves advised his father that ‘‘land is the only safe investment now.’’71 Another

Georgian declared that he would ‘‘rather have land than Negroes.’’72 If the Federals invaded

his Saint Johns River plantation, a Florida man asserted, ‘‘I shall take black and white of the

family into Georgia and turn the blacks into Confederate Bonds.’’73

Without the income to provide properly for their slaves, sensitive planters found them a

heavy emotional burden. John Jones, a minister-planter from Georgia, brooded over his

responsibilities. ‘‘I am truly tired of my daily cares,’’ he said in 1863, ‘‘they are without

number. To clothe and shoe and properly feed our Negroes and pay our taxes requires more

than we make by planting, especially when debts have to be paid.’’ In his opinion, ‘‘the most

pressed people in our Confederacy are the owners of slaves who have no way to support them.

Sometimes I think that Providence by this cruel war is intruding to make us willing to

relinquish slavery by feeling its burdens and cares.’’74 Whether they were more sensitive

to their own burdens or to those of their slaves, planters could sometimes see in the

emancipation of blacks their own personal liberation.

Another force which wore down some planters’ dedication to slavery was the slaves’

‘‘demoralized’’ behavior. Insubordination and defection angered many slaveholders. Planters

learned how little they knew of their slaves, even their most trusted and ‘‘most petted.’’ Shortly

after the end of the war, Ella Clanton Thomas learned that ‘‘Susan, Kate’s nurse, Ma’s most
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trusty servant, her advisor, right hand woman and best liked house servant has left her.’’75

They were pained to find that ‘‘those we loved best, and who loved us best – as we thought –

were the first to leave us.’’76 Piqued by their bad behavior, one Virginia planter was for the

moment at least genuinely glad that the invading Yankee army had relieved him of ‘‘the plague,

vexation & expense of so many idle, worthless & ungrateful house servants.’’77 Disloyalty

among the slaves tended to deaden those warm feelings of paternal responsibility which were a

significant buttress, as well as an important reward, of the institution of slavery.

Some plantation dwellers entered the war with doubts about the morality of slavery, and four

years of destruction sometimes transformed their doubt into certainty. ‘‘Southern women are

I believe all at heart abolisionists [sic],’’ Ella Clanton Thomas of Georgia had said in 1858. The

institution, she thought, ‘‘degrades the white man more than the Negro and oh exerts a most

deleterious effect upon our children.’’ During the war she read proslavery books to convince

herself that slavery was right, but she concluded that it was morally indefensible. ‘‘This is a

subject uponwhich I do not like to think,’’ she said in 1864, but ‘‘takingmy stand upon themoral

view of the subject, I can but think that to holdmen andwomen in perpetual bondage is wrong.’’78

Southerners were accustomed to finding the hand ofGod in all things, and some wondered if the

disastrous war was not divine retribution for the sin of slavery. Dolly Burge of Georgia said that

she had ‘‘never felt that slavery was altogether right for it is abused by many.’’79 The wartime

movement to humanize the institution of slaverywas probably built in part upon doubt and guilt.

Despite their efforts, it is likely that some plantation folk saw in the destruction of slavery the

fiery cleansing of sin.

In addition, either an indomitable American patriotism or a vibrant Southern nationalism

could operate to undermine a planter’s attachment to slavery. Although not all Unionists

believed their patriotism automatically linked them with the cause of abolition, many persistent

Unionists were committed to supporting the Union whatever the cost, even if it meant

emancipation. One such Unionist planter claimed after the war that he was ‘‘not opposed

to secession merely’’ but even approved ‘‘the acts that established the freedom of the

slaves.’’80 A real, whole-souled devotion to the cause of Confederate independence also could

convince a planter that any independence, even one without slavery, was preferable to

subjugation and renewed Yankee domination. An exemplar of this viewpoint was Jefferson

Davis, that Mississippi slaveholder who as president of the Confederate States of America was

willing to sacrifice slavery to win Southern nationhood. Intense patriotism directed to either

the United States or the Confederacy, therefore, could diminish a Southerner’s attachment

to slavery.

By the end of the war, some planters were receiving few financial, political, social, or

psychological rewards from slavery. Financially, they considered slavery more a burden than an

asset. Politically, they found their views shouldered aside by men with military and diplomatic

perspectives. Socially, they recognized that as military and governmental service grew in

prestige, slave ownership was no longer the single avenue to status. And psychologically, they

received little benefit from plantations filled with restless and footloose slaves. As bad as things

were, moreover, they threatened to get worse. By 1865, blacks were moving through the South

at will, and nonslaveholding whites were growing increasingly surly and disrespectful. Planters

feared a total breakdown of order. Lawlessness and chaos, they thought, were imminent. In a

somewhat similar situation in Brazil some twenty years later, slaveholders accepted abolition in

order to check further disintegration.81 It is probable that some planters acquiesced in the final

abolition of slavery in 1865 because slavery’s rewards had shriveled and its burdens increased.

Peace, in some minds, offered the only hope for rest, relief, order, and security.
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Questions to consider

. What were some of the challenges that planters faced in maintaining control over

their property before and during the Civil War?

. How did the war change the uses for, and perceptions of, slaves?

. What were some of the reasons some planters were willing to conceive the end of

slavery by 1865? (You might also consider what reasons were not part of their

considerations.)
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Chapter 14

‘‘Answering Bells is Played Out’’:
Slavery and the Civil War

Tena W. Hunter

For some, a loss of mastery was a worry; for others it was a hope. The war brought

rapid changes to the South, changes that were both independent of, and intertwined

with, race relations. Nowhere was this truer than in Atlanta, a new Southern city whose

fortunes rose and fell with those of the Confederacy. (Indeed, Atlanta is a virtual

character in its own right in Margaret Mitchell’s 1936 novel Gone with the Wind.) The

war created tremendous new complications for white property owners there – and

prized new opportunities for an increasingly restive slave population. In this opening

chapter from her 1999 book To ’Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s Lives and Labors

After the Civil War, Tera W. Hunter describes the changes the war wrought, and the way

slave women dealt with, and made the most of, those changes.

Tera W. Hunter, ‘‘Answering Bells is Played Out,’’ in To ’Joy My Freedom: Southern Black Women’s

Lives and Labors after the Civil War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), pp. 4–20.

Copyright f 1997 by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. Reprinted by permission of

the publisher.

Ellen, a house slave in Atlanta, violated a long-established code of racial etiquette by wearing

her mistress’s toiletries during the early years of the Civil War. Imagine Ellen standing in the

master bedroom of the Big House, playfully staring at her likeness reflected in a looking-glass

mounted on a Victorian vanity. She primps her hair, rearranges her clothing, and shifts the

view of her profile from front to side. Taking her pick among an array of dainty crystal bottles,

she sniffs earthy and then floral fragrances and carefully applies one of the perfumes. While

reveling in the crisp, cool feel of amber-tinted drops of liquid against her skin, she dreams

about a life far away from the drudgery of her circumscribed existence – a life she believes

could soon be within her reach.

Ellen audaciously indulged these vicarious pleasures repeatedly, even after being

reprimanded by her owner, Samuel P. Richards, and eventually whipped. In pampering and

adorning her body with the magical elixir, Ellen transgressed feminine beauty rituals intended



to enhance white bodies only. She laid claim to a measure of possession of her own person – and

a womanly person at that. The Civil War, as Ellen perceived, could erode the rituals of daily life

in the South. Bondwomen like Ellen notified slaveowners that they could neither take servile

obedience for granted nor be assured that chattel slaves would cook, clean, wash, mend, or

greet arriving visitors as they had before. As another slave woman abruptly replied in response

to her owner’s command to attend to her duties: ‘‘answering bells is played out.’’1

Such incidents expose the increasingly pronounced clash of expectations between masters

and slaves during the Civil War. Ellen waged her bets on the destruction of slavery, which

strengthened her resolve to take risks in testing the limits of bondage as she awaited its official

demise. Samuel P. Richards, by contrast, believed the war was a temporary annoyance and

inconvenience; he predicted that ‘‘when we come to a successful end to the war’’ slavery would

continue. Despite Richards’s disinclination to concede to the winds of change, Ellen’s defiance

and similar acts by other slaves exasperated him as he struggled to protect his diminishing

authority. Richards complained: ‘‘I am disgusted with negroes and feel inclined to sell what

I have. I wish they were all back in Africa, – or – Yankee Land. To think too that this ‘cruel

war’ should be waged for them.’’2 The war of nerves conducted by slaves taxed Richards’s

patience more severely than any actions on the battlefields and served as a harbinger of future

difficulties in Southern labor relations long after the Confederacy’s defeat. However small and

symbolic this friction may appear, conflicts and renegotiations over the meaning of slavery

and freedom increased as the war progressed, with prolonged consequences for all Southerners.

Similar vignettes of contestation between slaves and masters were repeated throughout the

region. As the Union and Confederate troops faced off at Fort Sumter, African Americans were

poised to intervene in this revolutionary moment to influence the outcome of the war in their

favor.3 A slave mistress in Savannah summed up the changed dispositions of slaves who were

testing the limits of the institution: the Negroes ‘‘show a very different face from what they

have had heretofore.’’4 Slave resistance was not unique to the Civil War, but black

countenances evinced new meanings not readily discernible to masters under normal

conditions in the antebellum era. African Americans articulated objections against the system

of human bondage more consciously and openly than ever before.

Slaveholders formerly secure in their privileged positions and confident in the docility and

loyalty of their most prized slaves in the Big House showed new faces as well – the faces of

disillusion and betrayal. Slaves, the critics most cognizant of the constraints of human bondage,

rejected the long-held beliefs of masters. Planters learned of ‘‘the perfect impossibility of

placing the least confidence in any Negro’’ very early in the war, as one Savannah patrician

noted. ‘‘In too many numerous instances those we esteemed the most have been the first to

desert us.’’5 And those who stayed were no more reliable inasmuch as they ceased to labor on

former terms. ‘‘I was sorely tried with Fanny, my cook a very dull, obstinate servant,’’

remarked another Georgian. ‘‘I make our coffee every morning and then find great difficulty in

getting her to get our simple breakfast.’’6 Masters had not yet discerned that the worrisome,

but seemingly innocuous, concessions they reluctantly made, such as making coffee or cajoling

the cook to prepare the morning meal, would hasten the collapse of slavery.

As the certainty of slavery became more tenuous during the War, latent tensions and sharply

contrasting world views and ambitions of various groups surfaced. The internecine battles

between slaves and masters, North and South, slaveholding and nonslaveholding whites

prefigured conflicts that would continue to plague the region for many years. In cities like

Atlanta, where urban conditions made slavery precarious long before the war began, the

sudden and dramatic population growth and commercial expansion during the war helped to

secure slavery’s demise.
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In the antebellum period, Atlanta was barely a blip on the map. In the 1820s, it served as a

railroad depot in the foothills of north Georgia for neighboring farmers. By the 1850s, a fusion

of Northern entrepreneurs along with the native-born yeomen inaugurated the business of city

building. The expansion of railroad lines enabled swifter commerce west, further south, north,

and to the Atlantic coast, enhancing the city’s strategic geography by the eve of the Civil War.7

Atlanta’s growth was fostered by the Civil War and by the railroad. Its dramatic rise

countered an emblematic feature of Southern economic development. The South lagged

behind the North in urbanization and industrialization, a tribute to the overwhelming

predominance of plantation slavery and agriculture. Cities of any significance in the antebellum

era, such as Savannah, New Orleans, and Charleston, catered to the needs of the planter elite.8

The Southern states seceded to conserve plantation slavery and its urban subordinates, but

secession produced unexpected consequences: the war destroyed slavery, and it transformed

several inauspicious towns into developing metropolises. By the end of the war, New South

cities like Atlanta began eclipsing the eminence of Old South cities.

Atlanta was conspicuous within the region from its inception. The predominance of

merchants and manufacturers and the absence of planters within the city’s economic elite

invited early comparisons to the commercial ambitions of cities in the North. Even at this

incipient stage of urban development, some Atlantans took pride in an entrepreneurial spirit

that attracted young, upwardly mobile white men dedicated to commerce and industry, and

this foreshadowed events and accolades to come. Upstarts were welcomed to the city to help

build the railroads that stood at the center of the economy, and to develop related industries,

like foundries and rolling mills. Other businesses included hotels, a brewery, a saw mill, a flour

mill, a shoe factory, wagon builders, furniture shops, cigar factories, leather tanneries, a

whiskey distillery, and agricultural implement manufacturers.9 This diversity of businesses

offered opportunities for consumers and workers, slave and free, not typical of the region. But

even as Atlanta self-consciously touted itself as a progressive divergence from the South’s

dependence on one-crop agriculture, it also resisted social and political change.

Atlanta’s distinctive economy presented conflicting interests for the city’s power brokers as

the Civil War approached. Most businessmen initially opposed secession out of fear that

alienation from the Union would obstruct interregional trade, though they relented in due

course.10 Their apprehension regarding the adverse consequences of military invasion and

Confederate government policies was well-founded. Farmers and traders fearful of impressment

refrained from bringing their wares to city markets, which led to a shortage of foodstuffs and dry

goods. Acute class conflict among whites surfaced as deprived consumers rioted, looted

provision houses, and stole from wealthy residents in protest over spiraling prices, greedy

speculation, and government impressment. Poverty led destitute patriots to turn against their

allies. InMarch 1863, starvingwives of Confederate soldiers rioted and pilfered provision houses

in the central business district on Whitehall Street. The wives of artisans, factory workers, and

Confederate soldiers displayed similar disenchantment in boisterous crowds in other towns. An

Atlanta newspaper castigated these ‘‘women seizures’’ as a movement of ‘‘very wicked and

ignorant women, generally instigated thereto and led by rascally individuals.’’11

Though commerce plummeted as predicted, no one could have foreseen the salutary impact

of the war on the growth and development of manufacturing and urban expansion. The

centrality of cities as distribution centers for the rebel forces boosted the importance of Atlanta

as a strategic location, second only to Richmond. The military demand for ordnance and the

fabrication of other items for civilian and military use, such as boots, buckles, buttons, saddles,

uniforms, revolvers, and railroad cars, encouraged the building of new factories and the

retooling of old operations. The influx of slaves, soldiers, runaways, military laborers, military
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officials, and refugee slaveholders generated a tremendous population expansion. In 1860,

Atlanta’s population had stood at less than ten thousand; two years later it had nearly doubled.

This sudden expansion of inhabitants presented an immediate problem of social control. In

its earlier frontier days, Atlanta had a reputation as a ‘‘crossroads village’’ that attracted

rowdies, vagabonds, bootleggers, and prostitutes. These ‘‘disreputable’’ sorts congregated in

Snake Nation, along Peter’s Street, and Murrell’s Row, near Decatur Street, the beginnings of

red-light districts and a thriving ‘‘underworld.’’ Early city officials had a difficult time

enforcing laws against prostitution, cockfighting, discharging firearms in the streets, and

rolling live hogs in hogsheads down hills. Murder, larceny, gambling, insobriety, disorderly

conduct, and indecent exposure filled the pages of the court dockets in the antebellum period –

an inclination only heightened by the chaos of the war.12

Ramblers and roughnecks did not present the most formidable challenge to the city unless

they also happened to be black. Slavery, as it was known in most of the plantation South, did

not take root in Atlanta in the same way, where commerce and a complementary ‘‘urban

promotive creed’’ prevailed. In the rural South, slavery ordered labor relations and plantation

life; in the urban South, slavery was only one source of labor and was merely incidental to a

city’s character. In 1860 there were only 1,900 blacks in Atlanta, 20 percent of the population,

and all but twenty-five persons were slaves. Individual slaves performed important labor in a

wide variety of occupations, including brakemen, blacksmiths, boilermakers, and paper mill

workers. Yet most African Americans were concentrated in domestic work, as in other

antebellum cities, mainly in hotels and boardinghouses.13 Even with such a relatively small

number of slaves in the city, however, they were difficult to control, since the usual

mechanisms were simply not as effective. Slaves were freer to roam about in the larger society

among a denser populace, rather than being quarantined on isolated farms. The kind of labor

they performed in small workshops or hotel establishments did not lend itself as easily to direct

and constant supervision as did gang labor in the fields.

The economic and political priorities of Atlanta as a relatively young city were different from

those of more established Southern cities where slaves were more numerous, but they did not

deter slavery altogether. Samuel P. Richards, a British-born merchant, bought slaves for his

farm in the countryside, hired the slaves of other owners, and purchased servants specifically to

work in his Atlanta home. In December 1862, he purchased thirteen-year-old Ellen after two

years of hiring her: ‘‘I have committed the unpardonable sin of the Abolitionists in buying a

negro. I am tired of the trouble of getting a servant every Christmas and we have found Ellen a

pretty good girl.’’14 A few months later he purchased a family of three slaves: Joe, Caroline, and

their three-year-old child. Richards sent the husband to work on the farm in the country

and the wife and child to the city residence. Though somewhat skeptical at first about the

outcome of his investment, Richards was soon optimistic about high returns. He purchased

Ellen for $1,225, several hundred dollars below her former owner’s asking price, and within

five months he estimated that her value had risen to $2,000. Gloating over the appreciation of

his property, despite the exigencies of an economy spun out of control, Richards predicted a

Confederate victory and the continuance of slavery. He believed that ‘‘negroes will command

very high prices as there will be so much demand for labor to raise cotton and a great many will

have been taken by the Yankees.’’15

In reality, Ellen’s price rose because of wartime inflation as well as the scarcity of household

slaves. As one slaveholder wrote to another about the prospects of finding experienced

domestics in the city: ‘‘Many desirable negroes are daily offered by people who are obliged to

sell – but the kind most offered are field hands – men[,] boys and young women.’’16 The

relatively lower prices for field hands advertised by slave dealers lends credence to this
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observation.17 The influx of refugee whites into the city may have contributed to the market

for domestic slaves. But the urgent need for able-bodied field workers to sustain the plantation

system and to raise crops for the subsistence of civilians and soldiers alike made it more difficult

to find slaves hired expressly for domestic labor.18

The impressment of slaves by the Confederacy was a further drain on waning supplies.

Samuel Stout, the head surgeon for the Army of Tennessee, headquartered in Atlanta, wrote to

patrons in Florida for help for one of the Confederacy’s largest hospitals. ‘‘In nothing can you

aid us more than by sending us fruits and vegetables. Labor is also very much in demand. Every

negro hired to the hospital, enables us to send an able-bodied soldier to the field.’’19 Domestic

servants were especially in demand – men as nurses, women as laundresses, and both as

cooks.20

The hire-out system alleviated some of the inconveniences of scarcity by permitting slaves or

owners to make short-term arrangements for daily, monthly, or yearly work. Given the diverse

and fluctuating needs of urban economies, whites in cities relied on the hiring system to balance

the demands for labor with the legal constraints that slavery imposed on bound workers. Many

owners hired out their chattel property to friends as favors. Some sought to lighten their

financial hardships by relieving themselves of the daily care of slaves, or to rid themselves of the

burdens of managing unruly and willful slaves.21 Ellen Campbell, an Augusta ex-slave,

described the circumstances leading to her working for hire at age fifteen: ‘‘My young missus

wus fixin’ to git married, but she couldn’t on account de war, so she brought me to town and

rented me out to a lady runnin’ a boarding house.’’ But the arrangement was short-lived.

Campbell dropped a serving tray, and the boardinghouse keeper stabbed her in the head with a

butcher’s knife in punishment. Campbell’s enraged mistress revoked the contract

immediately.22 Slaveholders, however, were often willing to bear the risks of abuse when

the profits reaped from hire contracts provided their sole income.23

The hire-out system democratized access to slaves by enabling white wage-earners to benefit

from the system, even as some white workers were forced to compete with slaves. If they could

not afford to buy a slave outright, some could afford to hire slaves as helpers as their needs

demanded them. Thus, the proportion of the white population that owned slaves in the cities

was higher than in the rural areas, even though individual holdings were smaller.24 Jennie

Akehurst Lines, the wife of a union printer in Atlanta, wrote letters to her sister detailing a

dilemma of white workers’ hiring practices. The spiraling costs of living and the insecurity of

her husband’s trade during a period marked by workplace strife and uncertain wages limited

the Lineses’ family income. Yet Jennie Lines remained steadfast in her opinion of the necessity

of hiring domestic labor. ‘‘I presume you think I ought not to keep help,’’ she wrote. ‘‘If I did

not I should have to pay out the same amount for washing. True we should save the food and

clothing but I do not believe we should save one dime more.’’25 Aside from the economic

rationale, the drudgery and quantity of the work also provided a motivation, which the

printer’s wife described as her lack of ‘‘taste’’ for certain kinds of work.26 ‘‘Besides I could

never look nice myself, keep my baby or my house clean. Sylvanus dont want me to do kitchen

drudgery in this country – says he will break up house keeping if I insist on doing without

help.’’27 Slaves for hire raised the standard of living for a segment of the white working class

and gave some nonslaveowners a direct investment in preserving the institution. The effect of

such white racial unity and the contradictory relations between blacks and whites of similar

economic circumstances would become more apparent in later years – especially in the strained

relations between household workers and poor white employers.

Some aspects of urban slavery were similar to those of rural slavery. The sexual exploitation

of women was equally onerous whether it occurred on plantations or in urban households.
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Black women were subjected to sexual abuse by slaveowners, overseers, and drivers. They were

assaulted by individual men and gangs. Though most women were helpless in the face of

violations of their persons, some fought their assailants directly at great risk. Others devised

strategies to evade molestation without open confrontation. Louisa, a Georgia house slave,

avoided the clutches of her master by sleeping in the room with his children or nailing up the

windows of her own house. He persisted and found a way into her room, however, and she

turned up the light of lamps to distract and dissuade him. Still undaunted, he made efforts to

cajole and coerce Louisa by offering ‘‘two dollars to feel her titties,’’ which she also refused.

Afforded little protection against unwanted sexual advances and exploitation of their

reproductive capabilities, many black women who resisted were beaten, mutilated, sold, or

killed.28 During the Civil War, Union and Confederate soldiers took advantage of their

positions of power and authority to rape slave women, sometimes in the presence of the

women’s parents, husbands, children, and grandchildren who were forced to stand by, helpless

and horrified.29

In other ways, urban slavery had distinct advantages and disadvantages compared to rural

slavery. The small slaveholding units in urban areas almost inevitably meant that slave families

were torn apart. As we saw, when Samuel P. Richards purchased a family consisting of parents

and child, he split the group by sending the father to the country and the mother and child to

the city. Urban house slaves often suffered double isolation: they were cut off from their

families as well as from other slaves.30 The small holdings of individual owners also put greater

burdens on slaves to perform labor beyond their capability. With few or no other slaves to share

the work load, slave exertion could be pushed to the limits, which was especially burdensome

for domestic servants expected to perform on constant call.31 A former slave from Nashville

recounted the onerous labor that she endured when she was hired out. ‘‘They hired me to

nurse, but I had to nurse, cook, chop in the fields, chop wood, bring water, wash, iron and in

general just do everything,’’ she recalled as an adult.32 She awoke before the sun rose, made the

fire, and commenced both house and field work, which was remarkable because she was only

six years old at that time.

Children were especially vulnerable to exploitation in isolation from their parents or other

adult slaves. Jennie Lines summed up the logic of hiring girls: ‘‘We have a negro girl sixteen

years old. She is large enough and strong enough to do everything, and I mean she shall if

I keep her. We pay $4 a month for her besides clothes; that you know is cheap for a grown

woman.’’33 After some complaints about twelve-year-old Beckie’s master raising her rate,

despite her poor performance, Lines wrote with increased confidence: ‘‘She improves. Perhaps

she will in a few months be just the help I need. I can make her do my work just as I want it

done, which I can not do with an older one.’’34 Lines expected the young ones to perform with

the same degree of skill and perseverance as women twice their age – cooking, washing,

cleaning, and caring for an infant.

Despite the hardships of urban bondage, the system could not enforce the same degree of

coercion as rural bondage did. Slaves living in cities were afforded many opportunities for

living a relatively autonomous life. Anonymity within a dense population and customary

practices that permitted slaves of absent owners to find their own shelter in sheds, attics,

basements, single rooms, or small houses encouraged independence. In addition, urban slavery

permitted casual contact between unfree and free people, black and white. Pass systems,

curfews, and other laws were designed to limit the mobility of slaves while away from their

official workplaces without the permission of owners, but in reality, these mechanisms were

usually not strictly enforced. Threadbare municipal infrastructures and minuscule resources

did not allow for controlling any segment of the population, slave or free. Though some owners
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tried to limit interactions among blacks by spreading slave housing all over the city, they did

not have the wherewithal to keep close watch over slaves. Slaves took advantage of the lax

patrol to move around the city, to participate in a rich, if still limited, communal life almost as if

they were free. They gathered to socialize in markets, grocery stores, grogshops, street corners,

churches, and the homes of friends – clandestinely during the day and openly at night.35

Slaves living independent of their masters’ constant supervision posed a persistent threat to

the system and tested the capability of the municipal government to act as a surrogate for the

owners. The demands of the Civil War and the conditions it created frustrated antebellum

mechanisms of control. In 1863, the Atlanta City Council made an extra effort to enforce a pass

system to regulate the large influx of slave military laborers. But overlapping civilian and

military authority blurred the chain of command, hindering the city from implementing

unilateral decisions. The city council made another futile attempt in the same year to limit

black mobility by requiring all blacks, except body servants, to ‘‘be kept in some negro yard or

house, and not [be] permitted to go at large through the city’’ after work hours.36

During the war, a number of factors contributed to the growing number of slaves who were

living and working independently. The unanticipated growth of the black population made any

attempts to control slaves impractical. The inflated costs and shortages of housing for

everyone, regardless of race or status, made it difficult to govern who should live where. The

increasing demand for black labor in a broad range of enterprises made it beneficial for

slaveowners to defy the laws and allow their slaves to earn their own living. Many whites

suffered the psychological effects of the loss of bound labor, but many were still eager to reap

its profits. Other slaveowners facing privation abandoned slaves in cities, forcing more blacks

into the self-hire system to avoid destitution. The city’s futile attempts to control all of these

unforeseen forces created a general atmosphere of lax regulation of the conventional constraints

of slavery and even greater tolerance of blacks who committed petty crimes.37

As city officials and masters in Atlanta lost their grip on bound labor, fear of outright slave

rebellion troubled the white residents. In 1863, this anxiety increased when two female slaves

were arrested for setting a boardinghouse on fire. In addition, slaves organized ‘‘Negro balls’’ in

local hotels, ostensibly to raise money for Confederate soldiers and their body servants.

Though the city initially approved these seemingly innocent amusements, people came to see

them as public disturbances with the potential to stir up rebellion. But these ‘‘Negro balls,’’ no

matter how annoying, prompted only occasional cause for concern. The city’s bigger problem

was the more pervasive and less dramatic daily struggle between slaves and masters that

undermined the changing institution as the war lingered on.38 African Americans seized the

moment to pursue their aspirations and in the process revealed latent contending notions of

freedom that shook the confidence and ideology of slaveholders. The conspicuous defiance

of house slaves shattered illusory assumptions, and their behavior exposed the conflicts that

would continue once slaves were free.

The arrival in Atlanta of refugee slaveholders with their slaves who were fleeing embattled

areas of the Confederacy multiplied the city’s problems of social control. Refugee slaves and

oldtimers used the occasion of social disarray to flee. The Lineses’ young slave who had been

denied extended contact with her mother ran away. Beckie, her replacement, also deserted,

though she was caught and beaten before she completed her escape. Undaunted, she left again a

few months later on a professed trip to pick blackberries and never returned.39

Slaves took greater liberties through the hire system in their quest for freedom during the

war. ‘‘Old Clarissa’’ was sent to Savannah with the understanding that she would remit a

certain portion of her wages to her master on a regular basis. But upon her arrival she

repudiated the agreement by sending a smaller portion of her earnings. Her perplexed master
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weighed the merits of acquiescence versus punishment, knowing that an alienating gesture

could risk forfeiting his property and lone source of income.40 Once exposed to urban life,

slaves were not easily coerced into returning to plantations. Another slave, Rachel, grew

accustomed to the independent life afforded by renting a room and working as a washerwoman

in Atlanta. No amount of persuasion from her mistress could convince Rachel to avoid the

imminent dangers of the approaching Union Army and return to her owner’s protective care.

As Rachel stated, she ‘‘preferred to await the coming of Sherman in her present quarters.’’41

The majority of slaves remained on plantations or in white urban households until the war’s

end. The heavily armed white civilian populace, the power of the Confederate troops, and the

rough terrain of north Georgia made it difficult for slaves to escape. Some, no doubt, conformed

to their masters’ expectations of ideal servants – in outward appearance if nothing else. But

outward compliance could be deceptive as slaves harbored deeper resentments that would

resurface after they were free and subjected to conditions reminiscent of slavery. At least a few

slaves may have shown genuine concern toward their masters who were in dire straits or faced

plundering Yankees. Some slaves bought Confederate bonds, raised money to help Confederate

soldiers, buried valuables or sewed silverware into mattresses to escape detection by Union

invaders, or even donated their savings to cash-poor slaveowners.42

Acts of generosity clearly required slaves to go beyond the call of duty, but they did not

dampen the yearning for freedom. Phyllis, a much beloved slave of Grace Elmore, gently tried

to articulate this lesson to her owner. Elmore professed regard for Phyllis and spoke of her in

this way: ‘‘She is very intelligent, reads, writes, [is] half white and was brought up like a white

child by her former mistress.’’ But Elmore did not appreciate Phyllis’s answer to an important

question: ‘‘I asked Phyllis if she liked the thought of being free.’’ Phyllis replied that yes, she

wanted to be free, ‘‘tho’ she’d always been treated with perfect kindness, and could complain of

nothing in her lot.’’ Despite her good treatment Phyllis insisted that she ‘‘wanted the power to

do as she liked.’’ Disappointed by the reply from an ‘‘intelligent’’ slave, Elmore mocked

Phyllis’s and other slaves’ views about freedom which in her estimation failed to comprehend

the magnitude of the responsibilities.43

Masters increasingly, if begrudgingly, recognized that kind gestures and appearances of

orderly behavior could be feigned as many slaves demonstrated their contempt for bound labor,

overtly or covertly, when opportunities arose. Slaves who helped to hide their owners’

heirlooms and valuables one day might lead the Yankees directly to the loot the next day.44

Some house slaves directly attacked the most visible signs of their oppression by claiming the

products of their uncompensated labor, such as cash, clothing, jewelry, household items, or

food from the table or pantry. Others defaced the ostentatious mansions that stood in marked

contrast to their own sparse shanties.45 While many refused to work at all, others changed their

work pace and the quality of their output, provoking typical complaints like the following:

‘‘Fanny as usual cooked miserably: the worst turkey dressing I have seen in my life.’’46 As the

mistress Lines reported of the infamous Beckie: she ‘‘makes me a great trouble ironing days.

She is so careless and stupid.’’47 In sheer exasperation, another mistress complained: ‘‘I think

O, if I had a good cook; it would be a pleasure to keep house.’’ This slaveholder’s highest

aspiration at that moment was to find just ‘‘one who would take care or even do what they are

told to do.’’48

Some slaves who remained in their masters’ households used the mobility and independence

afforded by urban bondage to fight against the system. A slave woman in Richmond spent her

earnings from washing the clothing of rebel soldiers on baking bread for Union prisoners of

war. According to one account: ‘‘she got in to the prisoners through a hole under the jail-yard

fence; knowing all the while she’d be shot, if caught at it.’’49 Aggie Crawford, an Athens cook,
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defied prohibitions against slave literacy designed to keep blacks ignorant of current affairs.

She stole newspapers to keep fellow slaves abreast of the war and sold whiskey, probably to save

money for a planned escape.50 Similarly, Tiny, the ‘‘last and dearest girl’’ of Samuel P.

Richards’s brother Jabez, made preparations for fleeing to freedom. She stole ‘‘first, about $150

from him and receiving no punishment she next stole about the same amount from Dr Doyle!’’

In another case, ‘‘Patience (who had been especially petted) managed to steal enough coffee,

sugar, and flour to live on for many weeks.’’51

The resilience exhibited by house slaves in their increased shows of defiance during the war

meant that work that had been performed by slaves exclusively might not get done at all, which

translated into more physical labor for white women. ‘‘John, Sarah and Rose have left and I did

the washing for six weeks,’’ a Natchez, Mississippi, slaveowner remarked. I ‘‘came near ruining

myself for life as I was too delicately raised for such hard work,’’ she stated.52 Others noted the

added encumbrances of physical labor imposed on other whites beyond their own households.

‘‘For the first time in my life, I saw & had white people to wait on me,’’ noted a mistress during

a stopover at a boardinghouse outside Atlanta. ‘‘The lady where we boarded waited on the table

& cooked sometimes. She was kind hearted & very obliging but I could not bear for her to wait

on us.’’53 Other white women encountered dire privation that forced them to do what they had

always considered unthinkable for women of their race – sell their own labor. ‘‘Many who were

well supplied for months and some for a year, have been compelled to come to town and

perform day work for a living, the man making $30. & $35. per month and the woman 5 cents or

10 cents a piece for washing,’’ observed a Georgia slaveholder.54 These excursions by whites

into paid or unpaid labor dramatize the topsy-turvy world produced by the war, but they were

temporary inconveniences. Few white women in the South, no matter how poor, worked as

domestics either during or after the war.

White soldiers in the trenches echoed the sentiments of the women they left behind to

maintain the home front as the men suddenly discovered the arduousness of housework. An

army veteran and planter wrote sympathetically to Jefferson Davis, the President of the

Confederacy, with a plan to send domestic help to the soldiers’ camps. ‘‘The hardest, and most

painful duty of the young Volunteers, is to learn how to Cook, and wash.’’ Emphasizing the

novelty of this ordeal, he stated: ‘‘At home, the young Soldier, has his Food Cooked for him, by

his Mother, Sister’s or by our Slaves – but not so in the Field of Battle.’’55 A Union soldier in

Georgia suffered similar agony. ‘‘I spend the afternoon in washing, mending and baking. I was

very tired at night and wondered how women gets through with as much work as they do.

Washing, etc. is the hardest work I have to do.’’56

Not all slaveholders acquiesced to the changing conditions of slavery. Many extolled slave

loyalty at the same time that they took extra measures to subjugate their slaves further. The

fears and bitterness that slaveowners harbored in the years immediately before the war in

anticipation of its arrival induced some to exercise brutal force once the war began. If some

slaves became more unruly during the war, they were responding not only to new opportunities

for freedom but also to increased violence from their masters. Many owners, even some who

were mild-mannered under normal circumstances, became more abusive or more neglectful as

they realized they would eventually lose their investment in human chattel.57

The much anticipated arrival of the Union Army in northwest Georgia occurred in May

1864. Sherman’s march toward the Gate City en route to the sea, more than any other single

event heretofore, inspired songs of jubilee among slaves and excited fears of rebellion among

whites. Sherman plotted the invasion of Atlanta, a strategic interior city in Dixie, to destroy its

key military resources and asphyxiate the network feeding supplies to Robert E. Lee’s forces in

Virginia. Sherman’s arrival shattered the last remnants of slaveholders’ authority and control.
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White women on the home front were bearing more responsibility for slave management than

they were accustomed to doing. In the absence of fathers and husbands they quickly had to learn

new skills in negotiation to deal with recalcitrant slaves not apt to respect their authority. After

Sherman’s arrival, a group of almost one hundred white women from Jonesboro, near Atlanta,

submitted a petition toGovernor JosephE. Brown, in haste: ‘‘There are nomen left here scarcely

and the few who are, are almost impotent to afford any protection to us the females and our

children.’’ They requested an exemption of military service for the town marshal because the

slaves in the vicinity ‘‘have been taught by long experience to regard [him] with awe & fear.’’58

But despite such efforts to inculcate trepidation, slaveholders had to face another contingent of

willful slaves. Runaways trailed theNorthern liberators into Atlanta for the chance to participate

directly in the destruction of slavery and the Confederacy. African Americans deserted their

masters enmasse – about nineteen thousand followed theGeneral as hemoved through the state.

One planter captured the overwhelming feeling of betrayal this scene evinced: ‘‘Every servant

gone to Sherman in Atlanta . . .We thought there was a strong bond of affection on their side as

well as ours!’’59 The sight of blacks and whites looting and destroying fortifications and private

property bore out the worst fears of many white Atlantans.60

As the Union Army approached Atlanta, slaveholders were reminded once again that

outward appearances could mask the true feelings of their slaves. House slaves considered to be

the most faithful and diligent were the first to refuse to work or to desert to the rear of

Sherman’s troops. Slaveowners voiced both surprise and dismay in recalling the characteristics

of runaway slaves like Tiny and Patience – the ‘‘dearest’’ and the ‘‘most petted’’ slaves of Jabez

Richards, mentioned previously. Other examples were plentiful: Mary, a ‘‘faithful girl’’ was

‘‘near free & did as she pleased – but waited on her [mistress] & like a dog – was by her side

constantly.’’ But when the Yankees arrived, a different Mary emerged as she helped her

mistress’s family prepare the carriage for escape and refused to climb aboard herself. ‘‘To

her [mistress’s] surprise, she held back & said I am not going – an officer (Yank) will come

to take me; after awhile & he did.’’61

Some slaveholders dismayed by the acts of betrayal as they evacuated the city sought

revenge. The Union Army arrived at one Georgia plantation to discover that the owners had

chained down a house slave before vacating to avoid the indignity of her defection. When the

slaves began running away, ‘‘her master swore she should stay and cook for him and his family.

He ‘would fix her’; so he had heavy iron shackles put on her feet so she could not run off.’’62

While some slaves were left behind in dire straits, others were taken away with little regard for

the impact on black families. When Emma Prescott departed she took along Patience, a child-

nurse, ignoring the needs of Patience, who had recently married Allen Slayton of Columbus.

Prescott justified splitting up the black family by emphasizing her own suffering: ‘‘I had to be

separated from my husband too.’’ By acting in her own best interest, Prescott shattered any

illusion of reciprocal relations between slaves and masters.63

Sherman besieged the city of Atlanta on September 1, 1864, as the civilian evacuation was

well under way. Confederate officers admitted defeat and surrendered the next day. They

began to demolish military ordnance and machinery, including the Atlanta Rolling Mill and

locomotives filled with ammunition, to deprive enemy invaders of their benefits. In November,

the Union Army systematically destroyed all remaining manufacturing plants, torching four to

five thousand buildings and the entire business district. Renegade soldiers, without the

authority of their commanding officers, added to the damage by pillaging private residences.

Few edifices outlasted the demolition.

Black residents in the city were not left unscathed by General Sherman, whose contempt for

them was well known. Sherman’s troops raped black women and destroyed black-owned
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property, including a church. En route to Savannah at the end of the year, Sherman’s men

caused the death of hundreds of blacks trailing in the rear by removing a pontoon bridge before

the refugees could cross over a river, leaving them at the mercy of advancing Confederates.64

But Sherman’s abuse of African Americans did not dissipate white anxieties as slaveholders

returned to Atlanta during the winter months.65 As one woman stated: ‘‘Several old men are

left & they go from one plantation to another with guns in their hands trying to keep [slaves]

down.’’ She continued, ‘‘we fear the negroes now more than anything else.’’66

As the Battle of Atlanta ended, it was undeniable that Ellen, the recalcitrant slave playing

with her mistress’s toiletries in front of the vanity, had calculated the bleak prospects for

slavery more accurately than her master. The destruction of slavery was accomplished with the

participation of slaves themselves, not just by military maneuvers or decisions promulgated in

the White House or the halls of Congress. The slaves who ran away to join the Union Army;

those who scraped and saved funds to rescue captured Union soldiers; those who cooked,

washed, and spied for the federal troops; and those who remained in the custody of plantations

and urban households and refused to accept preexisting terms for their uncompensated labor –

all in their own way helped to erode human bondage. As African Americans asserted

themselves during the heat of the war, they set the stage for the renegotiation of labor and social

relations for many years to come.
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Questions to consider

. How was slavery in a city like Atlanta different from that of a large plantation?

. What role did slaves themselves play in the destruction of slavery? In what ways did

they consciously and unconsciously loosen their bonds?

. What kinds of sources does Hunter use to make her case? Which are the most

compelling?

162 slavery dur ing wart ime



Chapter 15

Slavery During Wartime: Primary Sources

Diary Entry

Mary Chesnut

The greatest terror in the heart of every slaveholder was the murderous slave. Though

rare – and rarer still were slave insurrections – the coming of the war greatly intensified

fears about the vengeful slave, particularly among Southern white women. Few were

more powerful in writing about this subject than Mary Chesnut. The wife of a former

US Senator from South Carolina, Chesnut enjoyed access to the highest levels of the

Confederate government, whose leaders she wrote about with tart insight in her

celebrated diary. Chesnut was also an excellent barometer of everyday Southern life for

the elite, and charted the fall of the Confederacy with melancholy precision. In this dairy

entry from early in the war, she is unexpectedly forced to consider one of her deepest

fears. Consider in particular Chesnut’s invocation of her cousin Betsey Witherspoon’s

‘‘own people.’’

‘‘Diary of Mary Chesnut’’ (21 September 1861), in Mary Chesnut’s Civil War, ed. C. Vann

Woodward (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1981), p. 198.

September 21, 1861. Last night when the mail came in, I was seated near the lamp.

Mr. Chesnut, lying on a sofa at a little distance, called out to me, ‘‘Look at my letters and tell

me about them.’’

I began to read one aloud; it was from Mary Witherspoon – and I broke down. Horror

and amazement was too much for me. Poor Cousin Betsey Witherspoon was murdered!

She did not die peacefully, as we supposed, in her bed. Murdered by her own people. Her

negroes.



Letter from Wilson’s Landing, Virginia

Sgt. George W. Hatton

Every once in a while, there were moments in the Civil War where, to use the slave

expression, one would find the ‘‘bottom rail on top.’’ One such moment was witnessed

by Sergeant George W. Hatton, a member of the United States Colored Infantry

serving in Virginia during Gen. Ulysses S. Grant’s Wilderness campaign of 1864.

Consider the tone of this account of a captured slave owner, and the moral Hatton

draws from the story. Do you share his feelings?

G. W. Hatton, ‘‘Letter, Wilson’s Landing, Virginia’’ (May 28, 1864), in A Grand Army of Black Men:

Letters from African-American Soldiers in the Union Army, 1861–1865, ed. Edwin S. Redkey (New

York: Cambridge University Press, 1992), pp. 95–6. Reprinted by permission of Cambridge

University Press.

You are aware that Wilson’s Landing is on the James River, a few miles above Jamestown, the

very spot where the first sons of Africa were landed in the year 1620, if my memory serves me

right, and from that day to the breaking out of the rebellion was looked upon as an inferior race by

all civilized nations. But behold what has been revealed in the past three or four years; why the

colored men have ascended upon a platform of equality, and the slave can now apply the lash to

the tender flesh of his master, for this day I am now an eyewitness of the fact. The country being

principally inhabited by wealthy farmers, there are a great many men in the regiment who are

refugees from this place.While out on a foraging expedition, we captured aMr. Clayton, a noted

reb in this part of the country, and from his appearance, one of the F.F.V.s [First Families of

Virginia]; on the day before we captured several colored women that belonged to Mr. C., who

had given them amost unmerciful whipping previous to their departure. On the arrival ofMr. C.

in camp, the commanding officer determined to let the women have their revenge, and ordered

Mr.C. to be tied to a tree in front of head-quarters, andWilliamHarris, a soldier in our regiment,

and amember of Co. E, who was acquainted with the gentleman, and who used to belong to him,

was called upon to undress him and introduce him to the ladies that I mentioned before.

Mr. Harris played his part conspicuously, bringing the blood from his loins at every stroke, and

not forgetting to remind the gentleman of the days gone by. After giving him some fifteen or

twenty well-directed strokes, the ladies, one after another, came up and gave him a like number,

to remindhim that theywere no longer his, but safely housed inAbraham’s bosom, and under the

protection of the Star Spangled Banner, and guarded by their own patriotic, though once down-

trodden race. Oh, that I had the tongue to express my feelings while standing upon the banks of

the James River, on the soil of Virginia, the mother state of slavery, as a witness of such a sudden

reverse!

The day is clear, the fields of grain are beautiful, and the birds are singing sweet melodious

songs, while poor Mr. C. is crying to his servants for mercy. Let all who sympathize with the

South take this narrative for a mirror.
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Part VII

Emancipation

Plate 9 Free Movement: Fugitive slaves ford the Rappahannock River around the time of the Second

Battle of Bull Run near Manassas, VA, in the summer of 1862. President Lincoln’s Emancipation

Proclamation, issued in September of 1862, both reflected and intensified the reality that ending slavery

would further Union war aims – and realize the implicit promises of the nation’s founding. (Photo by

Timothy H. O’Sullivan; Selected Civil War photographs, Library of Congress)



Chapter 16

The Meaning of Freedom
in the Age of Emancipation

Eric Foner

Perhaps no word in American history is more potent – and more elusive – than

‘‘freedom.’’ The Puritans who went to New England in the early seventeenth century,

for example, arrived seeking a kind of freedom – the right to worship God as they saw

fit – that they lacked at home. Yet they had little interest in allowing others such

freedom; for them, ‘‘tolerance’’ was a dirty word (should one tolerate, never mind

accept, that which is evil? That’s not freedom – that’s licentiousness). Similarly, the

adventurers who settled Virginia around the same time were also seeking freedom,

though this form tended to be more economic in nature: the freedom to get rich. Yet

their dreams of wealth often involved getting other people to do most of the actual

work; their freedom depended on slavery. Indeed, the very concept of freedom was

defined, even depended, upon the highly visible alternative of bondage. This was the

great paradox that the distinguished American historian Edmund Morgan had in mind

when he wrote his groundbreaking 1975 book American Slavery, American Freedom.

Even the end of the most obvious, literal form of slavery in the Civil War was marked

by ambiguity. Abraham Lincoln issued his Emancipation Proclamation on September 17,

1862, in which he decreed that slavery would end in all rebel territory as of January 1,

1863. Yet this seemingly bold assertion was, initially at least, meaningless: Lincoln ended

slavery precisely where he had no effective authority to do so. In fact, the Emancipation

Proclamation did have a significant long-term impact. For one thing, the word got out –

like the puncturing of a great container, the Emancipation Proclamation led to a steady

drain of slaves away from their masters toward freedom. For another, it changed the

terms of the war, in which abolition was now finally official US-government policy.

Lincoln justified the Emancipation Proclamation as an emergency wartime measure

made in his capacity as commander-in-chief, one designed to strip the rebels of a tool –

slave labor – they used to resist federal authority. Yet he also made clear that he would

henceforth support ending slavery everywhere on a permanent, constitutional basis. In

February 1865, as one of his final acts in office, he signed just such a measure – the

Thirteenth Amendment – that stands as his, and the Civil War’s, greatest legacy.



And yet, again, freedom was not necessarily what it seemed. As Lincoln himself had

observed in his 1858 debates with Stephen Douglas, freedom was not the same thing as

equality, and inequality could itself be a form of slavery – which is, in essence, what the

twentieth century Civil Rights Movement was all about. The very former slave owners

James L. Roarkwrites about in Part VI of this book realized that the tenant farming system

could itself be a de facto form of slavery. NorwereAfrican Americans the only ones to be

confused and frustrated by the elusive search for freedom in the century after the Civil

War. The pursuit of freedom, like the pursuit of like happiness, seemed to be something

that could be pursued endlessly without ever being attained (or guaranteed).

No historian has done more to clarify the ambiguities of freedom than Columbia

University historian Eric Foner. In this address to the Organization of American

Historians in 1994, a precursor to his 1999 book The Story of American Freedom, Foner

traces the various shapes and sizes of freedom in American life from the time of the

Revolution to the time of the Civil War.

Eric Foner, ‘‘The Meaning of Freedom in the Age of Emancipation,’’ The Journal of American

History, vol. 81, no. 2 (Sept 1994), 435–60. Copyright � 1994 Organization of American

Historians. Reprinted with permission.

[ . . . ]

In the years preceding the Revolution, ‘‘slavery’’ became a central feature of the language of

American politics. Already widely used in the eighteenth-century Atlantic world to signify a loss

of personal and political rights, the word acquired special force in America because of the

proximity of hundreds of thousands of genuine slaves (about 20 percent of the colonial

population in 1776). In resisting British policies, many colonists chose to describe their

relationship to the mother country as enslavement. Sometimes their language directly invoked

the harsh conditions underwhichAfricanAmericans lived, as inwarnings that Britain planned to

rule the colonists ‘‘with a rod of iron’’ and to reduce them to ‘‘beasts of burden.’’ Actual slaves,

however, rarely figured in this discourse. Slaverymeant denial of the right of self-government or

dependence on the will of another, not being reduced to a species of property. ‘‘Those who are

taxed without their own consent,’’ said John Dickinson, ‘‘are slaves.’’ Paine defined hereditary

rule as ‘‘a species of slavery’’; ‘‘representative government,’’ he added, ‘‘is freedom.’’ In a

reversal of previous usage, the contrast between England as ‘‘the land of slavery’’ and America as

‘‘the country of free men’’ became a standard part of the idiom of national independence, employed

with no sense of irony even in states where the majority of the population consisted of slaves.

South Carolina, declared one writer in 1774, was a land of freedom, and it was impossible to

believe ‘‘that in this sacred land slavery shall soon be permitted to erect her throne.’’1

Even though rarely mentioned explicitly, black slavery was intimately related to the meaning

of freedom for the men who made the American Revolution. In his famous speech to the

British Parliament warning against attempts to coerce the colonies, Edmund Burke insisted

that in the South at least, it was familiarity with actual slavery that made colonial leaders so

sensitive to the threat of metaphorical slavery. Where freedom was a privilege, not a common

right, he observed, ‘‘those who are free are by far the most proud and jealous of their freedom.’’

Burke’s insight in some ways anticipated the argument of Edmund S. Morgan’s brilliant

presidential address on the ‘‘American paradox,’’ delivered before this organization over

twenty years ago. Slavery for blacks, Morgan maintained, made republican freedom possible
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for whites, for by eliminating the great bulk of the dependent poor from the political nation, it

left the public arena to men of propertied independence, in eighteenth-century political theory

the only sure basis of republican government. Indeed, for many Americans owning slaves

offered a route to that economic independence widely deemed indispensable to genuine

freedom (a point driven home by a 1780 Virginia law that rewarded soldiers in the war for

independence with three hundred acres of land and a slave). Whether Morgan’s ingenious

argument applies equally well to the northern colonies, where slavery was far less imposing a

presence, may well be questioned. But his insight reminds us that slavery for blacks did not

necessarily contradict white Americans’ understanding of freedom. The republican vision of a

society of independent men actively pursuing the public good could easily be reconciled with

slavery for those outside the circle of citizenship. So, too, the liberal definition of liberty as

essentially a private quality and of the political community as a collection of individuals seeking

protection for their preexisting natural rights could, if one wished, be invoked to defend

bondage. The right of self-government and the protection of property against interference by

the state were essential to political freedom; taken together, these principles suggested that it

would be an infringement on liberty to deprive a man of his property (including slave property)

without his consent. The war, one group of Virginians insisted in the 1780s, had been fought

for ‘‘the full, free, and absolute enjoyment of every species of our property, whatsoever.’’ To

divest owners of their slave property would reduce them to slavery.2

Some leaders of the Revolution were fully aware that slavery contradicted its professed

ideals. James Otis insisted that to be worthy of the name, freedom must be indivisible and,

alone among patriot leaders in the 1760s, declared blacks to be British subjects ‘‘entitled to all

the civil rights of such.’’ Arthur Lee noted in 1767 that if freedom was ‘‘the birth-right of

all mankind,’’ keeping Africans ‘‘in a State of slavery is a constant violation of that right, and

therefore of Justice.’’ Most dramatically, slaves themselves appreciated that by contrasting

freedom so starkly with slavery and by defining freedom as a universal right rather than the

privilege of a particular community or nation, the revolutionists had devised a rhetoric that,

despite its palpable limitations, could readily be deployed against chattel bondage. The

language of liberty echoed in slave communities, North and South, as slaves appropriated the

patriotic ideology for their own purposes. The first concrete steps toward emancipation were

‘‘freedom petitions’’ by enslaved African Americans, who hailed the efforts of colonial leaders

‘‘to free themselves from slavery’’ and suggested, with more than a touch of irony, that

legislation regarding blacks aspire toward ‘‘that same grand object.’’ ‘‘Every principle from

which America has acted,’’ declared another petition, demanded emancipation. By 1800, the

slave rebel Gabriel could plan to emblazon on a silk flag the colonists’ own celebrated words,

‘‘Death or Liberty,’’ to demonstrate, as one of his followers noted, that ‘‘we had as much right

to fight for our liberty as any men.’’3

Two developments set in motion or greatly accelerated by the Revolution transformed the

language of freedomand slavery in the nineteenth-centuryUnitedStates.The firstwas the rise of

universal manhood suffrage, which itself reflected the eclipse of the older idea that public virtue

and propertied independencewere the bases of political freedom. Increasingly, voting came to be

viewed – in popular usage if not, strictly speaking, in the law – as a right rather than a privilege,

‘‘the grandest right of a freeman,’’ as a Maryland essayist put it in 1776. By the eve of the Civil

War, nearly every state in theUnion had enfranchised the vastmajority of its whitemale citizens.

Beginning with demands for the right to vote by lesser artisans, journeymen, and wage laborers

during theRevolution, insistent pressure frombelow for an expansion of the suffrage didmuch to

democratize American politics. Simultaneously, by severing ownership of productive property

from membership in the political nation, these popular movements both exemplified and
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reinforced an emerging definition of public virtue as available to all citizens, not just the

propertied, and of autonomy as resting on self-ownership rather than economic independence.

There were ‘‘thousands of men without property,’’ wrote Francis Lieber in his influential

antebellumdisquisition onAmerican political institutions, ‘‘who have quite as great a stake in the

public welfare as those who may possess a house or enjoy a certain amount of revenue.’’4

In a country that lacked more traditional bases of nationhood – long-established physical

boundaries, historic ethnic, religious, and cultural unity – political institutions came to define

both nationality and freedom itself. The right to vote, said one advocate of democratic reform,

was the first mark of liberty, ‘‘the only true badge of the freeman.’’ Those denied this right,

said another, were ‘‘put in the situation of the slaves of Virginia.’’ By the time Alexis de

Tocqueville visited America, the axiom that ‘‘the people’’ ruled was repeated ad infinitum. But

who were the people of the United States? As older kinds of exclusion fell away – property and

religious qualifications for voting, for example – others were retained, and new ones added.

Everywhere, with the quixotic exception of New Jersey between 1776 and 1807, women,

whether married or single, propertied or dependent, were denied the suffrage. And, in a society

in which slavery was expanding rapidly, both in geographical scope and economic centrality,

the rights of free men inevitably took on a racial component. In 1800, no free state limited the

suffrage on the basis of race. But every state that entered the Union after that year, except

Maine, restricted the right to vote to white males. And in states such as Pennsylvania and New

York, the right of free blacks to vote was either narrowed or eliminated entirely. The United

States, said a delegate to the convention that disenfranchised Pennsylvania’s black population,

was ‘‘a political community of white persons.’’ In effect, race had replaced class as the

boundary defining which American men were to enjoy political freedom.5

As the bases for exclusion from this central definition of citizenship shifted, so too did their

intellectual justification. These were the years when Americans spoke most insistently of

liberty as the unique genius of their institutions, of territorial expansion as, in the oft-repeated

words of Andrew Jackson, ‘‘extending the area of freedom.’’ This rhetoric of self-

congratulation knew no geographical borders; it was, said British visitor Harriet Martineau,

a ‘‘wearisome cant’’ found in newspaper editorials, political addresses, and sermons, North and

South. But the very pervasiveness of the claim to freedom among whites encouraged the rise

of a racialist ideology that located in nature itself reasonable grounds for the unique forms of

unfreedom to which blacks were subjected. How could belief in freedom as a universal human

right be reconciled with exclusion of blacks from liberty in the South and the rights of free men

in the North? Exclusion based on natural incapacity was not really exclusion at all.6

Of course, as John Stuart Mill asked rhetorically, ‘‘was there ever any domination which did

not appear natural to those who possessed it?’’ Yet even Mill’s argument for universal freedom,

in his great work On Liberty, applied ‘‘only to human beings in the maturity of their faculties.’’

The immature included not only children, but entire ‘‘races’’ of less than ‘‘civilized’’ peoples,

deficient in the qualities necessary in the democratic citizen – the capacity for self-control,

rational forethought, devotion to the nation. These were precisely the characteristics that

Jefferson, in his famous comparison of the races inNotes on the State of Virginia, claimed blacks

lacked, partly due to natural incapacity and partly because the bitter experience of bondage had

rendered them (quite understandably, he felt) disloyal to America. Jefferson still believed that

black Americans might eventually enjoy the natural rights enumerated in the Declaration of

Independence, but he felt they should do so in Africa or the Caribbean. Blacks formed no part

of the ‘‘imagined community’’ of Jefferson’s republic. The violent slave revolution in Saint-

Domingue not only revealed how the existence of slavery distorted white America’s

understanding of freedom (for the rebellious slaves were viewed not as men and women seeking
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their freedom in the tradition of 1776, but as a danger to American institutions, who must be

quarantined and destroyed) but also reinforced the conviction that blacks were by nature

uncivilized. Their incapacity for personal self-government – that is, the ability to subordinate

their passions to rational self-discipline – rendered them unqualified for political self-

government and, it was increasingly argued by defenders of slavery in the North as well as the

South, for freedom itself.7

Women, too, ostensibly lacked the capacity for independent judgment and rational action, a

conviction that contributed to the emerging ideology of separate spheres, which defined

women of all classes and races as by nature fundamentally different from men. Gender and

racial differences were widely understood as being part of a single, natural hierarchy of innate

endowments. ‘‘How did woman first become subject to man, as she now is all over the world?’’

asked theNew York Herald in 1852. ‘‘By her nature, her sex, just as the negro is and always will

be, to the end of time, inferior to the white race, and, therefore, doomed to subjection.’’ The

Creator, said a delegate to Virginia’s 1829 constitutional convention, had rendered woman

‘‘weak and timid, in comparison with man, and had thus placed her under his control, as well as

under his protection.’’ Since the right of suffrage ‘‘necessarily implied free-agency and

intelligence,’’ nature itself had decreed women’s ‘‘incapacity to exercise political power.’’

Indeed, the political world of the nineteenth century, so crucial an arena for the exercise of

masculine freedom, was itself constructed through a contrast with the feminine sphere of the

home. If no longer necessarily a property holder, the free man was still defined as the head of a

family and master of a household, whose personal independence rested on the enforced

dependence of wives and children. Thus, rather than being aberrations in a broader story of the

expansion of freedom, the exclusions from political rights were intrinsically related to the ways

the idea of freedom was constructed in the nineteenth-century United States.8

The second development that reshaped the idea of freedom after 1800 was the rapid

expansion of capitalism. Although both North and South experienced the market revolution,

its consequences in the two regions were profoundly different, consolidating, in the South, the

greatest slave society the modern world has known, while setting the North on a path of

economic modernization. Economic change, in other words, powerfully sharpened the

dichotomy between slavery and freedom. One indication of this was the rapid decline of

the varieties of partial freedom that had coexisted with slave and free labor in colonial America.

Indentured servitude, a form of voluntary unfreedom, provided a major part of the nonslave

labor force, North and South, before the Revolution. As late as the early 1770s, nearly half the

immigrants who arrived in America from England and Scotland had entered into contracts for

a fixed period of labor in exchange for passage. Although not slaves, indentured servants could

be bought and sold and subjected to corporal punishment, and the obligation to carry out their

duties (‘‘specific performance’’ in the language of the law) was enforced by the courts. They

occupied, a Pennsylvania judge remarked in 1793, ‘‘a middle rank between slaves and free

men.’’ This was not freedom as the nineteenth century would understand it. But in the

generation after the Revolution, with the rapid decline of indentured servitude and

apprenticeship and the identification of paid domestic service as an occupation for blacks

and white females, the halfway houses between slavery and freedom disappeared. At the same

time, the abolition of slavery in the North drew a geographical line across the Union, separating

free and slave states. These developments would eventually make possible the emergence of an

ideology that glorified the North as the home of ‘‘free labor.’’9

If the democratization of politics consolidated the right to vote as the political definition of

freedom, the market revolution greatly encouraged the spread of liberal individualism, and

broad dissemination of a ‘‘negative’’ definition of freedom as the absence of external constraints
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on autonomous, self-directed individuals. Even as political participation expanded, the power

of government waned. Whigs such as John Quincy Adams might insist that government could

enhance the realm of freedom by creating the conditions for ordered economic development,

thereby maximizing individual choices. More popular, however, was the Democratic view of

government as a source of unwarranted privilege, a ‘‘danger to liberty,’’ understood as the

capacity of citizens to pursue their interests and cultivate their individual talents. ‘‘In this

country,’’ declared the New York Journal of Commerce in 1848, contrasting American

definitions of freedom with those of French socialists, ‘‘liberty is understood to be the absence

of government from private affairs.’’10

In a world in which personal freedom increasingly meant the opportunity to compete in the

marketplace in thepursuit of economic gain, slavery remained themastermetaphor fordescribing

impediments to individual advancement. To temperance advocates, drink, which deprived an

individual of the capacity for self-realization, was a form of enslavement; some described the

‘‘chains of intoxication’’ as ‘‘heavier than those which the sons of Africa have ever worn.’’ For

nativists, Catholicism was a form of slavery at odds with American conceptions of liberty, since

Catholics were obligated to follow authority blindly rather than displaying the manly

independence of Protestants; their unfamiliarity with the principle of personal liberty allegedly

explained why so many Catholic immigrants remained poor. And the discontent of those

Americans who believed thematerial conditions of autonomywere slipping from their grasp just

when the rhetoric of freedom was flourishing crystallized in the idea of ‘‘wage slavery.’’11

There was nothing uniquely American in the rhetorical mobilization of chattel slavery to

criticize labor relations under capitalism. But this vocabulary took on a special power in the

United States. Because slavery was an immediate reality, not a distant symbol, and the small

producer still a powerful element in the social order, the idea that the wage earner, because of

economic dependence, was less than fully free retained considerable power as a criticism of the

emerging order. Despite obvious exaggeration, the idea of wage slavery providedAmerican labor

and its allies with a critique of emerging capitalism in which workplace exploitation, not control

of the government byplacemen andnonproducers (as in nineteenth-centuryBritain), took center

stage. The idea of wage slavery also served to deconstruct, as it were, the sharp contrast between

slavery and freedom, to expose the forms of coercion and hidden inequalities inherent in

ostensibly free economic institutions. Freedom, Noah Webster’s American Dictionary declared,

was both the opposite of slavery, and ‘‘a state of exemption from the power or control of another.’’

The Jacksonian labormovement asked howmanywage earners truly enjoyed such ‘‘exemption.’’

Even as employers celebrated the labor contract as a voluntary agreement between autonomous

individuals, the very antithesis of slavery, critics of wage labor demonstrated that the moral

authority of the contrast with slavery could be used for very different purposes. Wage labor,

insisted Philadelphia labor spokesman Langdon Byllesby, was the ‘‘very essence of slavery.’’12

Northern laborers were not alone in criticizing marketplace understandings of freedom. The

rapid expansion of slavery and the consolidation of a distinctive southern ruling class promoted

the emergence of a proslavery ideology in which the contrast between freedom and slavery

became an ideological weapon against the self-proclaimed ‘‘free society’’ of the North. The

northern free laborer, insisted defenders of slavery such as John C. Calhoun and George

Fitzhugh, was little more than ‘‘the slave of the community,’’ a situation far more oppressive

than to be owned by an individual master, shielded from the exploitation of the competitive

marketplace. Repudiating not only Jefferson’s rhetoric of universal natural rights but also his

conviction that slavery distorted the character of the white population by training it in

despotism, southern spokesmen returned to the older idea that freedom was a privilege;

Calhoun called it a ‘‘reward to be earned, not a blessing to be gratuitously lavished on all alike.’’
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Slavery allowed propertied men the leisure to cultivate their talents and participate actively in

government, thus producing economic, social, and political progress. If northerners, broadly

speaking, accepted the idea of boundaries excluding nonwhites from political freedom, the

white South extended this logic to insist that some people were not suited to freedom of any

kind. The white man, was ‘‘made for liberty,’’ while blacks, said Gov. George McDuffie of

South Carolina, were ‘‘utterly unqualified . . . for rational freedom.’’ Far from being the natural

condition of mankind, wrote Fitzhugh, ‘‘universal liberty’’ was an aberration, an experiment

carried on ‘‘for a little while’’ in ‘‘a corner of Europe’’ and the northern United States, and with

disastrous results. Taking the world and its history as a whole, slavery was ‘‘the

general,. . . . normal, natural’’ basis of ‘‘civilized society.’’ Freedom meant not simply being

uncoerced, but exercising sovereignty over subordinates. In a word, as the Richmond Enquirer
put it, ‘‘Freedom is not possible without slavery.’’13

Even as proslavery ideologues challenged prevailing definitions of freedom in the antebellum

North, these ideas were tested and reshaped in entirely different ways by their northern

abolitionist adversaries. The contribution of the crusade against slavery to redefining the

meanings of freedom was both profound and complex. Abolitionists, quite understandably,

resented equations of northern labor with southern bondage, whether emanating from the slave

South or the labor movement of the free states. The wage earner’s ‘‘freedom of contract’’

discredited the analogy between wage and chattel slavery, insisted Edmund Quincy, since the

free laborer had the right to ‘‘choose his employer,’’ ‘‘contract for wages,’’ and leave his job if he

became dissatisfied. In affirming the uniqueness of the evil of slavery, abolitionists helped

popularize the sharp dichotomy between slavery’s illegitimate coercions and the condition of

labor in the North, and the related concept, fortified by the market revolution, that autonomy

derived, not from the ownership of productive property, but from property in oneself and the

ability to enjoy the fruits of one’s labor. ‘‘Self-right is the foundation right,’’ insisted Theodore

Weld, the basis of all other rights in society, a formula that diverted attention from themanyways

in which the independence of free men and women was limited. Abolitionists of the Garrisonian

stripe extended this definition of freedom as self-direction into a critique of coercive institutions

in general, including government, the church, and, on occasion, the family. Others, particularly

those who led the antislavery movement into politics in the 1840s, rejected the practice of

‘‘confounding’’ slavery ‘‘with other relations and institutions from which it is in reality and

essentially distinct.’’ The cause of freedom meant emancipating the slaves. It would only injure

the cause to identify abolitionists as enemies of institutions ‘‘which the great body of itsmembers

cherish as objects of great regard – family authority and our republican government.’’14

‘‘Family authority,’’ however, was inevitably drawn into the debate over slavery. Like wage

slavery, the concept of the ‘‘slavery of sex’’ demonstrated the power of the slavery metaphor to

shape understandings of freedom. The idiom of freedom and unfreedom empowered early

feminists to develop a pervasive critique of male authority. Feminist abolitionists did not

invent the analogy between marriage and slavery. Mary Wollstonecraft had invoked in the

1790s, and it had become prominent in the writings and speeches of Robert Owen, Frances

Wright, and other early communitarians, who insisted that true equality was impossible until

the institution of marriage had been fundamentally transformed. At New Harmony, Owen had

promised, women would no longer be ‘‘enslaved’’ to their husbands. (Actual conditions

for women there proved to be somewhat less than utopian.) But the analogy between free

women and slaves gained prominence as it was swept up in the accelerating debate over chattel

slavery. Even Sarah Josepha Hale, editor of Godey’s Lady’s Book and a strong opponent of

the movement for women’s rights, spoke of how the common law reduced ‘‘woman to the

condition of a slave.’’ Proslavery ideologues such as Fitzhugh said much the same thing by
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defending both slavery and marriage as systems of subordination based upon natural

differences in the capacity for freedom and by maintaining that, by logical extension, abolition

threatened established gender relations.15

There were indeed real and disturbing parallels between chattel slavery and marriage.

‘‘Woman is a slave, from the cradle to the grave,’’ asserted Ernestine Rose. ‘‘Father, guardian,

husband – master still. One conveys her, like a piece of property, over to the other.’’ Marriage

was ‘‘voluntary,’’ but the common law reduced the wife to an appendage of her husband, one

who did not enjoy the fruits of her own labor. Until after the Civil War, married women could

neither sign independent contracts nor control the wages they might earn, and even then, the

husband’s proprietary right to his wife’s person and domestic labor remained unquestioned.

Women’s rights advocates turned the abolitionist definition of freedom as self-ownership into a

critique of men’s property rights in women and of marriage as a system of domination. The

analogy with slavery suggested the remedy – emancipation – understood to include not only

political enfranchisement but also such demands as liberalization of divorce laws and access to

all the educational and economic opportunities of men. Whether married or not, women

deserved the autonomy and range of individual choices that constituted the essence of freedom.

Feminism, therefore, was an extension of nineteenth-century liberal principles, but it was also

much more. For even as it sought to apply liberalism to women, the movement posed a

fundamental challenge to some of its central tenets – that the capacity for independence and

rationality were quintessentially male traits, that the world was divided into autonomous public

and private realms, and that the family’s internal relations fell beyond the bounds of scrutiny

on the basis of justice and freedom.16

For the early movement for women’s rights, the slavery of sex became an all-encompassing

critique of the subordination of women, and the female slave an emblem for the condition of all

women. The emphasis in abolitionist literature on the physical violation of the slave woman’s

body helped give the idea of self-ownership a concrete reality, a literalness, that encouraged

application to free women as well. Women’s ensuing demands for the right to regulate their own

sexual activity and procreation and to be protected by the state against violence at the hands of

their husbands were so explosive that they were rarely raised publicly until after the Civil War.

These issues, however, frequently arose in the private correspondence of feminist leaders. (Lucy

Stone,whobelieved awomanmust have an ‘‘absolute right’’ to her ‘‘body, and its uses,’’ admitted

that themovementwas not yet ready for this question, since ‘‘no two of us think alike about it.’’)17

Like the metaphor of wage slavery, the description of free women as living in ‘‘legalized

slavery’’ both obscured and illuminated social realities. Even many feminists understood that

the intense individualism of a Lucy Stone or an Elizabeth Cady Stanton was far removed from

family life as actually experienced by most women, and that their theories did not take into

account the emotional dependencies, the sacrifice of ‘‘freedom,’’ that marriage and parenthood

inevitably entail. Just as most abolitionists repudiated the wage slavery metaphor, black

feminist abolitionists such as Sarah Parker Remond rejected the analogy between free women

and slaves because they understood that a stable family life had special meaning to those who

experienced slavery. Even though free women deserved more rights, Remond declared, slave

women, as the ‘‘worst victims’’ of slavery, stood in dire need of ‘‘the protection . . . enjoyed by

the white.’’ Yet even if the ‘‘slavery of sex’’ remained of little relevance to actual slaves, the

inclusion of slave women in the category of woman enabled feminists to redefine social

difference as sexual inequality, and that inclusion proved liberating for free women.18

If, in popularizing the identification of autonomy with personal self-ownership rather than

propertied independence, abolitionists narrowed the definition of freedom, the idiom of the

‘‘slavery of sex’’ demonstrates the capacity of this definition to reinvigorate the idea of freedom as

a truly universal entitlement.When applied toAfricanAmericans, this principle challenged both

174 emancipat ion



southern slavery and the racial boundaries that confined free blacks to second-class status

throughout the nation. Drawing on eighteenth-century traditions of natural rights, the

Declaration of Independence, and the perfectionist creed of evangelical religion, abolitionists

insisted that personal liberty tookprecedence over such formsof freedomas the right of citizens to

accumulate and hold property or the enjoyment of self-government by political communities.

Stripping away many of the metaphorical usages of slavery, they helped focus the debate over

freedom on actually existing chattel slavery.Moreover, despite their alienation from a succession

of presidential administrations that seemed firmly in the grasp of the Slave Power, abolitionists

glimpsed the possibility that the national state might become the guarantor of freedom, rather

than its enemy.At a timewhen the authority todefine the rights of citizens lay almost entirelywith

the states, abolitionists maintained that emancipation would imply not simply an end to the legal

status of bondage, but a national guarantee of the equal civil rights of all Americans, black as well

aswhite. In seeking to define the core rights towhich allAmericanswere entitled – themeaning of

freedom in concrete legal terms – abolitionists pioneered the concept of equality before the law

regardless of race, one all but unknown in American jurisprudence before the Civil War.19

Most adamant in contending that the struggle against slavery required a redefinition of

freedom were black members of the abolitionist crusade. ‘‘He who has endured the cruel pangs

of slavery,’’ wrote Frederick Douglass in 1847 in the inaugural issue of his newspaper, the

North Star, ‘‘is the man to advocate liberty,’’ and black abolitionists developed an

understanding of freedom that went well beyond the usage of most of their white

contemporaries. Those who had known slavery firsthand were among the most penetrating

critics of the proslavery argument. ‘‘Flimsy nonsense,’’ Douglass called it, that men would be

‘‘ashamed to remember’’ once slavery had been abolished. Equally nonsensical were the

nation’s pretensions as a land of liberty, which slaves ridiculed when they had the chance and

black abolitionists repudiated at every opportunity. Indeed, free blacks dramatically reversed

the common association of the United States with the progress of freedom. In choosing to

celebrate the anniversary of West Indian emancipation, rather than July 4, and holding up

Britain as a model of devotion to liberty, black communities in the North offered a stinging

rebuke to white Americans’ claims to live in a land of freedom.20

Evenmore persistently than their white counterparts, black abolitionists articulated the ideals

of egalitarian constitutionalism and color-blind citizenship. ‘‘The real battleground between

liberty and slavery,’’ wrote Samuel Cornish, ‘‘is prejudice against color.’’ African Americans,

slave and free, understood that the sharp dichotomy between freedom and slavery failed to

encompass the actual experience of free blacks, who, in the South, lived, worked, and

worshipped alongside slaves and, in the North, were relegated to a quasi freedom of inequality.

True freedom, the free black experience suggested, meant more than the absence of coercion.

‘‘No people can be free,’’ wrote Martin Delany, ‘‘who themselves do not constitute an essential

part of the ruling element of the country inwhich they live,’’ a sentiment shared by themany black

abolitionists who did not hold Delany’s emigrationist views. Abolishing slavery implied

empowering African Americans with all the rights – civil, social, political – enjoyed by whites, a

wholesale transformation of the institutions and culture of the society that had supported and

legitimated slavery in the first place.More than white abolitionists, black abolitionists identified

the widespread poverty of the free black population as a consequence of slavery and insisted that

freedom had an economic as well as a personal dimension. It must be part of the ‘‘great work’’ of

the antislavery crusade, insisted Charles L. Reason, ‘‘to abolish not only chattel slavery, but that

other kind of slavery, which, for generation after generation, dooms an oppressed people to a

condition of dependence and pauperism.’’ In the black abolitionists’ expansive definition of

freedom and in their understanding of the limits slavery placed on freedom even in the northern

states lay roots of future struggles over the consequences of emancipation.21
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Thus, by the eve of the Civil War, the debate over freedom and slavery had at last come to

focus on actual, rather than metaphorical, slavery. In the hands of the Republican party, the

antithesis between freedom and slavery or, as Republicans put it, ‘‘free society’’ and ‘‘slave

society,’’ coalesced into a comprehensive ideology glorifying the North as the home of true

freedom. In the Republican ideology, ‘‘free labor’’ – labor not subject to the coercions of slavery

and enjoying the opportunity for physical mobility and social advancement – was not only the

foundation of freedombut a universal entitlement, not confined to any particular set of persons, a

point Abraham Lincoln drove home in his debates with Stephen A. Douglas by choosing as his

example a black woman. In the Republicans’ rallying cry ‘‘FreedomNational,’’ the intentions of

the founding fathers and the text of the Constitution were reinterpreted to demonstrate that

freedomwas, in thewords ofWilliamH.Seward, the ‘‘perpetual, organic, universal’’ principle of

the American republic and slavery an aberration, which would soon be done away with. And the

scale of theUnion’s triumph in the CivilWar, along with the sheer drama of emancipation, fused

nationalism, morality, and the language of freedom into an entirely new combination. ‘‘Liberty

and Union have become identical,’’ wrote Douglass; for Lincoln, the war’s deepest meaning lay

in the ‘‘new birth of freedom’’ for all Americans occasioned by the destruction of slavery for

blacks. A new nation had emerged from the war, declared Lincoln’s Illinois friend Congressman

Isaac N. Arnold. ‘‘This new nation is to be wholly free.’’22

The varied understandings of freedom shaped by the struggle over slavery profoundly

affected how Americans, North and South alike, responded to the social revolution wrought by

emancipation. ‘‘What is freedom?’’ asked Congressman James A. Garfield in 1865. ‘‘Is it the

bare privilege of not being chained? If this is all, then freedom is a bitter mockery, a cruel

delusion.’’23 Did freedom mean simply the absence of slavery, or did it imply other rights for

the emancipated blacks, and if so, which: Civil equality, the suffrage, ownership of property?

The bitter debates of the Reconstruction era revolved in large measure around the definition of

freedom in the aftermath of emancipation. The concrete historical reality of emancipation

posed freedom as a historical and substantive issue, rather than a philosophical or metaphorical

one. The destruction of slavery raised in the most direct form the relationship between

property rights and personal rights, between personal, political, and economic freedom.

In the postemancipation South, most whites, especially those who assumed that the survival

of the plantation system was essential to maintaining economic stability and racial supremacy,

defined black freedom in the narrowest conceivable manner. Before the Civil War, the white

South had condemned free labor as a disguised form of general slavery. After the war, it

responded to emancipation by trying to subject blacks to precisely the generalized slavery it had

previously condemned. As the northern journalist Sidney Andrews discovered late in 1865.

The whites seem wholly unable to comprehend that freedom for the negro means the same thing as

freedom for them. They readily enough admit that the Government has made him free, but appear

to believe that they still have the right to exercise over him the old control. . . . They acknowledge

the overthrow of the special servitude of man to man, but seek to establish the general servitude of

man to the commonwealth.

Rejecting the idea that emancipation implied civil or political equality for the freedmen or even

those opportunities to acquire property and advance in the marketplace that northerners took

for granted as indispensable to any free society, southern leaders insisted that blacks remain as a

dependent plantation labor force, in a work situation not very different from slavery. The

emancipated slave, a southern newspaper insisted, needed to be taught that ‘‘he is free, but free

only to labor.’’ To enforce this definition of the meaning of black freedom, state governments

during Presidential Reconstruction enacted the notorious Black Codes, denying blacks equality
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before the law and political rights and, through vagrancy laws and statutes making breach of

contract a criminal offense, attempting to circumscribe their economic opportunities so that

plantation agriculture could survive the end of slavery.24

‘‘Will the United States give them freedom or its shadow?’’ a northern educator had written

from North Carolina shortly after the end of the Civil War. Northern Republicans, imbued

with a free-labor ideology sanctified by the triumph in the Civil War, refused to accept a

definition of black freedom that seemed to make a mockery of the struggle for emancipation. As

the war drew to a close, the Republican-dominated Congress, in debates over the Thirteenth

Amendment, struggled to define precisely the repercussions of the destruction of slavery. Even

Congressman William Holman, an Indiana Democrat hardly known as an emancipationist,

noted that ‘‘mere exemption from servitude is a miserable idea of freedom.’’ All agreed that

property rights in man must be abrogated, contractual relations substituted for the discipline of

the lash, and the master’s patriarchal authority over the lives of the former slaves abolished.

The phrase most often repeated in the debates – the ‘‘right to the fruits of his labor’’ – was

thought to embody the distinction between slavery and freedom. These debates also made clear

what emancipation did not encompass. Several congressmen expressed concern that the

amendment’s abolition of ‘‘involuntary servitude’’ might be construed to apply to relations

within the family. ‘‘A husband has a right of property in the service of his wife,’’ said one

congressman, which the abolition of slavery was not intended to touch. Indeed, slavery’s

destruction of family life (including the husband’s role as patriarch and breadwinner) had been

one of abolitionism’s most devastating criticisms of the peculiar institution. Republicans

assumed emancipation would restore to blacks the right to family life, with women assuming

their natural roles as daughters, wives, and mothers within the domestic sphere. Along with the

right to ‘‘personal liberty,’’ the male-headed family, embodying the ‘‘right of a husband to his

wife’’ and of a ‘‘father to his child,’’ declared Congressman John Kasson of Iowa, constituted

the ‘‘three great fundamental natural rights of human society.’’ Thus, even as they rejected the

racialized definition of freedom that had emerged in the first half of the nineteenth century,

Republicans left the conventions of gender relations largely intact. Women would remain, as

Stanton put it, ‘‘in a transition period from slavery to freedom.’’25

The Thirteenth Amendment, said one Democratic senator in December 1865, had abolished

the right of one person to own another, ‘‘and that I think ought to be sufficient for the lovers of

freedom in this country.’’ But it was not. ‘‘We must see to it,’’ announced Sen. William Stewart

at the opening of Congress in December 1865, ‘‘that the man made free by the Constitution of

the United States . . . is a freeman indeed.’’ By 1866 a consensus had emerged within the

Republican party that civil equality was an essential attribute of freedom, and in a remarkable,

if temporary, reversal of political traditions, the newly empowered national state emerged, not

as a threat to individual liberty, but as the ‘‘custodian of freedom,’’ obligated to identify and

protect the rights of all American citizens. The Fourteenth Amendment enshrined the notion

of equality before the law in the Constitution, and many Republicans believed that the

Thirteenth Amendment, which irrevocably abolished slavery, also empowered Congress to

overturn such ‘‘badges of slavery’’ as state legislation discriminating among citizens on the

basis of race. Soon afterward, blacks were accorded political rights equal to those of whites.26

TheRepublican party thus proved a potent instrument in breaking down the civil and political

barriers to equal citizenship for the freedmen. The importance of this accomplishment ought not

to be underestimated: repudiating the racialized definition of democracy that had emerged in the

first half of the nineteenth centurywas amajor step toward reinvigorating the idea of freedom as a

universal entitlement. When it came to defining the economic conditions of freedom in the

postbellum South, however, Republicans found themselves divided. All believed that the Civil

War had demonstrated the superiority of the northern system of labor; all believed that
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emancipation implied the construction of a ‘‘free labor society’’ in the former slave states. What

the victorious North found difficult to define was the new economic status of the former slaves.

Republican policy makers were perfectly willing to exert the power of the federal government in

an attempt to guarantee the marketplace freedoms of blacks – the rights to choose a livelihood,

acquire property, sign contracts, and enjoy access to the courts, on the same terms, formally, as

whites. Further than this, they were unwilling to go. Only a minority, most notably Thaddeus

Stevens, sought to resurrect the older view that without ownership of productive property,

genuine freedom was impossible. ‘‘Small independent landholders,’’ Stevens told the House,

‘‘are the support and guardians of republican liberty.’’ By the time of Reconstruction, however,

few Republicans seem to have believed that wage labor and republican freedom were

incompatible, so long as the unfettered market offered the laborer the opportunity to achieve,

through diligence and hard work, economic independence. Thus, the pleas of Stevens, George

W. Julian, and a few others that Congress redistribute southern land fell on deaf ears.27

There was, of course, one further protagonist in the story, whose voice we have, thus far, not

heard. ‘‘The Negroes are to be pitied,’’ wrote a South Carolina educator and minister. ‘‘They

do not understand the liberty which has been conferred upon them.’’ In fact, blacks carried out

of bondage an understanding of their new condition shaped both by their experience as slaves

and by observation of the free society around them. Slavery negates both individual rights and

community self-determination, and as free people, blacks sought both the personal liberties of

whites and collective empowerment. Along with an end to the myriad injustices associated with

slavery – separation of families, punishment by the lash, denial of access to education – freedom

meant, as Henry McNeal Turner put it, the ‘‘enjoyment of our rights with other men’’ and

independence from white control. One element of this independence was the right to vote; in

the words of Douglass, ‘‘Slavery is not abolished until the black man has the ballot.’’ In a

democracy where universal manhood suffrage was the political norm, Douglass explained, to

deny blacks the vote was ‘‘to brand us with the stigma of inferiority,’’ to accept as valid the false

ascription of personal deficiencies to blacks in order to exclude them from the American

political community. Anything less than full citizenship rights would doom former slaves to the

quasi freedom to which free blacks had been subjected before the Civil War.28

Also central to their definition of freedom was economic autonomy. In January 1865 Gen.

William T. Sherman and Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton met with a group of black

leaders in Savannah, Georgia, recently occupied by the Union army. Asked what he

understood by slavery, the group’s spokesman, Garrison Frazier, responded that it meant one

man’s ‘‘receiving . . . the work of another man, and not by his consent.’’ Freedom he defined as

‘‘placing us where we could reap the fruit of our own labor.’’ The way to accomplish this was

for the former slaves to own land; without land, their labor would continue to be subject to

exploitation by the former owners. Only land, said former Mississippi slave Merrimon

Howard, would enable ‘‘the poor class to enjoy the sweet boon of freedom.’’29

In its individual elements and in much of its language, the attempt by former slaves to

breathe substantive meaning into emancipation coincided with definitions of freedom widely

shared among white Americans – self-ownership, family stability, marketplace equality,

political participation, and economic autonomy. But these elements coalesced into a vision very

much their own. Freedom meant something quite different to those who had long enjoyed it

than to those to whom it had always been denied. For whites, freedom, no matter how defined,

was a given, a heritage to be defended. For American blacks, steeped in a Christian eschatology

in which the story of Exodus played a central role, emancipation was a critical moment in the

history of a people, while freedom was a broad, multifaceted concept, a millennial

transformation of every facet of their lives. Rather than a metaphor, slavery was a historical

experience, which would remain central to their conception of themselves and their place in
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history. Long after white America had forgotten or retrospectively sugarcoated the actual

history of slavery, its brutal reality would remain alive in blacks’ collective memory. Whenever

blacks discussed slavery, historian Walter L. Fleming complained at the turn of the century,

‘‘we hear the clank of chains and the cutting swish of the lash.’’ The antithesis of slavery was

not ‘‘simple’’ freedom, but a share of the political and economic power previously enjoyed by

the planter class. To put it another way, the emancipated slaves raised the time-honored

question of the conditions of freedom: whether to be socially stigmatized, deprived of political

power, and lacking in economic resources is, in some essential sense, to be less than truly free.30

In 1865 a young Bostonian, A. Warren Kelsey, was dispatched to the South by a group of

cottonmanufacturers to investigate economic and political conditions. FromOrangeburg, South

Carolina, Kelsey penned a revealing account of how blacks understood the meaning of freedom.

The sole ambition of the freedman at the present time appears to be to become the owner of a little

piece of land, there to erect a humble home, and to dwell in peace and security at his own free will

and pleasure. If he wishes, to cultivate the ground in cotton on his own account, to be able to do so

without anyone to dictate to him hours or system of labor, if he wishes instead to plant corn or

sorghum or sweet potatoes – to be able to do that free from any outside control, in one word to be

free, to control his own time and efforts without anything that can remind him of past sufferings in

bondage. This is their idea, their desire and their hope.31

Thomas Jefferson would have well understood this desire – to be master of one’s own time, free

from the coercions of either an arbitrarymaster or the impersonalmarketplace. Here was an ideal

of freedom commensurate with the vision of a polity resting on the consent of truly autonomous

individuals. But in Reconstruction America, how many whites enjoyed freedom thus defined?

And in a society where most whites no longer enjoyed economic autonomy, could blacks

reasonably expect the nation to guarantee it for them? In being forced to deal with freedom as a

matter of concrete policy, Americans were compelled to recognize how thoroughly their own

society had changed. The debates unleashed by the end of slavery, in other words, may well have

forced Americans to appreciate how far they had traveled from the world in which freedom

rested on ownership of productive property. In retrospect, Reconstruction emerges as a decisive

moment in fixing the dominant understanding of freedom as self-ownership and the right to

compete in the labor market, rather than propertied independence. Even as the overthrow of

slavery reinforced the definition of the contract as the very opposite of the master–slave

relationship, the policy of according black men a place in the political nation while denying them

the benefits of land reform fortified the idea that the free citizen could be a dependent laborer.

Reconstruction helped to solidify the separation of political and economic spheres, the

juxtaposition of political equality and economic inequality, as the American way. Henceforth, it

would be left to dissenters – populists, labor radicals, socialists, and the like – to resurrect the

older idea of economic equality as the essence of freedom.

In the end, the black political leader John Mercer Langston declared shortly after the end of

Reconstruction, emancipation proved to be severely limited, for the former slaves had not

acquired that ‘‘practical independence’’ so indispensable to real liberty. History, unfortunately,

does not move in a whiggish progress from unfreedom to freedom, a straight line toward ever

greater liberty and human dignity. The death of slavery did not automatically mean the birth of

freedom. Instead, it thrust the former slave into a kind of no-man’s-land, a partial freedom that

made a mockery of the American ideal of the independent citizen. Once Reconstruction had

been overthrown, as Douglass put it in 1883, African Americans remained ‘‘only half free,’’

standing in ‘‘the twilight of American liberty.’’ Indeed, viewing the nineteenth century as a

whole, the transition from slavery to freedom appears not simply as a narrative of liberation,
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but as a far more complex story in which the descendants of Africa came to enjoy greater

freedom than they had known, but by no means freedom as they had come to understand it,

while many small white farmers and craftsmen descended into the dependency of tenancy and

wage labor, still experienced by many Americans as the antithesis of freedom.32 Emancipation,

therefore, settled for all time Professor Morgan’s American paradox, the simultaneous

existence of slavery and freedom, while reopening another: the coexistence of political

democracy and economic dependence. And that American paradox – the meaning of freedom

in a land pervaded by inequality – still bedevils our society today.
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Questions to consider

. What were the legacies of freedom for Americans in the aftermath of the American

Revolution?

. How has the meaning of freedom been understood and contested for American

women (black as well as white)?

. In his classic 1988 book Battle Cry of Freedom, a book which takes its title from a

popular song in both the North and South, Civil War historian James McPherson

notes that the Confederacy, no less than the Union, understood the war to be a

struggle for freedom.What did freedommean for white men of the South? Insofar as

you recognize the limits of their vision, in what ways do you imagine there to be

limits to yours? Can freedom be – should it be – absolute?
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Chapter 17

Emancipation: Primary Sources

Letter to Abraham Lincoln

Lydia Maria Child

Writer and activist Lydia Maria Child had enjoyed a long and varied career (including

authorship of the much-loved poem ‘‘Over the River and Through the Woods’’) even

before she joined the abolitionist cause in the 1830s. Before and during the war, Child

was among the most militant of those calling for an end to slavery, repeatedly

expressing impatience with the Lincoln administration’s cautious approach. In this

letter, published in at least two abolitionist newspapers, she urges Lincoln to do the

right thing – for slaves, for God, and for the Union.

L. Maria Child, ‘‘Mrs L. Maria Child to the President of the United States’’, in A Lydia Maria Child

Reader, ed. Carolyn L. Karcher (Durham,NC:DukeUniversity Press, 1997), pp. 254–61. Copyright

f 1997 Duke University Press. All rights reserved. Used by permission of the publisher.

It may seem a violation of propriety for a woman to address the Chief Magistrate of the nation

at a crisis so momentous as this.1 But if the Romans, ages ago, accorded to Hortensia2 the right

of addressing the Senate on the subject of a tax unjustly levied on the wealthy ladies of Rome,

surely an American woman of the nineteenth century need not apologize for pleading with

the rulers of her country in behalf of the poor, the wronged, the cruelly oppressed. Surely the

women of America have a right to inquire, nay, demand, whether their husbands, sons, and

brothers are to be buried by thousands in Southern swamps, without obtaining thereby

‘‘indemnity for the past and security for the future.’’

In your Appeal to the Border States, you have declared slavery to be ‘‘that without which the

war could never have been,’’ and you speak of emancipation as ‘‘the step which at once shortens

the war.’’3 I would respectfully ask how much longer the nation is to wait for the decision of the

Border States, paying, meanwhile $2,000,000 a day, and sending thousands of its best and

bravest to be stabbed, shot, and hung by the rebels, whose property they are employed to



guard. How much longer will pro-slavery officers be permitted to refuse obedience to the laws

of Congress, saying, ‘‘We shall continue to send back fugitives to their masters until we receive

orders from the President to the contrary.’’4 What fatal spell is cast over your honest mind, that

you hesitate so long to give such orders? Be not deceived; God is not mocked. Neither nations

nor individuals sin against His laws with impunity. Hear the old Hebrew Prophet, whose words

seem as if spoken for us: ‘‘Thou should’st not have stood in the crossway to cut off those that

did escape; neither should’st thou have delivered up those that did remain in the day of

distress. For thy violence against thy brother, shame shall cover thee, and thou shalt be cut off

forever. The pride of thine heart hath deceived thee, saying, who shall bring me down to the

ground? Though thou exalt thyself as the eagle, and though thou set thy nest among the stars,

thence will I bring thee down, saith the Lord.’’5

The American people have manifested almost miraculous patience, forbearance, and

confidence in their rulers. They have given incontrovertible proof that their intelligence, their

love of country, may be trusted to any extent. They are willing to sacrifice their fortunes and

their lives, but they very reasonably wish to know what they are sacrificing them for. Men, even

the bravest, do not go resolutely and cheerfully to death in the name of diplomacy and strategy.

The human soul, under such circumstances, needs to be lifted up and sustained by great ideas

of Justice and Freedom.

President Lincoln, it is an awful responsibility before God to quench the moral enthusiasm

of a generous people. It wastes thousands of precious lives, causes an unutterable amount of

slow, consuming agony, and tarnishes our record on the pages of history. Again I respectfully

ask, how much longer we are to wait for the Border States, at such tremendous cost and with

such a fearful risk? When a criminal is on trial, it is not deemed prudent to try by a jury who are

interested in the crime. Slavery is on trial, and the verdict is left to slaveholders in the Border

States. The report of their majority shows them to be slaveholders in heart and spirit. The

process of reasoning and entreaty has been very properly tried with them, and the people of the

free States have waited long and patiently for some obvious good result. They are getting

restive; very restive. Everywhere I hear men saying: ‘‘Our President is an honest, able man, but

he appears to have no firmness of purpose. He is letting the country drift to ruin for want of

earnest action and a consistent policy.’’ This is not the utterance of any one class or party. It

may be heard everywhere; by the wayside, in the cars, and at the depots. Nor can I deny that

some speak with less moderation. Shall I tell you what I said when cold water was thrown on

the spark of enthusiasm kindled by the brave, large-hearted Gen. Hunter?6 I exclaimed, with a

groan, ‘‘Oh, what a misfortune it is to have an extinguisher instead of a Drummond7 Light in

our watchtower, when the Ship of State is reeling under such a violent storm, in the midst of

sunken rocks, with swarms of unprincipled wreckers everywhere calculating on the profit they

may derive from her destruction.’’ The crew are working at the pumps with manly vigor and

almost superhuman endurance. They look out upon a prospect veiled by dense fog, and their

cry is, ‘‘Oh! God, let us know whither we are driving. Give us a clear, steady light to guide us

through the darkness of the storm.’’

I trust you will not deem me wanting in respect for yourself or your high position, if I say

frankly that you seem to trust too much to diplomatic and selfish politicians, and far too little to

the heart of the people. You do them wrong, irreparable wrong, by stifling their generous

instincts, and putting an extinguisher on every scintillation of moral enthusiasm. Are you not

aware that moral enthusiasm is the mightiest of all forces? It is the fire which produces the

steam of energy and courage, and the motion of all the long train of crowded cars depends on its

expansive power. In the name of our suffering country, for the sake of a world that needs

enfranchisement, I beseech you not to check the popular enthusiasm for freedom!

[ . . . ]
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Oh, President Lincoln, God has placed you as a father over these poor oppressed millions.

Remember their forlorn condition! Think how they have been for generations deprived of the

light of knowledge and the hope of freedom! Think of the cruel lashes inflicted on them for

trying to learn to read the Word of God! Think of their wives polluted, and their children sold,

without any means of redress for such foul and cruel wrongs! Imagine them stealing through

midnight swamps, infested with snakes and alligators, guided toward freedom by the North

Star, and then hurled back into bondage by Northern bloodhounds in the employ of the United

States[!] Think how long their groans and prayers for deliverance have gone up before God,

from the hidden recesses of Southern forests! Listen to the refrain of their plaintive hymn,

‘‘Let my people go!’’ Above all, think of their present woeful uncertainty, scourged and driven

from one to another, not knowing whom to trust! We are told that uncounted prayers go up

from their bruised hearts, in the secrecy of their rude little cabins, that ‘‘God would bress

Massa Lincoln.’’ Is there nothing that touches your heart in the simple trust of these poor,

benighted suffering souls? In view of it, can you still allow the officers of the United States to

lash them at their pleasure and send them back to their masters, on the plea that the President

has given no orders on the subject? Shall such officers go unrebuked, while Gen. Hunter

is checked in his wise and humane policy, and when the great, honest soul of Gen. Phelps8 is

driven to the alternative of disobeying the convictions of his own conscience, or quitting the

service of his country? If you can thus stifle the moral enthusiasm of noble souls; if you can thus
disappoint the hopes of poor, helpless wretches, who trust in you as the appointed agent of

their deliverance, may God forgive you! It will require infinite mercy to do it.

I can imagine, in some degree, the embarrassments of your position, and I compassionate

you for the heavy weight of responsibility that rests upon your shoulders. I know that you are

surrounded by devils that have squeezed themselves into the disguise of toads. I pray you to

lose no more time in counting these toads and calculating how big a devil each may contain.

Look upward instead of downward. Place your reliance on principles rather than on men. God

has placed you at the head of a great nation at a crisis when its free institutions are in extreme

peril from enemies within and without. Lay your right arm on the buckler of the Almighty, and

march fearlessly forward to universal freedom in the name of the Lord!

Pardon me if, in my earnestness, I have said aught that seems disrespectful. I have not so

intended. I have been impelled to write this because night and day the plaintive song of the

bondmen resounds in my ears:

‘‘Go down, Moses, go down to Egypt’s land,

And say to Pharaoh: ‘Let my people go.’ ’’9

That you may be guided by Him who has said: ‘‘First righteousness; and then peace,’’ is the

earnest prayer of

Yours, respectfully,

L. Maria Child

Notes

1 This letter was prominently featured on p. 1 of the National Republican of 22 August 1862, and

reprinted in the Liberator of 29 August and theNational Anti-Slavery Standard of 6 September. It was

one of many urging Lincoln to issue an emancipation proclamation. See also New York Tribune editor

Horace Greeley’s ‘‘The Prayer of Twenty Millions’’ (20 Aug. 1862) and Harriet Beecher Stowe’s

‘‘Prayer’’ (Independent 28 Aug. 1862).
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2 Hortensia, daughter of the Roman orator Quintus Hortensius, protested to the Roman Senate in 43 bc

whenMark Anthony, Octavian, and Lepidus sought to raise money for a civil war against the assassins

of Julius Caesar by taxing the property of 1,400 wealthy women. Arguing that women should not be

taxed to support a war they had not voted to approve, she succeeded in reducing the number of

women taxed to 400 and in having a similar tax levied on men.

3 Child is referring to a presidential message of 6 March 1862 in which Lincoln asked Congress to pass a

joint resolution offering financial aid to ‘‘any state which may adopt a gradual abolishment of slavery’’

– a proposition he urged slaveholders in the border states to consider. Child had greeted this message

with jubilation and had been disappointed when nothing came of it.

4 At the beginning of the war, anxious not to alienate slaveholders loyal to the Union, Lincoln instructed

military officers to send all fugitive slaves who fled toUnion army camps back to theirmasters – a policy

that outraged Child and other abolitionists. On 10 March 1862, Congress enacted an article of war

forbidding officers to return fugitive slaves to their masters, on the grounds that it would shorten the

war to deprive Confederates of their labor force and to employ those laborers on the Union side.

5 Child quotes, in order, from Obadiah 1.14, 1.10, 1.3, and 1.4.

6 On 9 May 1862 General David Hunter (1802–86), acting as head of the Department of the South,

declared all the slaves in his jurisdiction free. Lincoln promptly revoked the proclamation on the

grounds that Hunter had no authority to issue it.

7 The Drummond light, named after its 1825 inventor, was a limelight.

8 General John Wolcott Phelps (1813–85), an abolitionist from Vermont, resigned his commission on

21 August 1862 when his superior, General Benjamin Butler, refused to allow him to recruit

‘‘contrabands’’ as soldiers and ordered him to set them at chopping wood instead.

9 The spiritual ‘‘Go Down, Moses’’ was first transcribed and published in 1861 by the Reverend Lewis

C. Lockwood, a missionary organizing relief work among the ‘‘contrabands’’ of Fort Monroe. He sent

Child a copy of it, which she refers to as ‘‘The Song of the Contrabands’’; see LMC to Mary Stearns,

15 Dec. 1861, SL 400. In the next sentence Child paraphrases Isaiah 32.17 (‘‘The work of

righteousness shall be peace’’) and James 3.18 (‘‘And the fruit of righteousness is sown in peace

of them that make peace’’).

Questions to consider

. How would you describe the tone of this letter? What words do you think Child

would use to describe Lincoln to other abolitionists?

. What does Child understand the role of the Presidency to be? How does she

reinforce that?

. How convincing is this letter? What do you think Lincoln might have said in

response?

Letter to Horace Greeley

Abraham Lincoln

‘‘We think you are strangely and disastrously amiss,’’ New York Tribune editor (and future

presidential candidate) Horace Greeley wrote in an open letter to Lincoln in August
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1862. Greeley was dismayed by both Lincoln’s caution in dealing with slavery, and what

some regarded as his pandering to the sensibilities of border states that had not left the

Union (‘‘I’d like to have God on my side,’’ Lincoln had reputedly joked at one point

during the secession crisis, ‘‘but I must have Kentucky.’’) In private, Lincoln strongly

encouraged slaveholders from Border States to consider a negotiated end to slavery,

just as he remonstrated with antislavery activists whom he believed were pushing too

far too fast. Lincoln’s response to Greeley, which was widely reprinted in newspapers

across the nation, has long been regarded as his definitive statement about his priorities

in the Civil War. What do you think about those priorities?

Abraham Lincoln to H. Greeley (August 22, 1862), Washington, DC, in Abraham Lincoln: Slavery

and the Civil War: Selected Writings and Speeches, ed. Michael Johnson (New York: Bedford/St.

Martins, 2001), pp. 204–5.

Executive Mansion,

Washington

Hon. Horace Greely:

Dear Sir

I have just read yours of the 19th. addressed to myself through the New-York Tribune.1 If

there be in it any statements, or assumptions of fact, which I may know to be erroneous, I do

not, now and here, controvert them. If there be in it any inferences which I may believe to be

falsely drawn, I do not now and here, argue against them. If there be perceptable in it an

impatient and dictatorial tone, I waive it in deference to an old friend, whose heart I have

always supposed to be right.

As to the policy I ‘‘seem to be pursuing’’ as you say, I have notmeant to leave any one in doubt.

I would save the Union. I would save it the shortest way under the Constitution. The sooner

the national authority can be restored; the nearer the Union will be ‘‘the Union as it was.’’ If

there be those who would not save the Union, unless they could at the same time save slavery,

I do not agree with them. If there be those who would not save the Union unless they could at

the same time destroy slavery, I do not agree with them. My paramount object in this struggle is

to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery. If I could save the Union

without freeing any slave I would do it, and if I could save it by freeing all the slaves I would do

it; and if I could save it by freeing some and leaving others alone I would also do that. What I

do about slavery, and the colored race, I do because I believe it helps to save the Union; and

what I forbear, I forbear because I do not believe it would help to save the Union. I shall do less

whenever I shall believe what I am doing hurts the cause, and I shall do more whenever I shall

believe doing more will help the cause. I shall try to correct errors when shown to be errors; and

I shall adopt new views so fast as they shall appear to be true views.

I have here stated my purpose according to my view of official duty; and I intend no

modification of my oft-expressed personal wish that all men every where could be free.

Yours,

A. Lincoln

Notes

1 CW, V, 389.
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Emancipation Proclamation

Abraham Lincoln

In an important sense, Lincoln’s conversations with various parties in the slavery

controversy obscured the fact that he had come to a resolution on the subject months

before he announced it. At the advice of Secretary of State Seward, however, he waited

to reveal his position until the Union had won a decisive victory, lest that statement be

seen as an act of desperation. Robert E. Lee’s withdrawal from Maryland following the

battle of Antietam on September 17, 1862 was not necessarily the best occasion for

such a move (Lincoln himself was frustrated by Gen. George McClellan’s failure to crush

Lee, whose battle plans had fallen into Union hands), but the President decided it was

the best one he was likely to get.

As noted earlier, the Emancipation Proclamation had little immediate practical effect,

since it addressed slavery in rebel-held territory. Yet over time its impact was great not

only in the South, but in working to keep Great Britain, which did not want to take a

decisively proslavery position, out of the conflict. And while Lincoln paid a steep

political price in the short term – Democrats made major gains in the mid-term

elections of 1862, explicitly invoking the Emancipation as a foolish, if not outrageous,

recasting of military objectives – it put the war on a durably moral footing.

Since Lincoln has long been recognized as a highly deliberative writer and thinker, it is

deeply striking that the Emancipation Proclamation is written in notably legalistic, even

off-putting, language. Why do you think he did so? And what do you make of the

(military) logic by which he justifies his actions?

Abraham Lincoln, ‘‘Emancipation Proclamation’’ (September 22, 1862).

BY THE PRESIDENT OF THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA:

A PROCLAMATION.

Whereas, on the twentysecond day of September, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight

hundred and sixty two, a proclamation was issued by the President of the United States,

containing, among other things, the following, towit:

‘‘That on the first day of January, in the year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and

sixty-three, all persons held as slaves within any State or designated part of a State, the people

whereof shall then be in rebellion against the United States, shall be then, thenceforward,

and forever free; and the Executive Government of the United States, including the military and

naval authority thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of such persons, and will do no

act or acts to repress such persons, or any of them, in any efforts they may make for their actual

freedom.

‘‘That the Executive will, on the first day of January aforesaid, by proclamation, designate the

States and parts of States, if any, in which the people thereof, respectively, shall then be in rebellion

against the United States; and the fact that any State, or the people thereof, shall on that day be, in

good faith, represented in the Congress of the United States by members chosen thereto at

elections wherein a majority of the qualified voters of such State shall have participated, shall, in

the absence of strong countervailing testimony, be deemed conclusive evidence that such State, and

the people thereof, are not then in rebellion against the United States.’’
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Now, therefore I, Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, by virtue of the power in

me vested as Commander-in-Chief, of the Army and Navy of the United States in time of

actual armed rebellion against authority and government of the United States, and as a fit and

necessary war measure for suppressing said rebellion, do, on this first day of January, in the

year of our Lord one thousand eight hundred and sixty three, and in accordance with my

purpose so to do publicly proclaimed for the full period of one hundred days, from the day first

above mentioned, order and designate as the States and parts of States wherein the people

thereof respectively, are this day in rebellion against the United States, the following, towit:

Arkansas, Texas, Louisiana, (except the Parishes of St. Bernard, Plaquemines, Jefferson, St.

Johns, St. Charles, St. James[,] Ascension, Assumption, Terrebonne, Lafourche, St. Mary,

St. Martin, and Orleans, including the City of New-Orleans) Mississippi, Alabama, Florida,

Georgia, South-Carolina, North-Carolina, and Virginia, (except the fortyeight counties

designated as West Virginia, and also the counties of Berkley, Accomac, Northampton,

Elizabeth-City, York, Princess Ann, and Norfolk, including the cities of Norfolk &

Portsmouth[)]; and which excepted parts are, for the present, left precisely as if this

proclamation were not issued.

And by virtue of the power, and for the purpose aforesaid, 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; and that the Executive government of the United States, including the military

and naval authorities thereof, will recognize and maintain the freedom of said persons.

And I hereby enjoin upon the people so declared to be free to abstain from all violence,

unless in necessary self-defence; and I recommend to them that, in all cases when allowed, they

labor faithfully for reasonable wages.

And I further declare and make known, that such persons of suitable condition, will be

received into the armed service of the United States to garrison forts, positions, stations, and

other places, and to man vessels of all sorts in said service.

And upon this act, sincerely believed to be an act of justice, warranted by the Constitution,

upon military necessity, I invoke the considerate judgment of mankind, and the gracious favor

of Almighty God. . . .

Abraham Lincoln

Emancipation Proclaimed

Frederick Douglass

Born in slavery near the eastern shore of Maryland, Frederick Douglass (ca. 1817–95)

escaped to freedom in 1838 and began a legendary career as a writer, speaker and

activist in the abolitionist cause. Douglass was every bit as impatient as other

abolitionists with the Lincoln administration about Emancipation. Ambivalent about

Lincoln himself, Douglass alternated between seeing him as not up to the task of

governing and being impressed by his inner poise and relative lack of racial superiority.

For Douglass the cause itself (in which two of his sons enlisted) was paramount, and the

litmus test by which he measured the administration. When it delayed, he lambasted it;

when it acted, he congratulated it. The following editorial was published in Douglass’s

newspaper in the weeks following the Emancipation Proclamation.
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Frederick Douglass, ‘‘Emancipation Proclaimed’’, in Douglass’ Monthly (October 1862), in

Frederick Douglass: Selected Writings and Speeches, ed. Philip S. Foner, abridged and adapted by

Yuval Taylor (1950; Chicago: Lawrence Hill Books, 1999), pp. 517–20. Reprinted by permission of

the publisher.

Common sense, the necessities of the war, to say nothing of the dictation of justice and

humanity have at last prevailed. We shout for joy that we live to record this righteous decree.

Abraham Lincoln, President of the United States, Commander-in-Chief of the army and navy,

in his own peculiar, cautious, forbearing and hesitating way, slow, but we hope sure, has, while

the loyal heart was near breaking with despair, proclaimed and declared: ‘‘That on the First of
January, in the Year of Our Lord One Thousand, Eight Hundred and Sixty-three, All Persons Held

as Slaves Within Any State or Any Designated Part of a State, The People Whereof Shall Then be

in Rebellion Against the United States, Shall be Thenceforward and Forever Free.’’ ‘‘Free forever’’

oh! long enslaved millions, whose cries have so vexed the air and sky, suffer on a few more days

in sorrow, the hour of your deliverance draws nigh! Oh! Ye millions of free and loyal men who

have earnestly sought to free your bleeding country from the dreadful ravages of revolution and

anarchy, lift up now your voices with joy and thanksgiving for with freedom to the slave will

come peace and safety to your country. President Lincoln has embraced in this proclamation

the law of Congress passed more than six months ago, prohibiting the employment of any part

of the army and naval forces of the United States, to return fugitive slaves to their masters,

commanded all officers of the army and navy to respect and obey its provisions. He has still

further declared his intention to urge upon the Legislature of all the slave States not in

rebellion the immediate or gradual abolishment of slavery. But read the proclamation for it is

the most important of any to which the President of the United States has ever signed his

name.

Opinions will widely differ as to the practical effect of this measure upon the war. All

that class at the North who have not lost their affection for slavery will regard the measure

as the very worst that could be devised, and as likely to lead to endless mischief. All their

plans for the future have been projected with a view to a reconstruction of the American

Government upon the basis of compromise between slaveholding and non-slaveholding States.

The thought of a country unified in sentiments, objects and ideas, has not entered into

their political calculations, and hence this newly declared policy of the Government, which

contemplates one glorious homogeneous people, doing away at a blow with the whole class

of compromisers and corrupters, will meet their stern opposition. Will that opposition

prevail? Will it lead the President to reconsider and retract? Not a word of it. Abraham Lincoln

may be slow, Abraham Lincoln may desire peace even at the price of leaving our terrible

national sore untouched, to fester on for generations, but Abraham Lincoln is not the man to

reconsider, retract and contradict words and purposes solemnly proclaimed over his official

signature.

The careful, and we think, the slothful deliberation which he has observed in reaching this

obvious policy, is a guarantee against retraction. But even if the temper and spirit of the

President himself were other than what they are, events greater than the President, events

which have slowly wrung this proclamation from him may be relied on to carry him forward in

the same direction.1 To look back now would only load him with heavier evils, while

diminishing his ability, for overcoming those with which he now has to contend. To recall his

proclamation would only increase rebel pride, rebel sense of power and would be hailed as a
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direct admission of weakness on the part of the Federal Government, while it would cause

heaviness of heart and depression of national enthusiasm all over the loyal North and West.

No, Abraham Lincoln will take no step backward. His word has gone out over the country

and the world, giving joy and gladness to the friends of freedom and progress wherever those

words are read, and he will stand by them, and carry them out to the letter. If he has taught

us to confide in nothing else, he has taught us to confide in his word. The want of

Constitutional power, the want of military power, the tendency of the measure to intensify

Southern hate, and to exasperate the rebels, the tendency to drive from him all that class of

Democrats at the North, whose loyalty has been conditioned on his restoring the union as it

was, slavery and all, have all been considered, and he has taken his ground notwithstanding.

The President doubtless saw, as we see, that it is not more absurd to talk about restoring the

union, without hurting slavery, than restoring the union without hurting the rebels. As to

exasperating the South, there can be no more in the cup than the cup will hold, and that was

full already. The whole situation having been carefully scanned, before Mr. Lincoln could be

made to budge an inch, he will now stand his ground. Border State influence, and the

influence of half-loyal men, have been exerted and have done their worst. The end of these

two influences is implied in this proclamation. Hereafter, the inspiration as well as the men

and the money for carrying on the war will come from the North, and not from half-loyal

border States.

The effect of this paper upon the disposition of Europe will be great and increasing. It

changes the character of the war in European eyes and gives it an important principle as an

object, instead of national pride and interest. It recognizes and declares the real nature of the

contest, and places the North on the side of justice and civilization, and the rebels on the side of

robbery and barbarism. It will disarm all purpose on the part of European Government to

intervene in favor of the rebels and thus cast off at a blow one source of rebel power. All

through the war thus far, the rebel ambassadors in foreign countries have been able to silence

all expression of sympathy with the North as to slavery. With much more than a show of truth,

they said that the Federal Government, no more than the Confederate Government,

contemplated the abolition of slavery.

But will not this measure be frowned upon by our officers and men in the field? We have

heard of many thousands who have resolved that they will throw up their commissions and lay

down their arms, just so soon as they are required to carry on a war against slavery. Making all

allowances for exaggeration there are doubtless far too many of this sort in the loyal army.

Putting this kind of loyalty and patriotism to the test, will be one of the best collateral effects of

the measure. Any man who leaves the field on such a ground will be an argument in favor of

the proclamation, and will prove that his heart has been more with slavery than with his

country. Let the army be cleansed from all such pro-slavery vermin, and its health and strength

will be greatly improved. But there can be no reason to fear the loss of many officers or men by

resignation or desertion. We have no doubt that the measure was brought to the attention of

most of our leading Generals, and blind as some of them have seemed to be in the earlier part

of the war, most of them have seen enough to convince them that there can be no end to this

war that does not end slavery. At any rate, we may hope that for every pro-slavery man2 that

shall start from the ranks of our loyal army, there will be two anti-slavery men to fill up the

vacancy, and in this war one truly devoted to the cause of Emancipation is worth two of

the opposite sort.

Whether slavery will be abolished in themanner nowproposed by President Lincoln, depends

of course upon two conditions, the first specified and the second implied. The first is that the

slave States shall be in rebellion on and after the first day of January 1863 and the second is we
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must have the ability to put down that rebellion. About the first there can be very little doubt.

The South is thoroughly in earnest and confident. It has staked everything upon the rebellion.

Its experience thus far in the field has rather increased its hopes of final success than

diminished them. Its armies now hold us at bay at all points, and the war is confined to the

border States slave and free. If Richmond were in our hands and Virginia at our mercy, the vast

regions beyond would still remain to be subdued. But the rebels confront us on the Potomac,

the Ohio, and the Mississippi. Kentucky, Maryland, Missouri, and Virginia are in debate on

the battlefields and their people are divided by the line which separates treason from loyalty. In

short we are yet, after eighteen months of war, confined to the outer margin of the rebellion.

We have scarcely more than touched the surface of the terrible evil. It has been raising large

quantities of food during the past summer. While the masters have been fighting abroad, the

slaves have been busy working at home to supply them with the means of continuing the

struggle. They will not down at the bidding of this Proclamation, but may be safely relied upon

till January and long after January. A month or two will put an end to general fighting for the

winter. When the leaves fall we shall hear again of bad roads, winter quarters and spring

campaigns. The South which has thus far withstood our arms will not fall at once before our

pens. All fears for the abolition of slavery arising from this apprehension may be dismissed.

Whoever, therefore, lives to see the first day of next January, should Abraham Lincoln be then

alive and President of the United States, may confidently look in the morning papers for the

final proclamation, granting freedom, and freedom forever, to all slaves within the rebel States.

On the next point nothing need be said. We have full power to put down the rebellion. Unless

one man is more than a match for four, unless the South breeds braver and better men than the

North, unless slavery is more precious than liberty, unless a just cause kindles a feebler

enthusiasm than a wicked and villainous one, the men of the loyal States will put down this

rebellion and slavery, and all the sooner will they put down that rebellion by coupling slavery

with that object. Tenderness towards slavery has been the loyal weakness during the war.

Fighting the slaveholders with one hand and holding the slaves with the other, has been fairly

tried and has failed. We have now inaugurated a wiser and better policy, a policy which is better

for the loyal cause than an hundred thousand armed men. The Star Spangled Banner is now

the harbinger of Liberty and the millions in bondage, inured to hardships, accustomed to toil,

ready to suffer, ready to fight, to dare and to die, will rally under that banner wherever they see

it gloriously unfolded to the breeze. Now let the Government go forward in its mission of

Liberty as the only condition of peace and union, by weeding out the army and navy of all such

officers as the late Col. Miles, whose sympathies are now known to have been with the rebels.

Let only the men who assent heartily to the wisdom and the justice of the anti-slavery policy of

the Government be lifted into command; let the black man have an arm as well as a heart in this

war, and the tide of battle which has thus far only waved backward and forward, will steadily

set in our favor. The rebellion suppressed, slavery abolished, and America will, higher than

ever, sit as a queen among the nations of the earth.

Now for the work. During the interval between now and next January, let every friend of the

long enslaved bondman do his utmost in swelling the tide of anti-slavery sentiment, by writing,

speaking, money and example. Let our aim be to make the North a unit in favor of the

President’s policy, and see to it that our voices and votes, shall forever extinguish that latent

and malignant sentiment at the North, which has from the first cheered on the rebels in their

atrocious crimes against the union, and has systematically sought to paralyze the national arm

in striking down the slaveholding rebellion. We are ready for this service or any other, in this,

we trust the last struggle with the monster slavery.

Douglass’ Monthly, October 1862
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Notes

1 Lincoln himself observed in 1864: ‘‘I claim not to have controlled events, but confess plainly that

events have controlled me.’’ (Philip S. Foner, ed., Abraham Lincoln: Selections from His Writings,

p. 22.)

2 General McClellan, however, denounced the Proclamation, warned Lincoln that the Administration

must under no circumstances abandon its conservative policies, and issued a counter-proclamation to

the army denouncing any and all proposals to free the slaves. (See George B. McClellan, McClellan’s

Own Story, New York, 1887, pp. 487–8.)

Questions to consider

. How would you describe the tone of the editorial? Compare its content and style

with that of Lydia Maria Child’s letter.

. What does Douglass understand the role of the Presidency – and the government –

to be? What is the particular responsibility of the American people?

. In retrospect, how accurate would you say Douglass was in describing the fate of

slavery as its situation developed in the months and years following the Emancipation

Proclamation?

Address at Gettysburg

Abraham Lincoln

The Emancipation Proclamation officially took effect on January 1, 1863. Eleven months

later, Lincoln journeyed to Gettysburg, Pennsylvania to deliver what has become what is

widely considered the most famous speech in American history. Lincoln used the

occasion to honor the Union dead – and, as some historians (notably Garry Wills) have

argued, to rewrite the purpose of the Civil War. How do you view this document in

light of the Emancipation Proclamation?

Abraham Lincoln, ‘‘The Gettysburg Address’’ (November 19, 1863).

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth on this continent, a new nation,

conceived in Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether that nation, or any nation so

conceived and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on a great battle-field of that war. We

have come to dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting place for those who here gave

their lives that that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper that we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate – we can not consecrate – we can not hallow – this

ground. The brave men, living and dead, who struggled here, have consecrated it, far above our
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poor power to add or detract. The world will little note, nor long remember what we say here,

but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to

the unfinished work which they who fought here have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather

for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us – that from these honored dead

we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion –

that we here highly resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain – that this nation, under

God, shall have a new birth of freedom – and that government of the people, by the people, for

the people, shall not perish from the earth.

Abraham Lincoln.

Second Inaugural Address

Abraham Lincoln

Here’s a thought experiment. Imagine, for a moment, Franklin Delano Roosevelt or

Harry Truman going before the American people in 1945 and telling them that World

War II is almost over – and that rather than celebrate, Americans should feel shame for

failing to act sooner to stop the Holocaust. Or imagine Lyndon Johnson or Richard

Nixon announcing troop withdrawal from Vietnam, because like Great Britain in the

American Revolution, the United States was wrong to prevent Vietnam’s independ-

ence. Such implausible scenarios can allow one to imagine what a striking speech

Abraham Lincoln’s Second Inaugural was. At the very moment of triumph – his own as

well as that of his country – Lincoln speaks a language of guilt and unrealized

redemption.

Consider, as you read this speech, its relationship to Lincoln’s letter to Horace

Greeley from two years earlier. What has changed both in the world he is addressing,

and in Abraham Lincoln’s mind?

Abraham Lincoln, ‘‘Second Inaugural Address’’ (March 4, 1865).

[Fellow Countrymen:]

At this second appearing to take the oath of the presidential office, there is less occasion

for an extended address than there was at the first. Then a statement, somewhat in detail, of

a course to be pursued, seemed fitting and proper. Now, at the expiration of four years, during

which public declarations have been constantly called forth on every point and phase of the

great contest which still absorbs the attention, and engrosses the enerergies [sic] of the nation,

little that is new could be presented. The progress of our arms, upon which all else chiefly

depends, is as well known to the public as to myself; and it is, I trust, reasonably satisfactory

and encouraging to all. With high hope for the future, no prediction in regard to it is ventured.

On the occasion corresponding to this four years ago, all thoughts were anxiously directed to

an impending civil-war. All dreaded it – all sought to avert it. While the inaugeral address was

being delivered from this place, devoted altogether to saving the Union without war, insurgent

agents were in the city seeking to destroy it without war – seeking to dissol[v]e the Union, and

divide effects, by negotiation. Both parties deprecated war; but one of them1 would make war
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rather than let the nation survive; and the other would accept war rather than let it perish. And

the war came.

One eighth of the whole population were colored slaves, not distributed generally over the

Union, but localized in the Southern part of it. These slaves constituted a peculiar and

powerful interest. All knew that this interest was, somehow, the cause of the war. To

strengthen, perpetuate, and extend this interest was the object for which the insurgents would

rend the Union, even by war; while the government claimed no right to do more than to restrict

the territorial enlargement of it. Neither party expected for the war, the magnitude, or the

duration, which it has already attained. Neither anticipated that the cause2 of the conflict might

cease with, or even before, the conflict itself should cease. Each looked for an easier triumph,

and a result less fundamental and astounding. Both read the same Bible, and pray to the same

God; and each invokes His aid against the other. It may seem strange that any men should dare

to ask a just God’s assistance in wringing their bread from the sweat of other men’s faces; but

let us judge not that we be not judged. The prayers of both could not be answered; that of

neither has been answered fully. The Almighty has His own purposes. ‘‘Woe unto the world

because of offences! for it must needs be that offences come; but woe to that man by whom the

offence cometh!’’3 If we shall suppose that American Slavery is one of those offences which, in

the providence of God must needs come, but which, having continued through His appointed

time, He now wills to remove, and that He gives to both North and South, this terrible war, as

the woe due to those by whom the offence came, shall we discern therein any departure from

those divine attributes which the believers in a Living God always ascribe to Him? Fondly do

we hope – fervently do we pray – that this mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away. Yet,

if God wills that it 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 another drawn with the sword, as was said three thousand years ago, so still it must

be said ‘‘the judgments of the Lord, are true and righteous altogether.’’4

With malice toward none; with charity for all; with firmness in the right, as God gives us

to see the right, let us strive on to finish the work we are in; to bind up the nation’s wounds; to

care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his widow, and his orphan – to do all which

may achieve and cherish a just, and a lasting peace, among ourselves, and with all nations.

Notes

1 That is, the Confederacy.

2 That is, slavery.

3 Matthew 18: 17.

4 Psalms 19: 9.
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Part VIII

Resistance

Plate 10 Reading the Riot Act: This broadside, printed during the New York Draft Riots of 1863,

warns residents that they will be the ones to pay the price for ongoing unrest. How do you imagine the

person (or people) who crafted this message? How persuasive do you think such reasoning would be?

(Printed Ephemera Collection, Library of Congress)



Chapter 18

A Multiplicity of Grievances

Iver Bernstein

As long as there have been wars fought on the North American continent, there have

been those who refused to fight in them. Perhaps the best-known examples are the

Tories of the American Revolution and the antiwar protesters of the VietnamWar. Yet

even the so-called ‘‘Good War,’’ World War II, had its (often overlooked) opponents,

whether they were Isolationists, pro-Fascists, or conscientious objectors. Sometimes

such people have quietly opposed conflicts; at other times their opposition has been

vocal, even spectacular.

The Civil War was notable for the variety of internal dissent that was present on

both sides throughout the war. Very generally speaking, it is possible to map enthusiasm

for the war along a spectrum if you visualize a map of the United States in which New

England is deep red, the lower South is deep blue, and the shades edge toward purple as

you get toward the center. Strong pro-Confederate sentiment in the Union’s so-called

‘‘butternut’’ region (so named for the color of the homespun clothing residents wore)

included southern Ohio and Indiana. Conversely, Unionist sentiment was strong in

parts of Confederate states like east Tennessee. In western Virginia, Unionism was so

strong, in fact, that the region seceded from the seceded Virginia to form the new state

of West Virginia in 1863.

Yet opposition to the war was not strictly a matter of geography. Both Jefferson Davis

and Abraham Lincoln were strongly criticized by their respective allies for suspending

the writ of Habeas Corpus, in which a prisoner is promptly informed of the charges

against him. Davis was hounded on this and other counts by Georgia governor Joseph

Brown; Lincoln, for his part, had to endure the attacks of Ohio Representative Clement

L. Vallandigham, who advocated a negotiated settlement to the war. Arrested by Union

General Ambrose Burnside for an allegedly treasonous speech in 1863, Lincoln changed

Vallandigham’s sentence from imprisonment to banishment, and had him deposited – no

doubt with some glee – behind Confederate lines. (Vallandigham returned in 1864, but

his expected arrest never materialized; the administration apparently concluded it

could afford to tolerate his opposition.)



Some forms of war resistance were not legal or political, but economic. FromMobile,

AL, to Boston, MA, seemingly spontaneous demonstrations against the war protested

the absence, or prohibitive expense, of daily necessities. Some of the most dramatic

events were led by women, notably the so-called Richmond Bread Riots of 1863, in

which civilians, many of them armed wives of soldiers, took to the streets and

demanded that ‘‘speculators’’ turn over hoarded supplies like bacon and flour. Jefferson

Davis personally confronted the mob, and it finally dispersed.

Yet by far the most powerful demonstrations against the war were the New York

City Draft Riots of July, 1863. The immediate cause of this conflagration was the

conscription law passed by Congress that March, which required all male citizens and

immigrant applicants for citizenship to register for a draft whose numbers would be

determined by geographic quotas. Draftees could obtain an exemption from the draft

by finding a substitute or paying $300 – a huge sum for the time, and one that generated

widespread complaints that the Union was practicing warfare against the working class

as well as the planter class, all for the benefit of slaves.

Interest in the New York Draft Riots has intensified in recent years, thanks to Martin

Scorsese’s Gangs of New York (2002) and Kevin Baker’s comparably compelling novel

Paradise Alley (also 2003). But the standard account remains Iver Bernstein’s 1990 book

The New York City Draft Riots: Their Significance for American Society and Politics in the Age of

the Civil War. In this opening chapter, Bernstein provides a narrative account of an event

which – coming on the heels of Union victories at Gettysburg and Vicksburg – served as

a sharp reminder that the Civil War could be lost at home before it was ever won on

the battlefield.

Iver Bernstein, ‘‘A Multiplicity of Grievances,’’ in The New York City Draft Riots: Their Significance

for American Society and Politics in the Age of the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press,

1990), pp. 17–42. Copyrightf 1990 by Iver Bernstein. Used by permission of Oxford University

Press, Inc.

On Friday, July 17, 1863, the last day of the [New York] draft riots, Peace Democrat

Congressman and newspaper editor James Brooks published a brief article entitled ‘‘The Riot –

Its History.’’ By the 17th, New Yorkers had developed their own versions of the riot-week

events and interpretations of the rioters’ motives.1 But Brooks, a popular uptown figure

intimately familiar with the attitudes of his constituents, was one of the few observers to draw

up a calendar of the rioters’ activities:

Sunday – A day of leisure, thousands of Workingmen pondering upon the draft of Saturday.

Monday – The Conscription Riot, developed in attacks upon the Provost Marshals and their

places, etc.

Tuesday – The Riot of Thieves, not only from New York – but from Philadelphia, Boston, and

all quarters, who rushed here to steal.

Wednesday – Not a Conscription Riot nor a Thief Riot – but the consequences of the collisions

of the military and the mob.2

Brooks’s calendar discriminated among the rioters’ targets and chronicled the day-to-day

progression of the violence. He did not figure the riot’s various forms of racial violence into his

account and his notion that rioters who looted were marauders from other cities seems
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farfetched – he doubtless wished to rehabilitate the event as a pure revolt against Republican

Party centralization. But his observation that the insurrection went through phases and that

each phase reflected the prominence of different rioters and targets is supported by much of the

available evidence. The draft riots involved diverse groups of workers and a multiplicity of

grievances against Republican rule. Each group had its own understanding of what the strike

against conscription meant.

Monday, July 13

The draft riots began Monday morning not at the hour of the draft but at the hour of

work. Between six and seven o’clock, four hours before the Ninth District draft selection

was scheduled to begin, employees of the city’s railroads, machine shops, and shipyards,

iron foundry workers, laborers for an uptown street contractor, and ‘‘hundreds of others

employed in buildings and street improvements’’ failed to appear at their jobs.3 By eight

o’clock, many of these workers were streaming up Eighth and Ninth avenues, closing

shops, factories, and construction sites along the way and urging workmen to join the

procession. After a brief meeting at Central Park, the crowd broke into two columns and,

with ‘‘No Draft’’ placards held aloft, marched downtown to the Ninth District Provost

Marshal’s Office, at Third Avenue and Forty-seventh Street, scene of the draft lottery to

be held later that morning.4 On the way, some rioters cut telegraph poles and committed

the first acts of theft, breaking into a hardware store to steal broadaxes.5 On Third Avenue,

a crowd had begun to hack down telegraph poles and lines. Not long afterwards, Irish women

used crowbars to pull up the tracks of the Fourth Avenue railway, and soon crowds had

stopped the Second and Third Avenue cars.6 Rioters also attacked several police officers.

Superintendent of Police John A. Kennedy, out of uniform, was spotted by a crowd, dragged

through the mud and beaten on the head until ‘‘unrecognizable.’’7 Kennedy was later

rescued by John Eagan, a Tammany politician in the Nineteenth Ward.8 During the course

of the morning, rioters who attended the Central Park meeting may have encountered

others who had assembled further downtown to close Allaire’s Works, the Novelty Works,

and other factories along the East Side waterfront. The convergence of rioters from different

parts of the city was more likely a result of rumor and circumstance than explicit and

coordinated design.9

At ten-thirty, draft selection began in the Ninth District Office while the now sizable crowd

milled outside. After fifty or so names had been drawn, the Black Joke EngineCompanyNumber

Thirty-three arrived dressed in full fire company regalia. One of their men had been selected in

Saturday’s lottery. Many firemen thought their traditional exemption from militia service

should extend to the federal draft, and over the weekend the Black JokeCompany had resolved to

haltMonday’sNinthDistrict proceedings.10Apistol shot rang out, and theBlack Jokemen burst

into the office, smashed the selection wheel, and set the building on fire. A deputy provost

marshal who tried to persuade the Black Jokemen to fight the flames was beaten to the ground.11

The throng outside listened to a Virginia lawyer and Confederate sympathizer named John U.

Andrews deliver an anti-draft speech; some mistook Andrews for the Peace journalist Benjamin

Wood.12 As the blaze spread to tenements next door, Chief Engineer John Decker of the Fire

Department urged the crowd to let his men through and spare the belongings of poor

workingmen. He was seconded by Black Joke foreman, uptown building contractor, and

Democratic alderman Peter Masterson, who approved the destruction of the draft office but

hoped the rioters would now let Decker and his company do their job. The crowd applauded

Masterson and cleared a path, but a mob returning to the scene after a battle with police drove
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Decker and his men away. By eleven-thirty that morning, orders were given to suspend the draft

and transfer government papers to Governor’s Island for safekeeping.13

By this time, the rioters had virtually halted the business of the city, particularly in the

uptown wards. In one reporter’s account, ‘‘men left their various pursuits; owners of

inconsiderable stores put up their shutters; factories were emptied, conductors or drivers left

their cars, employees at railroad depots all added formidable accessions to the depots. . . . ’’ The

crowds on the Upper East Side avenues had now swelled into a ‘‘concourse of over twelve

thousand’’ that included men, women, and children of every social grade who had put down

their work to discuss the Conscription Act or merely to watch the disturbance and ponder what

direction it would take. As most of the city turned its attention toward the rioters and their

activities, the draft became Monday’s ‘‘all-absorbing subject.’’14

Rioters now began to gather at sites emblematic of the political choices of the day to voice

their approval or objection. One cohort paid a friendly visit to Democratic General George B.

McClellan’s house on East Thirty-first Street.15 Shortly after noon, rioters appeared at

Printing House Square, the journalistic thoroughfare, where one could always find the makings

of a crowd awaiting the latest war news. They huzzahed McClellan and the buildings of the

Peace Democrat Daily News andWeekly Caucasian and groaned at the offices of the Republican

Times and Daily Tribune. To many New Yorkers, the round, bespectacled face, drooping

figure, and telltale white overcoat of Horace Greeley, editor of the Tribune, embodied the

Republican Party and the anti-slavery cause. James H. Whitten, a neighborhood barber known

for his extreme Confederate views, challenged Greeley to show himself and threatened to kill

the abolitionist and gut the office. The crowd resisted Whitten’s urgings and left the building

alone when Greeley failed to appear. After chasing a policeman across City Hall Park, the

rioters dispersed and Whitten returned to his barber’s chair.16

During the morning, divisions among the rioters began to emerge. One committee that

closed factories on the East Side explicitly limited its aims to halting the draft. James Jackson,

owner of an iron works, reported a conversation with a delegation from an assemblage of one

hundred men and boys outside his factory between nine and ten o’clock: ‘‘The leaders said they

wanted the shop to close and [I] asked how long it must close. They said I might go to work the

next day. They stated that their only object was to make a big show to resist the draft. They said

they had no other motive than to have the men join them to put down the draft.’’17 Employee

Charles Clinch heard the leader of the deputation, cartman Thomas Fitzsimmons, say ‘‘he did

not wish to injure Mr. Jackson, but wished the mob to go away.’’18 Jackson closed his shop and

his property was left unharmed, while the crowd marched off to nearby Franklin’s Forge.19 For

Fitzsimmons and his committee, the ‘‘strike’’ against conscription was a one-day affair. They

sought to interrupt the draft but wanted no wholesale onslaught against private property. Their

notion of a peaceable ‘‘demonstration’’ may have been shared by the rioters who counseled

restraint at the Provost Marshal’s Office and the Tribune building. Fitzsimmons’s action was

already different in style and scope from that of the rioters who committed the early morning

thefts, interfered with transportation and communication lines or encouraged the spread of

flames from the Ninth District office to adjacent buildings.

After Monday noon the revolt against conscription began to expand beyond the limited

protest of rioters like Fitzsimmons and his associates. By midday enrollment officers around

the city had received orders to suspend the draft; soon there was a popular awareness that the

draft had been interrupted and ‘‘all its machinery [put] speedily beyond reach of any such

undertaking as that of the Black Joke.’’20 The deserted Eighth District Provost Marshal’s

Office at Broadway and Twenty-ninth Street was burned at five o’clock by Patrick Merry, an

Irish cellar digger who lived in the neighborhood, and two or three hundred men and boys.

Before firing the draft office, Merry ordered a gang of marble cutters at a Broadway
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construction site to stop work and join his ‘‘band’’ and then attempted to close down John W.

Onderdonk’s hardware shop next door to the draft office.21 Meeting resistance at Onderdonk’s,

Merry and his comrades then sacked the Provost Marshal’s Office and set it and the hardware

shop ablaze. While the fire spread down the block, the crowd went on a looting spree. Gold

bracelets and brooches were taken from a jewelry store and valuables grabbed from upstairs

apartments. Finally, the crowd attacked a black fruit vendor and stole his produce.22

Here was the closing of work sites and shops, the assault on federal property – the same sort

of strike against the Republican draft – that Thomas Fitzsimmons and most Monday morning

rioters would have found familiar. But the Merry episode had a new twist. The strike was

aimed more at purging the neighborhood of the draft apparatus, since the Eighth District

lottery had been interrupted hours earlier. Now, too, the rioters’ anti-draft action was joined

with looting, destruction of property, and an assault on a black man, activities soon to be

repudiated by some of the participants in the revolt.

By five o’clockMonday, the list of the rioters’ targets had lengthened considerably. Beginning

Monday, homes suspected of harboring policemenwere burned by the crowd. Policemen caught

by the rioters were often stripped of their clothing and literally defaced – beaten on the face and

head until unrecognizable.23 Bitter assaults against the police would continue through the week.

By mid-afternoon Monday, hostility toward the police was combined with an animus against

well-dressed gentlemen and the houses of wealthy Republicans.24 Rioters tore through

expensive Republican homes on Lexington Avenue and took – or more often, destroyed –

‘‘pictures with gilt frames, elegant pier glasses, sofas, chairs, clocks, furniture of every kind,

wearing apparel, bed clothes. . . . ’’25 At three o’clock, a nine-year-old black boy was attacked by

a downtown mob at the corner of Broadway and Chambers Street.26 Later in the afternoon, a

crowd threatened the Eighteenth Ward Police Station, raided an armory in search of weapons,

and drove off the police sent to protect government property. When police reinforcements

arrived, the crowd torched the building.27 Another crowd left the charred site of the Ninth

District draft building to burn Allerton’s Bull’s Head Hotel, which housed an office of the

American Telegraph Company. The gathering at Bull’s Head ‘‘divided into two or three gangs,

with leaders bearing pieces of boards for banners onwhichwerewritten . . . ‘No draft,’ etc., and it

was unsafe to express a single word in dissent from the proceeding.’’ One of these gangs held up a

tantalizing sign that read ‘‘Independent.’’28 By supper time, one group had set fire to the

splendid Colored Orphan Asylum on Fifth Avenue and another began attacking black men and

boys in the tenement district along the downtown waterfront. But anti-Republicanism remained

the refrain of the violence as crowds returned to Greeley’s Tribune office in the early evening,

stormed the building, and set it afire before police drove them away.29

Late Monday we also find the earliest evidence of some rioters abandoning the violence and

in many cases joining forces with city authorities to protect property and suppress the uprising.

Thomas Fitzsimmons, leader of the committee which closed Jackson’s Foundry during the

morning hours, had by nightfall organized a patrol to guard property on his block.30 The other

leader of the Twenty-eighth Street patrol was Richard Hennessey, a local soap manufacturer

and acquaintance of the Fitzsimmons family.31 Fitzsimmons and his vigilante police force

maintained a twenty-four-hour watch through the week and successfully protected a black man

from a lynch mob on Wednesday.32 Meanwhile Fitzsimmons’s assurance that Jackson could

reopen his shop Tuesday morning proved false. The iron works was kept closed through the

riot week and well into the next by threats of arson from a new committee with intentions far

different from those of Fitzsimmons’s Monday delegation.33

The most obvious repudiation of the violence [of] Monday evening was that of the volunteer

fire companies. Firemen were prominent in the anti-draft demonstration of Monday morning

but solidly arrayed against the rioters by Tuesday. Engine Company Number Thirty-three,
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leader of the Monday assault on the Ninth District draft office, was by Tuesday defending its

Upper West Side neighborhood against riot and arson.34 Local residents furnished the Black

Joke men with refreshments through the week, and railroad directors and property owners

published a letter of gratitude to the fire laddies in the city press.35 On Tuesday evening, Hook

and Ladder Company Number Twelve fought its way through a barricade to douse the flames

at the Twenty-second Street Police Station, and then, clearing another set of barricades,

rushed to a Fourteenth Street lumberyard where the firemen battled rioters until dawn.36

Engineer Henry Lewis and his vigilance committee arrested eight ‘‘thieves’’ nearby and

recovered $1,200 worth of stolen property in the course of their patrol.37 Still, many fire

companies feared their efforts to uphold public order would obscure their ongoing hostility

toward the draft. The Forrest Engine Company Number Three printed a notice affirming their

opposition to the draft, which it declared to be ‘‘unnecessary and illegal.’’ ‘‘But in the present

exciting times,’’ the resolution continued, ‘‘we deem it our duty . . . to protect the property of

the citizens of the Eleventh Ward to the best of our abilities.’’38 Some rioters, then, continued

to denounce the policies of the Republican administration even when they disavowed or

campaigned against the unfolding insurrection against property and the social order.

The tensions among Monday’s crowds and the abandonment of the revolt by some rioters

suggest that from the outset the uprising had different sorts of participants with diverse

grievances. At least through early Monday afternoon, the course of violence was much

influenced by rioters concerned primarily with the administration of the draft. These

workingmen and their families, whose actions call to mind Brooks’s ‘‘Conscription Riot,’’

denounced Republicans Lincoln and Greeley, carried placards against the draft, and cheered as

the Ninth District draft office burned.39 Like the committee at Jackson’s Foundry they used

the technique of marching from shop to shop and corraling men into the crowd to increase their

numbers and inform the city’s workers about their action. This style of protest was familiar to

all New York City workers in the 1850s and 1860s as a method of enforcing strikes.40 These

rioters displayed great hostility toward government representatives and property and even

condoned the burning of federal buildings and the attacks on Metropolitan Police and United

States Army Invalid Corps arriving to investigate the disturbance on Third Avenue. It was

even conceivable that a rioter of this sort might have joined in the savage beating of Police

Superintendent Kennedy on Monday morning.41 But these rioters seem to have shunned the

looting, the hanging and mutilation of black men, and the attacks on war industries that began

Monday and continued through the week; this was the crowd William O. Stoddard (private

secretary to President Lincoln and a member of the ‘‘volunteer special’’ police during the

bloody week) described as ‘‘honest laboring men, of all political parties, thousands of

them . . . willing to parade the streets in an ‘anti-Draft demonstration,’ and to do any required

amount of shouting and all that sort of thing, who were at the same time not at all inclined to

commit either burglary or arson or murder.’’42 Their enemies were the Republican

administration and the draft law with its offensive substitution and three-hundred-dollar

commutation clauses. Some of these rioters may have regarded a conscription law without the

invidious provisions as a legitimate and equitable way to hasten a Northern victory.43

Alongside Monday’s rioters of limited aims were others with larger designs. These men,

women, and children helped to destroy the Provost Marshal’s Office, attacked city police and

federal officials, and closed factories. But this cohort also severed telegraph lines, tore up

railroad tracks and committed the first acts of theft Monday morning. It was probably rioters of

this sort who later in the week destroyed the track of the Hudson River Railroad, attacked the

Weehawken and Fulton ferries, and attempted to burn the Harlem and McComb’s Dam

bridges and the Manhattan and Metropolitan gas works.44 Early Monday, one crowd within
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earshot of a reporter cut down telegraph poles after discussing the possibility of the authorities

summoning troops from Albany.45 The assaults on telegraph lines, ferry slips, railroad tracks,

and gas factories went beyond mere machine breaking to disclose a grander anticipation of – or

even plan for – protracted confrontation with the authorities.46 We do not know how elaborate

this plan was or whether such attacks were coordinated, but the appearance of deliberate

scheming was compelling enough to convince Republicans and Democrats alike that the

destruction of transportation and communication lines and efforts to darken the city were

the coup de main in a Confederate conspiracy to coordinate Southern military victories with a

mob takeover of New York.47 Contrary to such perceptions, the rioters’ attacks seem to have

been independent in motive and free from outside manipulation. If anything, the attacks

revealed these crowds’ keen sense of the dynamics and structure of the city.

Only as the violence entered its second day – the rioters of limited aims now retired and the

more ambitious crowds in full force – did it become possible to identify each of the riot’s

constituencies. Monday’s rioters were by no means all Irish and Catholic. Some were German-

speaking (one observer thought the early morning procession looked like ‘‘some German

festival’’) and some were native-born and Protestant.48 Artisans in the building trades, who

formed the backbone of the uptown fire companies, figured prominently in reports of the

Monday morning factory closings and anti-draft procession.49 These were the painters,

carpenters, bricklayers, stonecutters, and small building contractors who pushed the city’s line

of settlement north toward Central Park in the 1850s and 1860s.50 By the middle of the week,

the social complexion of the crowds had changed. Midweek rioters were more predictably Irish

and Catholic, and they were more likely to be members of trades restricted to sons of Erin.51

German-Americans had by Tuesday organized against the insurrection and were commended

by the Republican press for their loyal and orderly comportment.52 Tuesday’s and

Wednesday’s rioters tended to be industrial workers and common laborers employed in the

city’s iron foundries, railroad shops, and dock and street construction gangs, especially in

the upper wards. The laborer rioters, it should be said, generally did not toil alongside or under

the supervision of skilled craftsmen; instead, these quarrymen, street pavers, cartmen, and

longshoremen independently organized and managed their own work. Observers frequently

commented on the role of ‘‘half-grown boys’’ in the midweek crowds.53 Of the two dozen

identifiable wounded rioters brought into Bellevue Hospital on Thursday of riot week, seven

were listed as ‘‘minors,’’ six as ‘‘laborers,’’ two as ‘‘boilermakers,’’ and one as a ‘‘cartman.’’

Only one, sixteen-year-old plumber John Ennis, was associated with the building trades. By

midweek, artisans in building had largely disappeared from the newspaper accounts and

presumably had abandoned the streets.54

The lines between constituencies were sometimes blurred. Some Germans appeared among

Tuesday’s andWednesday’s rioters, some Irish left the streets Monday afternoon. Occasionally

artisans rioted through the week, and sometimes industrial workers and laborers dropped out

of the crowds early on. But the most clear and abrupt social division was that between

journeymen in the older artisan trades, who limited their participation to Monday’s

demonstrations, and workers in newer industrial occupations and common laboring, who

persisted in the midweek revolt. By Tuesday the riot had entered a new phase in which the

animus came primarily from Monday’s most violent rioters.

As the uprising began its second day, it also became clear that the rioters had altogether

failed to lure one important segment of the work force onto the streets. Observers noted that

neighborhoods which had witnessed the most violent antebellum strikes and riots were

relatively quiet in July 1863. Street violence had time and again punctuated the political life of

the ‘‘Bloody Sixth’’ Ward: an anti-abolitionist riot in 1834, a bread riot in 1837, a tailors’ strike
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in 1850 and finally the sanguinary police riot of July 1857.55 The ‘‘Irish Fourteenth’’ Ward had

been home to Michael Walsh and his boisterous ‘‘Unterrified Democracy’’ of the forties

and early fifties. During the draft riots, the Tribune remarked, ‘‘the people of the Sixth and

Fourteenth Wards . . . refrained from participating in the outrageous conduct of the

mob. . . . ’’56 This was meager consolation for resident black families, who found themselves

abandoned by white neighbors and easy prey for marauding bands.57 Notwithstanding such

racial violence, the demonstration against the draft in either of its phases never took root in the

heartland of antebellum labor protest. Instead Tammany officials including Alderman John

Fox, Judge Joseph Dowling, and Comptroller Matthew Brennan presided over an early return

to work on July 15.58 Though this area had long been Democratic, midweek events confirmed it

as Tammany territory. Tammany editor John Clancy told his readers on July 18, ‘‘Let us hear

no more the libellous epithet ‘Bloody Sixth.’ ’’59

The Bloody Sixth and its northern neighbor the Fourteenth were the heart of the seaport’s

downtown manufacturing district. The hundreds of sweatshops clustered in the Sixth and

Fourteenth turned out clothing and shoes for the trade in consumer-finishing goods

and employed the city’s most proletarianized poor.60 These workers toiled in occupations

where craft skills had largely been eroded by industrialization. That the employees of the

sweatshop district were uninterested in draft rioting – though they were generally faithful

Democrats likely to be critical of Republican policies – did not augur well for the laborers and

industrial workers who resumed the revolt Tuesday morning.

Tuesday, July 14, to Friday, July 17

The line dividing the riot-week movements of common laborers and industrial workers was

more finely drawn than the broad stroke that separated their activities from those of the

artisans. The artisan penchant for discipline and rationalism, which may have helped to bring

the limited demonstrations to a halt Monday afternoon, was foreign to the thinking of both

laborers and industrial workers. These more destructive rioters were ardent foes of the

Republican government and all its works, emancipation and federal taxation no less than

the draft. They regarded the strike as their most potent weapon against Republican rule and

continued to tour the city closing factories and laboring sites. The account of the riot’s second

and last phase thus begins with Tuesday’s vandalism of Republican homes and hostile displays

against patriotic symbols, episodes that may well have involved all types of midweek rioters.

But increasingly the rift between laborers and industrial workers appeared in vivid relief. The

account ends with a discussion of differences in the relations of these two groups with the black

community, the ‘‘better classes,’’ and the official representatives of Republican authority.

A rage against well-known Republicans and their property remained a dominant theme of

the violence. Rumors of an attack planned against the home of abolitionists James Sloane

Gibbons and Abby Hopper Gibbons and that of their neighbor James Sinclair (a relative of

Greeley’s) circulated through the uptown shops Tuesday afternoon.61 Indeed the Gibbonses’

problems with ‘‘the Irish mob’’ had begun the previous winter when they celebrated the

Emancipation Proclamation by illuminating their house and draping the windows with red,

white, and blue bunting; later that evening they found their front door, steps, and pavement

smeared with pitch.62 The draft rioters’ raid on the Gibbonses’ house seems to have been one of

the more concerted and systematic attacks of the riot week. Late in the afternoon of July 14, two

men on horseback waving swords and shouting ‘‘Greeley! Gibbons! Greeley! Gibbons!’’ (the

journalist had boarded at the Gibbonses’ and was rumored among the rioters to live there)
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galloped up to the house; a crowd of men and women followed close behind. The horsemen

stopped one at each side of the courtyard and allowed about a dozen men with pick-axes into

the house while they kept the rest of the mob back. Inside the men ‘‘destroyed what they could

and threw things out the windows.’’63 Finally the advance team was joined by the throng

without. The rioters were driven away by a company of soldiers on two occasions but each time

returned to the house. Fires were lit and the house was saved only by the intervention of

neighbors afraid of spreading flames.

The rioters vented their greatest anger against the Gibbonses’ domestic effects:

The witnesses all agree that a great deal of the furniture was thrown out of the windows, most of it

having been previously injured. . . .Many of the books and papers in the library were used to kindle

the fires, placed under the furniture collected for that purpose; others were scattered about and

trampled upon. . . . The pictures and works of art were mostly defaced or injured in the

house. . . . The crockery, etc., was demolished in the house. The carpets and oil cloths were greatly

injured, and after having been nearly destroyed, were mostly carried away.64

The official who would later examine the Gibbonses’ claim for riot damages estimated that only

‘‘20 per cent of the articles lost were stolen.’’65 James Gibbons recalled that ‘‘the piano was

actually fired and broken up, and carried off in fragments.’’66 The ‘‘riot of thieves’’ à la Brooks

was in this instance bent primarily on defacing and destroying property. It was as if

demolishing cultural possessions – what one friend of the Gibbonses reverently referred to as

the ‘‘household gods’’ – was the rioters’ way of destroying the essential attribute of the

Republican elite and guaranteeing their departure from the neighborhood.67

During the vandalism of the Gibbons home, two drunken Irishmen, Michael O’Brien and

John Fitzherbert, led a nearby crowd in the tearing of an American flag to Fitzherbert’s chants

of ‘‘Damn the Flag!’’; in a later incident Fitzherbert cheered ‘‘Jeff Davis.’’68 Midweek rioters

saluted a long list of Peace Democrat and Confederate heroes, from Horatio Seymour and

General McClellan to the Wood Brothers to Jefferson Davis.69 By contrast, the Wednesday

rioters who marched through Pitt and Broome streets closing factories and machine shops held

an American flag aloft.70 Such diverse and often conflicting demonstrations of allegiance

suggest that pro-Confederate statements were a convenient way for some rioters to denounce

the Republican Party. More likely than not, these displays and salutes did not represent deep-

seated Confederate sympathy. The most striking historical analog to this use of pro-

Confederate cheering as a rallying point for anti-Republican Party sentiment was pro-French

sloganeering during the violent popular resistance to the Militia Act in Ireland in the summer

of 1793. Militia rioters in the late eighteenth-century Irish uprising spoke of their expectations

of aid from France.71 As the draft rioters began to lose hope late in the week, they seized upon

any negative point of reference to the Republican authorities. If they only held out a little

longer, some whispered, ‘‘Baltimore’’ would come to their assistance. The rioters may have

remembered Baltimore as the city in which crowds attacked the Massachusetts Sixth Regiment

on its way to the front in April 1861.72 This heightened and often desperate feeling against the

government was characteristic of much of the midweek violence.

After Monday the crowds increasingly turned their attention toward the local black

community. Threats of violence, and the occasional attacks on black workingmen which gave

such threats their bite, were a regular feature of race relations in the city during this era. But

racial tension was high during late spring 1863 because of the shipping companies’ decision to

employ black labor to break a longshoremen’s strike. The week before the riots, Police

Superintendent Kennedy reported a growing incidence of physical assaults on black people.

Fearing an outbreak, he urged Secretary of War Stanton not to parade the black Fifty-fifth
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Massachusetts Regiment through the city as planned.73 On Sunday, July 12, there were a

number of arson attempts against houses on Carmine Street, the heart of one of the city’s

several black enclaves.74 In a sense, the racial violence of the draft riots was the quickening of an

already accelerated tempo of intimidation and assault.

What made the July riots’ brand of racial attack new was its sweeping character. Intimations

that white working people were going to approach the matter of racial domination with new

intensity and thoroughness could be found in the Monday afternoon razing of the Colored

Orphan Asylum, followed by the smashing of its furniture and the uprooting of surrounding

trees, shrubbery, and fences.75 The crowds’ desire not merely to destroy but to wipe clean the

tangible evidence of a black presence surfaced a few hours later when a waterfront lynch mob

hanged William Jones, then burned his body.76

The riots were an occasion for gangs of white workingmen in certain trades to introduce into

the community the ‘‘white-only’’ rule of their work settings. Bands of Irish longshoremen,

many of whom lived within blocks of the piers they worked, began the first racial attacks

Monday afternoon. Committees of the ‘‘Longshoremen’s Association’’ patrolled the piers in

the daylight hours insisting that ‘‘the colored people must and shall be driven to other parts of

industry, and that the work upon the docks, the stevedoring, and the various jobwork therewith

connected, shall be attended to solely and absolutely by members of the ‘Longshoremen’s

Association,’ and such white laborers as they see fit to permit upon the premises.’’77 Irish street

pavers, cartmen, and hack drivers followed suit in other parts of the city, though not with the

longshoremen’s visible organization and proclamations.78 Any talk of associations ceased at

sunset when parties of men and boys abandoned watch over the piers, factories, and laboring

sites for a tour of the surrounding tenements. ‘‘Dock laborers’’ were responsible for the

Wednesday night beating and near drowning of black workingman Charles Jackson.79 They

were probably also involved in the Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday evening attacks on

waterfront dance houses, brothels, and boarding houses that catered to black laborers and

sailors or, as one city official put it, ‘‘negroes . . . of the lowest class.’’80 Regardless of their own

race, boardinghouse keepers and runners known for black clienteles were stripped of their

clothes and threatened with the hangman’s rope or driven from the area.81 On Roosevelt Street,

tenements that housed black families were torched and the victims’ furniture demolished and

burned in sidewalk bonfires. The crowds directed their greatest fury against black men, though

black women who protected their husbands and sons could become targets through association.

Waterfront rioters seized Jeremiah Robinson, a black man trying to escape to Brooklyn wearing

his wife’s clothing, beat him senseless and threw his body into the East River.82 By midweek,

the rioters had virtually emptied the harbor front of people of color.83

The most violent racial purges of tenement districts were the special province of the men

and boys of laborer families. Black sailor William Williams was assaulted by longshoreman

Edward Canfield and two other laborers at dawn Tuesday when he walked ashore at an Upper

West Side pier to ask directions.84 Like many of the racial murders, this attack developed into

an impromptu neighborhood theater with its own horrific routines. Each member of the white

gang came up to the prostrate sailor to perform an atrocity – to jump on him, smash his body

with a cobblestone, plant a knife in his chest – while the white audience of local proprietors,

workmen, women, and boys watched the tragedy with a mixture of shock, fascination, and, in

most instances, a measure of approval. A couple of onlookers did slip away to notify the police,

but, as was so often the case, no member of the white audience tried to intervene. To the

contrary, milkman Daniel Greenleif reported, ‘‘after the occurrence there were several cheers

given and something said . . . about vengeance on every nigger in New York.’’ The performance

over, the assemblage retired to a nearby liquor store. Some minutes later and down the block,
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a cartman opening his stable to begin the workday was warned by a man, possibly Canfield,

‘‘not to put any niggers to work.’’ When the police arrived, they found the street quiet and

Williams in a bleeding and insensible condition from which he died soon after.85

Elaborate dramas of a similar kind were reenacted during the course of three Upper West

Side lynchings. At dawn Wednesday, nineteen-year-old William Mealy spotted black

shoemaker James Costello on West Thirty-second Street and gave chase; Costello fired a

shot in self-defense.86 The shot drew the attention of five or six white men, laborer Matthew

Zweick maybe among them.87 The party pulled Costello from the house where he sought

refuge, alternately beat, kicked, and stoned him, trampled on his body, and finally hanged him.

Before the episode was complete, two of the party dragged him half-dead to a mudhole where,

in a variation on the theme of tar and feather, one immersed him in water while the other

emptied a barrel of ashes over his head. Finally the rioters plundered and burned down the

house where Costello had attempted to hide.88 Some hours later laborer George Glass yanked

crippled black coachman Abraham Franklin and his sister Henrietta from their rooms a few

blocks away, roughed up the girl and dragged Franklin through the streets. A lamppost was

found and Franklin was hanged. The military arrived, scattered the crowd and cut down

Franklin’s body, but when the soldiers departed, the corpse was hoisted up again with cheers

for Jefferson Davis.89 Then the crowd pulled down Franklin’s body for the final time. In a

grisly denouement, sixteen-year-old Irishman Patrick Butler dragged the body through the

streets by the genitals as the crowd applauded.90 After yet another hanging in this

neighborhood, rioters cut off their black victim’s fingers and toes.91 The houses of these black

residents were often identified, if they needed to be, by bands of small boys who ‘‘marked’’

them by stoning the windows. The boys later returned with their male elders to pull out the

black tenants and complete the bloody mission.92 Through such elaborate routines, these white

workingmen and boys cultivated a dehumanized view of their black neighbors.

Sexual mutilation, burning, and drowning of victims call to mind a traditional and highly

symbolic strain of popular violence dating at least as far back as the early modern era.93 Patrick

Butler’s public display and appropriation of Abraham Franklin’s body and one crowd’s

amputation of a victim’s fingers and toes pointed to a need among rioters of this stripe to prove

sexual conquest of the black male community through symbolic acts. Startling even to New

Yorkers accustomed to the bloody street melee, these acts no doubt served to dehumanize and

objectify black men further in the minds of their white attackers.94 After the manhood of black

workingmen had been publicly reified and debased, white laborers seem to have imagined, an

objective black male presence could be cleansed from the neighborhoods. We must be careful

here not to ascribe too much structure and rationality to such emotional behavior. But it is

certainly worth wondering whether bonfire lynch murders and drownings of black victims were

the final acts in much improvised dramas of conquest and purification. Fire and water would

symbolically render harmless what these rioters perceived as the post-emancipation social power

of their black neighbors. In the view of many white Northerners, the political ascendancy of the

Republican Party was causing a revolution in race relations in their communities. The demise of

slavery as an institution and a national question, almost inevitable by summer 1863, seemed

to signal the end of an era in the North as well as the South. But no one set of rules emerged to

replace an older modus vivendi between the races in Northern cities. Through sexual conquest

and purification, many white workingmen may have hoped to erase the threat of a new black

dignity at a time when the social and political status of black people was especially unsettled.95

The behavior of Patrick Butler requires additional comment. The image of the Irish youth

dragging Franklin’s corpse through the streets burns itself into the mind even as our

sensibilities become dulled from many descriptions of bloody scenes. Butler himself, it should
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be noted, was listed in the court records as a ‘‘butcher’’: practitioner of an old and violent craft

as renowned for knife-flourishing on the streets as within the market stalls. Nonetheless it is

hardly sufficient to associate this rioter’s brutality with the behavior of an occupational group.

The sexual intensity, exaggerated gestures and bravado of Butler’s act call to mind, more than

anything, the mentality of a sixteen-year-old boy.96

Boys often led the most violent and sexually charged attacks on black men. Young and

unmarried males were, of course, especially liable to be drafted. But, as Mayor George Opdyke

noted in his account of the riots, somany of the rioters were younger than theminimumdraft age

of twenty that the simple motive of self-protection against the Conscription Act does not explain

their actions.97 If not always vulnerable to the draft law, New York’s young immigrant workers

were vulnerable in a larger economic and social sense. Theywere easily themost underemployed

members of the white male labor force. The marginality of young male workers was especially

acute at a moment when, in many trades, older traditions of apprenticeship were breaking down

or altogether gone and a factory work force based in part on youth labor was only beginning to

emerge. During this especially bleak interregnum, many poor boys, regardless of their chosen

trade, may have wondered whether they would ever become full-fledged participants in the

family and job networks that defined social maturity for the mid-nineteenth-century adult

workingman. Attacks on both Republican draft offices and the bodies of black workingmenmake

sense if we imagine white working-class youths to be seeking to restore to the community not just

political order but also social and sexual order. If a sense of insecurity helped to inspire the racial

attacks of white laborers who competed with black workers, it played an even larger role in the

white youth riot that figured as a leitmotif in the mid-week violence.98

Fear of racial amalgamation, the theme of so many earlier anti-black riots in New York City,

was also an element of the violence.99 Crowds visited and often attacked the homes of racially

mixed couples and white women who kept company with black men. Tuesday night,

downtown saloonkeeper and small-time Democratic politician William Cruise tried

unsuccessfully to instigate a crowd of men and boys to burn the house of Mary Burke, a

white prostitute who included black men among her clientele.100 Cruise had better luck when

he gave straw and matches to a gang of boys and led them around the corner to the rooms of

William Derrickson, a black laborer at a local loading depot. William escaped but his son Alfred

was pulled out on the street, stripped, and beaten. A fire was started under a lamppost, and

Alfred would have been lynched and burned to death were it not for the eleventh-hour

intercession of grocer Frederick Merrick and a group of local German residents who chased the

rioters away.101 That same evening, laborer Thomas Cumiskie joined physician Thomas

Fitzgerald and a crowd in an unsuccessful effort to burn the house of Harlem abolitionist and

Internal Revenue Collector Edgar Ketchum.102 The next night Cumiskie led rioters around

East Harlem to solicit money for a round of drinks. The rowdies’ destination was the shanty of

AnnMartin, where they interviewed Mrs. Martin and debated whether her dwelling should be

burned.103 In these incidents, the women involved – Ann Derrickson and Ann Martin – were

white wives of men of color. The sexual policing of black men may have been a motive here

much as it was in the murder of Abraham Franklin.

For many crowds in which laborers were prominent, it became important to confirm the

loyalty of friends and identify enemies among the neighborhood ‘‘chamber of commerce.’’ On

Wednesday, Martin Hart, a gaspipe layer recently arrived from Ireland, Adam Schlosshauer,

a German gardener, and John Halligan, another laborer, led a band of ‘‘at least eight’’ revellers

around Harlem asking storekeepers and employers for liquor money. One man made the

request for fifty cents or a dollar while two others serenaded with flute and tin kettles. The

group marked the names of stinters on a card and left them with the warning ‘‘We’ll settle with
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you tonight.’’104 John Piper, a teamster whose name had come up in the lottery, asked Upper

West Side slaughterhouse owner Thomas White for ‘‘money to treat the boys’’ and, receiving a

few shillings, invited some bystanders into White’s office for a drink. Piper announced that he

hoped to rally ‘‘all the G. D. drafted men to resist the draft’’ but had come ‘‘to inform his

friends’’ what the mob was going to do and ‘‘see that his friends would be protected.’’

Promising White immunity, the teamster boasted that a neighboring abbatoir owner would be

burned out because ‘‘he was a mean G.D.S. of a B.,’’ he had prevented the burning of a black

residence, he was German, and ‘‘he had informed on the rioters.’’105

In these and other incidents, treating was serious business. The crowds often brandished

clubs and revolvers; the threat of arson was carried out against proprietors who refused to pay

up.106 Under such duress, the offer to stand drinks cannot be said to have been freely given.

But even then treating carried connotations of friendship and sympathy between donor and

recipient, connotations magnified by the black and white moral universe of mid-week in which

capitulation to the mob furnished grounds for suspicion of treason. While the motives of Hart

and company were more purely bacchanalian than those of Piper, the issue of support for the

ongoing draft riot never wholly disappeared from these interchanges.

Some rioters were easily appeased: a suspicious party who performed an act of generosity,

produced the proper ‘‘friendly’’ sponsorship, or proclaimed anti-draft sentiments could readily

undermine the damning evidence of dress, occupation, or political views. In the Piper episode

Policeman William McTaggart was among the bystanders ushered into White’s establishment

after White had offered to stand drinks. Piper asked White if McTaggart was ‘‘reliable,’’ and

when reassured, proceeded to reveal the rioters’ plans of destruction on the Upper West

Side.107 A speech could be as effective as an offer to treat in quelling the rioters’ suspicions.

Director of the Sixth Avenue Railroad Alfred G. Jones was pulled from his depot on Tuesday

by a gang seeking to force those men still working to join their ranks. ‘‘I promenaded arm in

arm with a drunken Irishman,’’ Jones confided to his diary, ‘‘and was let go upon making ‘a

speech against the draft.’ . . . They said I was all right and left me after shaking hands

generally.’’108 For these rioters – and they were frequently laborers – the project of sweeping

the city clean of individuals and institutions responsible for the draft was as much one of social

inclusion as it was one of exclusion. A rage against elite offenders went hand-in-hand with

chivalry toward elite friends.

As the week progressed, the attention of such crowds began to drift from the Republican

government and its works to other community institutions they suspected of hostility to the

insurrection, exploitative behavior, or moral reform. On Monday evening, fifty or more boys

set fire in the parlor of Republican Postmaster Abram Wakeman’s abandoned Yorkville

townhouse. Next the crowd burned a police station across the street. Then the rioters moved to

the Magdalen Asylum, a home for aging prostitutes on Eighty-eighth Street. The moral reform

of prostitution had been a favorite project among the evangelical Protestant middle class since

the 1830s, but the Magdalen Asylum hardly qualified as a Republican Party outpost.109 With

laborers Richard Lynch and Nicholas Duffy at the fore (Duffy was a well-known local

character), the crowd interviewed the asylum superintendent, departed, and then returned for

a follow-up discussion; finally they announced ‘‘they were going ‘to burn the building the same

as they had [the Republican] Wakeman’s house.’ . . . ’’ They took a desk, fired the building, and

released the prostitutes.110

In this speculative fashion some rioters explored the political and social allegiances of the

Protestant middle and upper classes. Such attacks often surprised the victims themselves who,

like the Magdalen superintendent, were not sure why they had become targets. Late Monday,

rioters approached Professor John Torrey’s house near the grounds of Columbia College
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‘‘wishing to know if a republican lived there, and what the College building was used for.’’111

‘‘They were going to burn Pres. King’s house,’’ Torrey wrote, ‘‘as he was rich, and a decided

republican. They barely desisted when addressed by the Catholic priests. The furious

bareheaded and coatless men assembled under our windows and shouted aloud for Jefferson

Davis!’’112 The Catholic priests calmed the rioters’ suspicions, as did the family of a Doctor

Ward later that evening. The Ward family saved their nearby Fifth Avenue mansion by

assuring the crowd that ‘‘they were all Brackenridge [sic] democrats and opposed to the

draft.’’113 The entreaties of the superintendent of the Magdalen Asylum were less persuasive.

Some rioters lengthened their list of enemies to include an array of middle- and upper-class

Protestant individuals and institutions. For these crowds, the midweek revolt had moved

beyond an attack on the agencies of the wartime state.

As the Magdalen and Columbia episodes suggest, Catholic loyalties mattered and Catholic

antipathies could broaden the swath of the midweek riot. At Tuesday dawn a Harlem

temperance and music room was burned, and later in the week two Protestant missions were

wrecked.114 On Wednesday we find the first evidence of rioters proclaiming Irish and Catholic

identity as an explanation or legitimation for their attacks. In one incident a Central Park

laborer named Doherty incited a gang of Irishmen to warn away and burn the house of

Republican lawyer Josiah Porter, whom they called a ‘‘black orangeman [and] . . . a black

republican at that’’; Porter had refused Doherty permission to build a shanty on Porter’s

land.115 Earlier that morning Michael McCabe announced his membership in the ‘‘Hibernian

Society’’ in the course of extorting forty dollars from a Harlem grocer (whose connection to the

Republican Party, if any, remains unknown).116 Wednesday night, uptown rioters’ query to

well-dressed gentlemen, ‘‘Are you for the Union?’’ was safely if evasively answered, ‘‘I am a

Democratic Catholic.’’117 While Catholic resentment of Protestant authority smoldered

through both phases of the riot, it glowed brightest in the midweek violence.

Another ‘‘illegitimate’’ personality rioters sought to drive away was the waterfront

brothelkeeper. The brothel district along the downtown West Side docks was the scene of

attacks beginning Tuesday night. Unlike the firing of Roosevelt Street dance houses Monday

night and William Cruise’s threats to prostitute Mary Burke’s rooms on Tuesday, the

destruction of the West Side brothels was not necessarily linked to racial animosities. ‘‘Bands of

rioters’’ toured the waterfront stores andwharves during the day onTuesday and rallied laborers

for the ‘‘procession’’ that evening.118 A little after eight o’clock the assemblage divided into two

parties and the march began.

Consisting ‘‘almost entirely’’ of boys and led by a man sporting a white hat with a feather, one

group headed up Washington Street while another column turned up West Street along the

wharves.119 The first group, now joined by a party of women and men, entered and destroyed

the saloon and brothel of Heinrich Strückhausen on Greenwich Street. Wash basins and water

pitchers were broken, furniture smashed, liquor and cigars carried off.120 The crowd continued

on to John Smith’s brothel at 157 Greenwich, where boys began throwing bricks at the door.

Young longshoremanMartin Haley was about to usher his comrades inside when the proprietor

Smith suddenly appeared in the doorway and shot him dead; the marchers scattered.121

Prostitutes were never injured in these attacks – the rioters sought only to tear down the

offending structure and drive the owner out of business. Musical instruments were thus

the first objects to meet with the rioters’ axes.122 German proprietors were frequent victims,

but these were not anti-German attacks per se. Though there is no direct evidence on this

point, rioters may have regarded brothelkeepers, especially those who catered to German or

black workingmen, as petty exploiters who attracted large numbers of migrant laborers to their

districts and undermined their ability to control the labor market.123 The raids on houses of

212 res i stance



ill-fame Tuesday night and through the week reflected the special social situation and needs of

the waterfront laborer families.124

Such attacks were at best loosely linked to concurrent goals of repudiating the Republicans

and their draft and destroying telegraph lines, ferries, and bridges.125 Irish rioters now began to

attack German and Jewish store owners.126 Some of these shopkeepers were known

Republicans, and occasionally attacks began with a formal discussion (a Kleindeutschland

bartender managed to save his employer’s premises by treating rioters to a round of drinks).127

More often, though, mobs dispensed with interviews and tests of allegiance and attacked the

German shops on sight.128 One of the earlier reasons for destroying property – to prevent those

parties ‘‘connected to the draft’’ from returning to the neighborhood – now disappeared in

favor of outright theft.129

The most troublesome obstacle Irish rioters faced as they struggled to keep uptown factories

and work sites closed through the week was the attitude of their German neighbors and fellow

workers. Though many German workers had turned out for Monday’s uprising, by Tuesday

their enthusiasm for the strike against the draft had flagged. A report came into the Tribune

office Tuesday night that a gang had approached the German residents of Third Avenue

between Fortieth and Forty-first streets ‘‘and threatened that if they did not join the rioters,

they [the gang] would set the whole block on fire.’’130 But what began as an attack on local scab

elements had now become an indiscriminate race riot. On Wednesday, downtown rioters

included on their list of targets a few defenseless Chinese peddlers suspected of liaisons with

white women.131 As the revolt drew to a close, some crowds seem to have assaulted all groups

which on sight could be labeled exploitative, responsible for the presence of a strike-breaking

element (real or imagined) in their districts, or merely unsympathetic. Here systematic and

concerted attacks or exploratory interviews gave way to impulse.132

As these crowds grew less fastidious in their choice of targets, they also became more open to

suasion by Democratic Party leaders. What may have been the last collective act of laborer

rioters Thursday evening began as a challenge to Republican authority and ended as a dialogue

in which Democratic elites convinced workers not to riot. The Seventh Avenue Armory was

the great symbol of government military presence in the uptown wards. Rioters had threatened

the building all week, and consequently it was heavily guarded. Rumor of a planned attack

on the Armory reached Governor Seymour at the Saint Nicholas Hotel dinner time Thursday.

Seymour dispatched N. Hill Fowler – Corporation Attorney, Peace Democrat, and longtime

resident of the Upper West Side – to address the hundreds of working people who by nightfall

were crowding the streets around the Armory. Fowler read a letter from Seymour suspending

the draft in New York City and Brooklyn and received loud applause. After some further

remarks advising opposition to the draft in the courts and not on the streets, Fowler left and the

throng quietly dispersed.133 By Thursday, laborers seemed to have imprinted their

characteristic outlook on the class dialogue of the Upper West Side.134 If the Democratic

upper classes could protect them from the draft, these workers may have speculated, there

would be no immediate need to contest the Republicans for power.

As laborers lengthened their list of social enemies and grew more tentative in their challenges

to the federal government, industrial workers focused their choice of targets. Eighteen-year-old

blacksmith Peter Dolan led a gang in a Tuesday attempt to destroy Republican Mayor

Opdyke’s house.135 On Thursday, boilermaker Edward Clary assaulted and may have tried to

shoot point-blank policeman William H. Carman (Clary denied only the final pulling of the

trigger).136 Such direct confrontation with the authorities became the special cachet of

industrial worker riot activity by the middle of the week. While laborers and industrial workers

agreed that their common political enemy was ‘‘Black Republicanism,’’ laborers were more
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likely to emphasize ‘‘black,’’ while industrial workers put their stress upon ‘‘Republicanism.’’

Industrial workers wished less to coax upper-class loyalty and good will than to separate their

world from that of the Republican elite and its authority.

The racial attacks of industrial workers, while often quite violent, were different in style from

those of laborers. Blacksmith John Leavy and his son led a Tuesday night assault onWest Indian

broker Jeremiah Hamilton’s Upper East Side residence. The Leavys worked together at a coach

factory a few doors away.137 Though one of the boys in the raiding party announced with some

bravado, ‘‘There is a nigger living here with twowhite women, andwe are going to bring him out

and hang him on the lamppost,’’ little violence occurred after it was obvious Hamilton was not

home. ‘‘Sentinels’’ were posted at the corner of each nearby avenue. The elder Leavy and his

gang asked Mrs. Hamilton for liquor and cigars, the boy Leavy requested a suit of old clothes,

and the band departed. No attempt was made to burn the house.138 In fact, few firings of black

residences or bonfire murders of blackmen occurred in districts with large numbers of industrial

worker families.139 The uptown Eleventh Ward, known for its massive machine shops and its

bitter hostility toward blacks, Republican politicians, and the draft, witnessed no bonfire

lynchings and no arson against black homes, though there were more than a few black dwellings

in the area fromwhich to choose.140 Of course racist sentiment in this neighborhoodwas intense.

But industrial workers connected their racism to their primary targets, the Republicans and the

draft. ‘‘It would have been far from safe for a negro to havemade his appearance in that locality,’’

wrote one reporter of the Eleventh Ward, ‘‘for the laboring classes there appear to be of the

opinion that the negroes are the sole cause of all their trouble, and many even say that were it not

for the negroes there would be no war and no necessity for a draft.’’141 Like laborers, industrial

workers hoped to drive black families from their districts. But sexually charged purges of black

men did not occur in industrial worker neighborhoods.

In those Upper East Side neighborhoods, crowds continued to assault Republican homes and

factories through the week (as late as Thursday morning, mobs were threatening the stately

Republican residences along Gramercy Park). However, the Republicans who suffered the

largest share of violence on the Upper East Side were draft officers, soldiers, and policemen.

Women led the rioters’ week-long crusade to drive from the factory districts all armed

representatives of the Republican government. Women of the industrial Eleventh Ward, an

observer noted, ‘‘vow vengeance on all enrolling officers and provost marshals and regret that

they did not annihilate the officers when they first called to procure the names for the draft.’’142

Most draft officialswisely stayedoff the streets during theuprising (though inone instance rioters

broke into the home of enrollment officer JosephHecht, called him ‘‘Mr. Lincoln,’’ and beat him

in his own parlor).143 Government troops and police were left to bear the full brunt of popular

wrath. OnTuesday anUpper East Sidemob attacked, beat, and killed Colonel HenryO’Brien of

the EleventhNewYorkVolunteers.The day before,O’Brien had used a howitzer to clear Second

Avenue of rioters andkilled awomanbystander andher child.OnMondaynight,O’Brien’s house

was gutted.144 The next morning, neighborhood people spottedO’Brien returning to inspect his

property. One man approached O’Brien from behind and clubbed him to the ground. The

murder ofColonelO’Brien that afternoon lasted six hours.145Womendominated the crowds that

first beat his face to a pulp, later pulled him through the streets and into his own backyard,

stripped him of his uniform, and finally ‘‘committed the most atrocious violence on the body’’

before he died.146The crowds turned on a local druggist who offered the half-dead soldier a drink

of water and wrecked the druggist’s store. A girl who protested the violence was beaten and the

house where she boarded destroyed. Only Father Clowry of nearby Saint Gabriel’s managed to

calm the crowd sufficiently to administer O’Brien the extreme unction.147

The assault on O’Brien was not special treatment reserved for Irish supporters of the

government or the murderers of women and children, though O’Brien’s deeds no doubt
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distinguished him as a target. A similar pattern of violence characterized the dozens of assaults

on policemen and soldiers through the week.148 Fierce beatings were administered to these

officials, but the women and men in the O’Brien crowd and others like it were not concerned

with purification as were the racist lynch mobs. There were no burnings or drownings of police

or soldiers. The participation of working-class wives suggests these events were not merely the

outgrowth of the male workplace experience and may have relied as well on the neighborhood

networks of poor Irish women. No rioter announced that his or her attacks on policemen and

soldiers were inspired by hostility to the Republican Party. Yet there is reason to suspect that

the city’s immigrant poor did associate such armed authority with Republicanism. It was not

that all soldiers and policemen were Republicans (many were not). Rather, the Union Army

and Metropolitan Police were institutions that had emerged under the auspices of the

Republican Party. The Army’s relation to the Republican national government was self-

evident; the Metropolitan Police was a creation of the local Republican elite, which had wrested

control of city law enforcement from the Democratic Party in July 1857 only after suppressing

a riot opposing the change.149 Under the zealous leadership of Superintendent John A.

Kennedy, whom the rioters singled out for vengeance early on, the Metropolitan Police

practically became an arm of the Republican government in Washington. Secretary of War

Stanton appointed Kennedy a special provost marshal and the police a provost marshal’s guard

in August 1862, as the city prepared for the state draft. Kennedy’s police now had the power to

apprehend any who interfered with the war effort, and they exercised that power to the utmost.

They arrested four thousand deserters in little over a year, defined disloyalty broadly enough to

include harmless statements against the Republican Party, detained suspects on meager

evidence, and on Election Day 1862 used information procured during state draft enrollment to

challenge the legal status of immigrant (and presumably Democratic) voters.150 This was the

context in which Kennedy’s police were popularly identified with Republican authority.

The O’Brien incident and others like it set the tone for the titanic struggles between the

crowds and the police and military in the Upper East Side factory district. Monday’s and

Tuesday’s battles for control of theUnion SteamWorks onEast Twenty-second Street presaged

the entrenched style of conflict soon to characterize the fighting in this neighborhood.Working-

class families from the blocks surrounding the firearms factory hoped to seize the hundreds of

carbines rumored to be inside. A wire factory converted to wartime arms production, the Steam

Works was owned by Mayor Opdyke’s son-in-law George Farlee. ‘‘Mr. Opdyke’s Armory’’

had become a popular symbol of Republican control of the uptown industrial landscape.151

Rioters broke into the factory onMonday afternoon. In some of the most bitter hand-to-hand

encounters of the week, Inspector George W. Dilks and two hundred policemen drove off with

clubs the crowds of men and women streaming into the factory. Through the day neighborhood

working people stormed the armory and several times seized the building. Police wrested

the factory back only after a stair-by-stair struggle.152 Tuesday afternoon, crowds captured the

factory again and repulsed an attempt of the Eighteenth Ward police to dislodge them.153

Inspector Dilks and Captain John C. Helme then returned to the scene with a company of the

Twelfth United States Infantry.154 In this next encounter, the women were ‘‘very desperate,’’

barring the policemen’s path and assaulting themwith stones and clubs.155 Only repeated volleys

of gunfire into the dense mass of working people enabled the combined forces of police and

military to rescue the remainingboxesofweapons fromthebuilding.156Tuesdaynight, the rioters

finally did assert their claim to theUnion SteamWorks, burning the building to the ground.The

Eighteenth Ward Police Station on the same block was also burned that evening.157

What Brooks called the ‘‘collisions of the military and the mob’’ were now centered on the

streets surrounding the large uptown factories, as the crowds battled to seize and hold

the industrial terrain. On Tuesday barricades went up east of First Avenue in the Seventeenth

a mult i pl ic ity of gr i evances 215



and Eleventh wards, east of Third Avenue in the Eighteenth Ward, and along Ninth Avenue in

the Twentieth Ward.158 These boundaries cordoned off the waterfront residential and work

world of the heavily Irish Catholic industrial working class from the center island that was the

domain of a more native-born and Protestant middle and upper class.159 Eighth and Third

avenues, thoroughfares of retail stores and artisan shops, were both decidedly on the far side of

the barricades from this working-class perspective. By Wednesday, Second Avenue had

become the critical boulevard for workers to control: ‘‘Crowds of excited men occupied the

corners of the streets and no one was allowed to cross the Second Avenue without first being

placed under a rigid and scrutinizing examination.’’160 East of that avenue, as one reporter so

examined put it, any ‘‘stranger’’ was suspected of being an agent of the Republican authorities,

either a ‘‘special officer or a spy.’’161 It was here, under the shadow of the massive factories of

the Upper East Side riverfront, more than on the West Side, that industrial workers were

concentrated and their involvement in the riot was most evident.162 Through the middle of the

week laborers remained highly mobile: touring the city, closing factories, and demanding

obeisance from proprietors in the uptown neighborhoods. By contrast industrial workers and

their families now became intensely local in their thinking. They hoped to establish zones of

the city free from a Republican presence. Irish Catholicism was an important part of the

identity of many East Side rioters, and by excluding Republicans, they may have believed that

their territory of justice would also be free from the usurpations of a nativistic and

homogenizing Protestant rule.163 When the wives of Upper East Side workingmen enjoined

their husbands to ‘‘die at home’’ on Wednesday and Thursday, ‘‘home’’ meant the dozen or so

square blocks in which these families lived and worked.164

One of the large factories behind this working class cordon sanitaire was Jackson’s Foundry,

scene of Thomas Fitzsimmons’ peaceable Monday demonstration against the draft. By

Wednesday morning, the mob outside the Twenty-eighth Street factory grew so dense that two

companies of the Sixty-fifth New York National Guard and a detachment from the Eighth

Regiment, along with some police reinforcements, were sent in to occupy and protect

the factory.165 A committee of rioters demanded that the soldiers give up the policemen to the

crowd. The committee promised to disperse the gathering outside the foundry if the policemen

were ‘‘delivered up.’’166 Otherwise the rioters threatened to storm the factory at all hazards.

The police officers donned workmen’s garments and escaped the building in disguise.

Hitchcock and Jackson, owners of the iron works, begged Brigadier General Harvey Brown to

withdraw the troops from the building ‘‘as their presence only exasperated the people.’’167

State Senator John Bradley and Judge Michael Connolly repeated the request on Friday,

informing Commissioner of Police Thomas Acton that ‘‘the presence of the military . . . incited

the mob to acts of violence.’’168 Brown and Acton both refused to remove any troops, while

Acton wrote back, ‘‘The Eighteenth Ward is a plague spot and must be wiped out.’’169

Meanwhile the committee besieged the foundry and nearly flushed out the starving soldiers

before military reinforcements arrived.

The rioters’ committees had better success keeping the tenements free of military and police.

Committees moved block-by-block through the Upper East Side riverfront district, posting

sentinels at street corners and searching each house for soldiers wounded in the fighting and

secreted away by sympathetic neighbors. Exacting tests of loyalty were administered by the

rioters to those suspected of aiding military men, and the officials were treated ruthlessly when

caught. OnWednesday night, a crowd beat and nearly hanged an army surgeon found hiding in

an East Nineteenth Street cellar.170

By Thursday, regiments returning to the city from Gettysburg seized and occupied the

streets and key factories of the uptown wards. An Eighth Regiment artillery troop and a
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mountain howitzer surveyed the streets around Gramercy Park.171 One company of the

Seventh Regiment occupied Day’s India Rubber Factory on East Thirty-fifth Street and took

control of that block.172 Other troops from the Seventh were stationed as pickets from Third

Avenue and Thirty-second Street east to the river and north to Fortieth Street. ‘‘Not more

than one citizen at a time is allowed to enter the picket line, by permission of the officer of the

guard,’’ observed one reporter, ‘‘and even then he is not permitted to stand still or look around,

but must briskly walk to his destination, under penalty of being shot by the sentries. . . . ’’173 By

Friday, many of the six thousand active troops now in the city were stationed in the uptown

districts.174 Industrial workers’ hopes of liberating their neighborhoods from the policies and

personnel of the Republican government had to be deferred.

Now the battle on the Upper East Side moved indoors. Late afternoon Thursday, Colonel

Thaddeus Mott led a company of volunteers down East Twenty-second Street between

Second and Third avenues when a crowd attempted to blockade the street and prevent

the soldiers’ passage.176 The residents of the block fired bricks down on the military from the

rooftops, and a sniper shot killed Mott’s company sergeant. The company beat a quick retreat

but returned with police and citizen deputy reinforcements and orders from General Brown to

recover the officer’s body. General Putnam, commanding the returning troops, retrieved the

body and ordered his soldiers to clear the houses of rioters, first on Twenty-second Street and

then on Thirty-first Street. The neighborhood barricaded its doors against the soldiers but

finally the troops prevailed. Breaking down doors, bayoneting all who interfered, the soldiers

drove the crowds to the tenement roofs. ‘‘A large number of the crowd’’ jumped to certain

death below.176 Colonel Mott marched sixteen male prisoners from the two blocks back to

General Brown’s headquarters. Two of the five traceable Twenty-second Street prisoners were

metal workers, one an iron molder and one a blacksmith.177 On the Upper East Side, the homes

of industrial workers became the final redoubts of the draft riots.178

A true calendar of the events of July 13–17 reveals that the draft riots unfolded in two phases,

each with its own characteristic participants, motives, and dynamics. Through early afternoon

Monday, much of the violence bore the stamp of rioters who were conducting a one-day

demonstration against the administration and inequitable provisions of the Conscription Act.

This ‘‘big show against the draft’’ was hostile to Republican leaders and officials and conceived

the draft as one of several obnoxious Republican wartime policies. Such rioters left the streets by

late Monday and in many instances joined the organized effort to restore order. Alongside these

rioters were others who from the outset were willing to employ far more violent means to put

down the draft and were opposed to conscription on any terms. By Tuesday they dominated the

action, and the riot entered a new, more murderous and destructive phase. The midweek rioters

proceeded to connect the draft to many of its social bases in the community. Only the offensive

behavior of an entire cast of characters, these rioters felt, could account for the subversion of just

authority and the unprecedented power and arrogations of the Republican Party. A problem of

this magnitude called for major surgery. Midweek crowds aimed to cut out the tumor whole, to

isolate and remove all manifestations of the Republican social presence. As they watched a

centralizing national government become increasingly identified with the prerogatives of a local

elite they associated with exploitative and interventionist authority, rioters of all persuasions

sought to reclaim the polity in the name of the community.

Would the draft rioters realize their ambition of establishing the political authority of the

community in New York? By the end, the riots had revealed a popular opposition to

Republican rule broad enough to astonish even the most optimistic Copperhead. The rioters

were in most cases not the economically marginal or criminal poor, though vagrants and
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thieves, ubiquitous in the unruly port city, certainly did join the mob. Nor were the rioters the

most proletarianized and degraded workers. The revolt was primarily the doing of wage earners

accustomed to considerable control over the conduct of their jobs. Judging from the aggressive

tone and wide-ranging scope of the riots, these workers also had a sense of their own political

importance. Yet this popular opposition was fragmented, drew upon diverse constituencies,

and deployed many, often conflicting, ethnic, religious, racial, class, and political strategies.

The theme of varied strategies was clear both in the different ways artisans, laborers, and

industrial workers rioted as well as in the decision of workers in the sweatshop district not to

participate. The fate of the draft rioters’ assertiveness would depend upon what social and

political leaders could make of these disparate materials.

One of the questions left open to speculation in mid-July was the political future of those

workers who had expressed their grievances independently of Democratic Party leaders. While

the employees of the sweatshop district allowed Democratic politicians to speak for them, the

artisans, industrial workers, and laborers who rioted did not. These wage earners were

doubtless interested in what Democratic orators of all persuasions had to say, but had a capacity

for self-directed and sustained collective activity that would make their participation in any

future political movement something to be watched closely, not taken for granted. Laborers,

who deferred to Democratic leaders at the end of the riot, were hardly less independent-

minded than their artisan and industrial worker associates. From the perspective of a

Democratic boss, these rioting workers were potentially a fractious lot.

Two other groups opposed to the draft – organized workers in the building trades and

German-Americans – expressed their views apart from the party machinery. The strikes

and riots of 1863 began a decade of unprecedented organization among New York City workers,

but during the war most local trade unions were still new and fragile.179 Few unions were strong

enough to influence the behavior of many wage earners during the July riots. Even when

sympathetic to the strike against conscription, most unions preferred not to associate themselves

with treasonous and violent acts (the exception here, of course, was the Longshoremen’s

Association). The one journeymen’s society to condemn the riots publicly and warn its members

against treason was Patrick Keady’s Practical House Painters’ Association, which included some

uptown Irishmen.Known for his criticism ofRepublicanmeasures and his insistence that unions

be kept free of party politics, Keady sent his membership a letter that began, ‘‘I do not for a

moment suppose that any of you took part in the late riots. You are too well aware of your own

interest to do that; but you can in many ways exercise your influence to prevent recurrence of

such disgraceful scenes as were then enacted. . . . ’’180 Keady and the organized few for whom he

spoke hoped to establish the trade union movement as an independent arena of opposition to

both treasonous violence and Republican policies.

Similarly, German-Americans sought to restore peace to their home districts at arm’s length

from the personnel of the major political parties. When most Germans left the crowds late

Monday and organized to protect property and battle rioters, they necessarily placed themselves

in league with Republican authorities. But like some of the fire companies, Germans made clear

that they acted independently of Republican allies. ‘‘We believe,’’ one Kleindeutschland group

announced on the 16th, ‘‘that the draft is unconstitutional and uncalled for, [and] said draft now

being stopped we organize ourselves as a body to protect the lives and the property of the people

in this district. . . . ’’181 While such a stance chilled German relations with the Republican Party,

it was by no means a declaration of allegiance to Tammany Hall. Germans tended to take to the

streets not as self-proclaimed ‘‘Democrats’’ but as ‘‘Germans’’ (as in the ‘‘Germans of Division

Street’’ who patrolled the woodworking district on the 16th) or as squads of Turnverein or

Schützenverein.182 When the Democrats of Kleindeutschland did organize a citizens’ brigade to
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suppress the violence, it was an anti-Tammany or Peace Democrat outfit.183 The prospects of

popular anti-Republicanism also depended on the political identities that the building trades

unions and German-American associations would choose for themselves.

Finally, the draft rioters’ success or failure rested on the responses of the many groups which

comprised the local middle and upper classes. An internally polarized and embattled elite

confronted the political challenge of the rioters. The eventual outcome of the Civil War and the

fate of the Republican experiment in nation-building were highly uncertain during the second

week of July 1863. Unresolved, too, was the outcome of a dramatic contest for authority among

New York City’s ‘‘better classes.’’
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Questions to consider

. What were some of the underlying causes that seem to have sparked the riots? How

legitimate do you think the various grievances were?

. How important a factor was racism?

. Describe the role of immigrants in this event. Can one generalize among, or within,

particular ethnic groups?

. Toward the end of this piece, Bernstein notes that ‘‘the revolt was mainly the doing

of wage earners accustomed to considerable control over the conduct of their jobs.’’

What might such an observation suggest about the impact of the Civil War in

American life generally? (In answering this question, you might also consider Philip

Paludan’s essay in Part V of this book.)
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Chapter 19

Resistance: Primary Sources

Opinion on the Draft

Abraham Lincoln

When the Civil War began, Lincoln asked for volunteers to serve for three months in

what he assumed would be a short war, and the response was enthusiastic. After that,

volunteer recruitment was done on a statewide level with a generally satisfactory yield.

But by mid-war, the supply of enthusiastic enlistees had dried up, and while Lincoln had

authorized the recruitment of African-Americans, whose presence would have a real

impact on Union military strength, this asset alone was not sufficient. That’s why he

signed the Conscription Act of 1863. Lincoln knew that the measure was unpopular,

and in response drew up this document. He discussed it with his cabinet, but it was

never made public.

Abraham Lincoln, ‘‘Opinion on the Draft’’ (September 14, 1863).

It is at all times proper that misunderstanding between the public and the public servant should

be avoided; and this is far more important now, than in times of peace and tranquility.

I therefore address you without searching for a precedent upon which to do so. Some of you are

sincerely devoted to the republican institutions, and territorial integrity of our country, and yet

are opposed to what is called the draft, or conscription.

At the beginning of the war, and ever since, a variety of motives pressing, some in one

direction and some in the other, would be presented to the mind of each man physically fit for a

soldier, upon the combined effect of which motives, he would, or would not, voluntarily enter

the service. Among these motives would be patriotism, political bias, ambition, personal

courage, love of adventure, want of employment, and convenience, or the opposites of some of



these. We already have, and have had in the service, as appears, substantially all that can be

obtained upon this voluntary weighing of motives. And yet we must somehow obtain more, or

relinquish the original object of the contest, together with all the blood and treasure already

expended in the effort to secure it. To meet this necessity the law for the draft has been

enacted. You who do not wish to be soldiers, do not like this law. This is natural; nor does it

imply want of patriotism. Nothing can be so just, and necessary, as to make us like it, if it is

disagreeable to us. We are prone, too, to find false arguments with which to excuse ourselves

for opposing such disagreeable things. In this case those who desire the rebellion to succeed,

and others who seek reward in a different way, are very active in accomodating us with this

class of arguments. They tell us the law is unconstitutional. It is the first instance, I believe, in

which the power of congress to do a thing has ever been questioned, in a case when the power is

given by the constitution in express terms. Whether a power can be implied, when it is not

expressed, has often been the subject of controversy; but this is the first case in which the

degree of effrontery has been ventured upon, of denying a power which is plainly and distinctly

written down in the constitution. The constitution declares that ‘‘The congress shall have

power . . . To raise and support armies; but no appropriation of money to that use shall be for a

longer term than two years.’’ The whole scope of the conscription act is ‘‘to raise and support

armies.’’ There is nothing else in it. It makes no appropriation of money; and hence the money

clause just quoted, is not touched by it. The case simply is the constitution provides that the

congress shall have power to raise and support armies; and, by this act, the congress has

exercised the power to raise and support armies. This is the whole of it. It is a law made in

litteral pursuance of this part of the United States Constitution; and another part of the same

constitution declares that ‘‘This constitution, and the laws made in pursuance thereof . . . shall

be the supreme law of the land, and the judges in every state shall be bound thereby, anything

in the constitution or laws of any state to the contrary notwithstanding.’’

Do you admit that the power is given to raise and support armies, and yet insist that by this

act congress has not exercised the power in a constitutional mode? – has not done the thing, in

the right way? Who is to judge of this? The constitution gives congress the power, but it does

not prescribe the mode, or expressly declare who shall prescribe it. In such case congress must

prescribe the mode, or relinquish the power. There is no alternative. Congress could not

exercise the power to do the thing, if it had not the power of providing a way to do it, when no

way is provided by the constitution for doing it. In fact congress would not have the power to

raise and support armies, if even by the constitution, it were left to the option of any other, or

others, to give or withhold the only mode of doing it. If the constitution had prescribed a mode,

congress could and must follow that mode; but as it is, the mode necessarily goes to congress,

with the power expressly given. The power is given fully, completely, unconditionally. It is not

a power to raise armies if State authorities consent; nor if the men to compose the armies are

entirely willing; but it is a power to raise and support armies given to congress by the

constitution, without an if.

It is clear that a constitutional law may not be expedient or proper. Such would be a law to

raise armies when no armies were needed. But this is not such. The republican institutions, and

territorial integrity of our country can not be maintained without the further raising

and supporting of armies. There can be no army without men. Men can be had only

voluntarily, or involuntarily. We have ceased to obtain them voluntarily; and to obtain them

involuntarily, is the draft – the conscription. If you dispute the fact, and declare that men can

still be had voluntarily in sufficient numbers prove the assertion by yourselves volunteering in

such numbers, and I shall gladly give up the draft. Or if not a sufficient number, but any one of
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you will volunteer, he for his single self, will escape all the horrors of the draft; and will thereby

do only what each one of at least a million of his manly brethren have already done. Their toil

and blood have been given as much for you as for themselves. Shall it all be lost rather than you

too, will bear your part?

I do not say that all who would avoid serving in the war, are unpatriotic; but I do think every

patriot should willingly take his chance under a law made with great care in order to secure

entire fairness. This law was considered, discussed, modified, and amended, by congress, at

great length, and with much labor; and was finally passed, by both branches, with a near

approach to unanimity. At last, it may not be exactly such as any one man out of congress, or

even in congress, would have made it. It has been said, and I believe truly, that the constitution

itself is not altogether such as any one of it’s framers would have preferred. It was the joint

work of all; and certainly the better that it was so.

Much complaint is made of that provision of the conscription law which allows a drafted

man to substitute three hundred dollars for himself; while, as I believe, none is made of that

provision which allows him to substitute another man for himself. Nor is the three hundred

dollar provision objected to for unconstitutionality; but for inequality – for favoring the rich

against the poor. The substitution of men is the provision if any, which favors the rich to the

exclusion of the poor. But this being a provision in accordance with an old and well known

practice, in the raising of armies, is not objected to. There would have been great objection if

that provision had been omitted. And yet being in, the money provision really modifies the

inequality which the other introduces. It allows men to escape the service, who are too poor to

escape but for it. Without the money provision, competition among the more wealthy might,

and probably would, raise the price of substitutes above three hundred dollars, thus leaving the

man who could raise only three hundred dollars, no escape from personal service. True, by the

law as it is, the man who can not raise so much as three hundred dollars, nor obtain a personal

substitute for less, can not escape; but he can come quite as near escaping as he could if the

money provision were not in the law. To put it another way, is an unobjectionable law which

allows only the man to escape who can pay a thousand dollars, made objectionable by adding a

provision that any one may escape who can pay the smaller sum of three hundred dollars? This

is the exact difference at this point between the present law and all former draft laws. It is true

that by this law a some what larger number will escape than could under a law allowing

personal substitutes only; but each additional man thus escaping will be a poorer man than

could have escaped by the law in the other form. The money provision enlarges the class of

exempts from actual service simply by admitting poorer men into it. How, then can this money

provision be a wrong to the poor man? The inequality complained of pertains in greater degree

to the substitution of men, and is really modified and lessened by the money provision. The

inequality could only be perfectly cured by sweeping both provisions away. This being a great

innovation, would probably leave the law more distasteful than it now is.

The principle of the draft, which simply is involuntary, or enforced service, is not new. It has

been practiced in all ages of the world. It was well known to the framers of our constitution as

one of the modes of raising armies, at the time they placed in that instrument the provision that

‘‘the congress shall have power to raise and support armies.’’ It has been used, just before, in

establishing our independence; and it was also used under the constitution in 1812. Wherein is

the peculiar hardship now? Shall we shrink from the necessary means to maintain our free

government, which our grand-fathers employed to establish it, and our own fathers have

already employed once to maintain it? Are we degenerate? Has the manhood of our race

run out?
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Again, a law may be both constitutional and expedient, and yet may be administered in an

unjust and unfair way. This law belongs to a class, which class is composed of those laws whose

object is to distribute burthens or benefits on the principle of equality. No one of these laws can

ever be practically administered with that exactness which can be conceived of in the mind.

A tax law, the principle of which is that each owner shall pay in proportion to the value of his

property, will be a dead letter, if no one can be compelled to pay until it can be shown that every

other one will pay in precisely the same proportion according to value; nay even, it will be a

dead letter, if no one can be compelled to pay until it is certain that every other one will pay at

all – even in unequal proportion. Again the United States House of representatives is

constituted on the principle that each member is sent by the same number of people that each

other one is sent by; and yet in practice no two of the whole number, much less the whole

number, are ever sent by precisely the same number of constituents. The Districts can not be

made precisely equal in population at first, and if they could, they would become unequal in a

single day, and much more so in the ten years, which the Districts, once made, are to continue.

They can not be re-modelled every day; nor, without too much expence and labor, even every

year.

This sort of difficulty applies in full force, to the practical administration of the draft law. In

fact the difficulty is greater in the case of the draft law. First, it starts with all the inequality of

the congressional Districts; but these are based on entire population, while the draft is based

upon those only who are fit for soldiers, and such may not bear the same proportion to the

whole in one District, that they do in another. Again, the facts must be ascertained, and credit

given, for the unequal numbers of soldiers which have already gone from the several Districts.

In all these points errors will occur in spite of the utmost fidelity. The government is bound to

administer the law with such an approach to exactness as is usual in analagous cases, and as

entire good faith and fidelity will reach. If so great departures as to be inconsistent with such

good faith and fidelity, or great departures occurring in any way, be pointed out, they shall

be corrected; and any agent shown to have caused such departures intentionally, shall be

dismissed.

With these views, and on these principles, I feel bound to tell you it is my purpose to see the

draft law faithfully executed.

Questions to consider

. How would you describe the tone of this document? Do you consider it persuasive?

. Evaluate the logic Lincoln uses in addressing those who oppose the draft for reasons

relating to class, and those who oppose it for reasons relating to race (i.e.

emancipation).

. Can you speculate on why this document was never released to the public? Do you

think it should have been?

. The United States military suspended its peacetime draft in 1973, and the military

has been comprised solely of volunteers ever since. What are the strengths and

weaknesses of such an arrangement?
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Letter to Henry Fowler

Adelaide Fowler

In this letter to her brother Henry, Adelaide Fowler of Daversport, MA, describes her

feelings about draft (there were also riots over it in nearby Boston at this time). How

would you summarize her position? Do you agree with it?

Adelaide Fowler, ‘‘Letter to Henry Fowler’’ (July 1863, Daversport, MA), in Yankee

Correspondence; Civil War Letters Between New England Soldiers and the Home Front, eds. Nina

Silber and Mary Beth Sievens (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1996), p. 120.

Reprinted by permission of The Phillips Library at the Peabody Essex Museum.

I am glad that the draft has taken place only it had ought to before now for one man ought to go

as well as another. Now it is high time for people to show their patriotism if they have any; of

course there are some cases when there has been two or three drafted from one family that are

hard but the majority are wise dispensations of Providence. Every man ought to feel willing to

do something for this war and I wish it was so. A great many persons think that spending their

breath in useless word is all that they ought to do and leave the work for others to do you ask

them who and they say negroes. The draft has brought a few of such persons out, they must

send their sons or sacrifice three hundred dollars (not half enough) and this is the reason why

I think the draft is doing good. . . .

232 res i stance



Part IX

War on the Frontier

Plate 11 Red Record: An 1876 map of the battlefield of Pea Ridge, Arkansas, showing the positions of

the United States and Confederate forces on March 8, 1862. Pea Ridge, a failed Confederate offensive

that involved Native American troops, showed that the Civil War was not simply a black-and-white

affair. (Geography and Map Division, Library of Congress)



Chapter 20

The Way to Pea Ridge

Alvin M. Josephy, Jr.

When most people think of the Civil War, they think of famous places that were either

strategic objectives or sites of famous battles: Gettysburg, Richmond, Appomattox,

Atlanta. It is not insignificant that all four of these places are east of the Mississippi River.

At the time and ever since, some observers have been chagrined at how obsessed

Americans have been with the war in the East, when, they believe, it was actually won

and lost in the West. There is a great deal of truth to this view.

There is also a great deal of truth in the assertion, noted earlier, that the American

war started well before 1861, and did so on the frontier of ‘‘Bleeding Kansas,’’ where

partisan fighting between pro-slavery ‘‘Bushwackers’’ and anti-slavery ‘‘Jayhawkers’’

dates back to the mid-1850s. Nor did the war actually end at Appomattox; fighting

continued sporadically elsewhere around the country; the last recorded combat death

took place in Palmito, Texas, in May 1865. The engagement was a Confederate victory.

There is one other misleading perception worth addressing here: that the Civil War

– that American race relations generally – has been a black-and-white affair. In fact, at

the very moment the nation was torn from within, both sides were navigating relations

with Native Americans in ways that ranged from alliances to open warfare. And Native

Americans themselves debated – and sometimes fought – among themselves about

which side, if any, to take.

Nowhere does this intersection between the strategic significance of the frontier

and the strategic significance of red–white relations come into sharper focus than at

the Battle of Pea Ridge, in March 1862. A 16,000-man force under the leadership of

Confederate general Earl Van Dorn, based in northwestern Arkansas, hoped to invade

Missouri, a slave state under (somewhat tenuous) Union control. To do so, however, the

rebels had to overcome a smaller Federal army of 11,000 under the command of Samuel

R. Curtis, which was situated near the Arkansas–Missouri border. Some of Van Dorn’s

numerical advantage came from three regiments of the Five Nations, mostly Cherokee,

inmodern-dayOklahoma. The FiveNations hoped that aConfederate victorywould give

them more autonomy than they enjoyed under the Federal government.



The hopes of both sides in this alliance proved unfounded (the resulting battle was a

resounding Union victory that sealed Missouri, and thus much of the Midwest, from

Confederate offensives). But as Alvin Josephy, Jr. shows in this chapter excerpt from his

highly regarded 1991 book The Civil War in the American West, the road to Pea Ridge was,

literally and figuratively, a fascinating Confederate detour through Indian territory.

Alvin M. Josephy, Jr., ‘‘The Way to Pea Ridge,’’ in The Civil War in the American West (New York:

Alfred A. Knopf, 1991), pp. 319–30. Copyrightf 1991 by Alvin M. Josephy, Jr. Used by permission

of Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc.

On the cold, wintry morning of March 7, 1862, in the northwestern corner of the border state

of Arkansas, blue-coated troops of Iowa and Missouri cavalry, in advance of a large Union

force, emerged from a patch of scrubby woods and three hundred yards away, across an open

prairie, sighted a mass of Confederate horsemen. In the clear air, the distant thunder and

crashing of cannon fire and musketry rolled toward them across the hills and hollows from the

opposite side of the heights of Pea Ridge, where the battle was already joined. Now it would

open on this second front.

The officer in command of the Federal column, Prussian-born Colonel Peter J. Osterhaus

from St. Louis, moved quickly, ordering three guns of Captain G. M. Elbert’s 1st Missouri

Flying Battery to move out of the woods and disperse the rebels. As the gunners’ shells

exploded across the clearing, Osterhaus maneuvered his cavalry into position for a charge

against the Southerners.

The Confederates beat him to it. With a sudden wild yell, intermingled with war whoops,

they headed across the open ground, most of them on ponies, but some dismounted and

running, straight toward the artillery battery. In an instant of impressions – of painted faces

and long, glistening black hair, of owl and chicken-hawk feathers stuck in floppy-brimmed

wool hats and colored-cloth turbans, of moccasined feet, bows and arrows, tomahawks, and

flashing knives, and, above all, of the howling, screaming war cries – the Federals realized that

most of the fierce mob coming at them were Indians.

Osterhaus tried to get the 5th Missouri Cavalry to countercharge and break up the attack,

but the members of that unit were too panic-stricken to move. The next moment, the Indians

and a squadron of Texas horsemen who had charged with them swarmed over Elbert’s battery

and drove the Union gunners and cavalry into headlong retreat. The Confederate charge halted

at the guns. Ignoring the rebels’ commanding officer, Brigadier General Albert Pike, a puffing,

unmilitary-looking man of almost 300 pounds with long, flowing locks and the beard of a

prophet, who roared at them in vain to keep after the enemy, the Indians pranced in triumph

around the captured battery, whooping excitedly, and mounting the cannons as if they were

horses. Some piled up straw from a nearby wheat field and set the gun carriages on fire. In the

confusion of smoke and flames, shells in the ammunition chests exploded, killing and maiming

some of the Indians.

In twenty minutes, the tables had turned. Osterhaus regrouped and, opening fire from the

woods with another of his batteries, drove Pike and the Indians back across the field and into

some trees near where they had begun their charge. Some of the Indians managed to retrieve

and hold on to the captured artillery pieces, though they were unable to use them.

The Indians did little more to help the Confederate cause during the two days of intense

fighting at Pea Ridge. But the charge against Elbert’s battery on the first morning led to a
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scandal that brought condemnation of the Indians and besmirched the name and reputation of

their commander, Albert Pike, for the rest of his life. The Arkansas battle, perhaps the most

decisive of the Civil War in the Trans-Mississippi West, was a Federal victory, hurling back

the Confederacy’s last serious threat to Missouri and saving that state for the Union. It came at

a time when the North, frustrated by General McClellan’s inaction in Virginia, had little else to

cheer about. But the good feelings were mixed with rage and horror. Not only had the

Confederates used Indians – Cherokees from the Indian Territory – against the Northern

troops, but the tribesmen, according to the Union commander, Brigadier General Samuel

R. Curtis, had scalped, tomahawked, and mutilated the bodies of Federal wounded and dead

during and after the fighting around Elbert’s battery. ‘‘The warfare,’’ Curtis would later say,

‘‘was conducted by said savages with all the barbarity their merciless and cowardly natures are

capable of.’’1

The charges of scalping and mutilation were true. ‘‘From personal inspection,’’ officers of

the 3d Iowa Cavalry, one of the Northern units near the guns, reported finding the bodies

of eight members of their regiment that had been scalped and others that had been riddled with

musket balls or mutilated with knives.2 Pike himself was horrified on the second day of the

battle to discover that some of the Indians in his command had taken scalps as trophies. ‘‘Angry

and disgusted,’’ he had at once issued a general order, stating that he had seen an Indian killing

a wounded man and knew that scalping had been done, and prohibiting both practices – which

he knew were common and accepted in Indian warfare – as ‘‘inhuman and barbarous.’’ A copy

of the order, he said, was sent ‘‘by flag of truce to General Curtis, who acknowledged its

receipt.’’3

Far from helping Pike, his attempt at forthrightness, corroborating Curtis’s charges, fed the

hue and cry that the North raised against him, particularly in the press and by sensationalist

pamphleteers. Claiming that the Indians had scalped 100 Union soldiers at Pea Ridge, the

Chicago Tribune told its readers that, as their commanding officer, Pike ‘‘deserves and will

undoubtedly receive eternal infamy.’’ The Boston Evening Transcript, not content with listing

Pike among ‘‘the meanest, the most rascally, the most malevolent of the rebels who are at war

with the United States Government,’’ added that it was ‘‘not to be presumed that a more

venemous [sic] reptile than Albert Pike ever crawled on the face of the earth.’’ Referring to him

as the leader of ‘‘the Aboriginal Corps of Tomahawkers and Scalpers at the battle of Pea

Ridge,’’ the New York Tribune played on Pike’s name to call him ‘‘a ferocious fish’’ and

guessed that ‘‘upon the recent occasion, he got himself up in good style, war-paint, nose-ring,

and all.’’ Less restrained was a pamphlet whose writer reported luridly that before the battle

Pike had ‘‘maddened’’ the Indians with liquor ‘‘to fire their savage natures, and, with gaudy

dress and a large plume on his head, disregarding all the usages of civilized warfare, led them in

a carnage of savagery, scalping wounded and helpless soldiers, and committing other atrocities

too horrible to mention.’’4

The fifty-two-year-old Pike, in truth, was a great friend of the Indians, knowledgeable about

them, and, as a prewar frontier lawyer who had represented them in legal matters, experienced

in dealing with their chiefs and councils. Moreover, he was not above wearing Indian dress,

appearing from time to time in leggings, moccasins, and even feathered headdresses of the

plains Indians. Born in Boston, he had come West as a youth, and after an adventurous tour

among Indians in the Southwest, had settled in Arkansas. Although he had been a captain in

the Mexican War, he was anything but military-minded. In addition to having had a

flamboyant career in the law, he was a poet, a journalist, a successful planter, and a scholar

versed in many languages, including Latin, Greek, Sanskrit, and a number of Indian tongues.

Eccentric, physically mountainous, and with a conceit to match his size, he had become a
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legendary figure in Arkansas, the protagonist of tales that dealt with his gluttony and with such

idiosyncrasies as his hiring a brass band to follow him about on his backwoods legal circuits to

soothe his nerves after busy court sessions. A romantic, also, who found inspiration in the

works of Shelley and Keats and tried to emulate them with his own compositions on love and

nature, he had little regard for the regulations and protocols of others. When he thought he was

right, which was generally always, he could be maddeningly contentious and independent. But

he knew Indians, and after the start of the war, the Richmond government had made him its

contact with the tribes of the Indian Territory, which lay just west of Arkansas like a buffer

between Confederate Texas and Union Kansas.

Even before the outbreak of hostilities, the seceded states had recognized the geographic

importance of the Indian Territory to the Confederacy’s western flank. A month before the

attack on Fort Sumter, Robert Toombs, Jefferson Davis’s Secretary of State, had proposed

sending a special agent to the Territory to secure for the Southern government the friendship

of its Indian inhabitants, particularly of the powerful Five Civilized Tribes, the Cherokees,

Creeks, Chickasaws, Choctaws, and Seminoles, who had been forced to remove there in the

1830s from the Southeast.

As the attorney for several of the tribes, Pike had had somewhat the same idea as Toombs,

and shortly afterward, with the help of one of Arkansas’s Confederate Senators, he had won

appointment by Richmond as a special commissioner to deal with the tribes of the Indian

Territory. Late in May 1861, he had hoisted his massive frame into a buggy and, at the head of

a long line of wagons laden with potted foods, cases of wine, and assorted goods for the Indians,

had set off for the Territory, authorized by the Confederacy to spend $100,000 for treaties of

alliance with the tribes.

[ . . . ]

Pike found the Five Civilized Tribes torn with unrest and internal dissension. Ever since

they had moved West, each had been divided by bitter feuds between those who had agreed to

their removal from their ancient southeastern homelands and those who had opposed and

resisted it. Each, also, had experienced angry divisions between their full-bloods, who

maintained many of their traditional customs, and the more ‘‘progressive’’ mixed-bloods, who,

after long exposure to missionaries, schools, and white society in the Southeast, had become

culturally more like Southern whites than Indians.

In the years since the tribes’ arrival in the Territory, the feuds had begun to subside, and the

Indians had created efficient, white-styled governments, thriving economies, and their own

school systems and public institutions. With their five domains spread across 70,000 square

miles of woodland and prairie, their combined population of fewer than 100,000 had benefited

from an abundance of rich agricultural and grazing land, protected against white intrusion and

guaranteed to them by the United States government. Able to develop their fertile, well-

watered resources in peace, many of the mixed-bloods had become affluent plantation owners

and raisers of livestock, possessing black slaves and living like prosperous whites elsewhere in

the South.

The Civil War, Pike discovered, had revived their old internal strife. Joined by Ben

McCulloch, he called first on John Ross, the seventy-year-old Principal Chief of the

Cherokees, whose porticoed mansion, named Rose Cottage – though it could house forty guests

– stood in stately dignity at the end of a half-mile-long driveway at Park Hill, near the Cherokee

capital at Tahlequah. Ross had already received soundings concerning the Cherokees’

sympathies from Arkansas’s secessionist governor, Henry Rector, as well as from McCulloch.

The Indians’ country was ‘‘looked to by the incoming Administration of Mr. Lincoln, as

fruitful fields ripe for the harvest of abolitionism, freesoilers, and Northern mountebanks,’’
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Rector had warned Ross, urging that the Cherokees ally themselves with ‘‘the common

brotherhood of the slaveholding states.’’5 McCulloch had made similar overtures, informing

Ross of his appointment to guard the Indian Territory from invasion by the North and

proposing the formation of Home Guard units by pro-Confederate Cherokees. To both men,

Ross had replied that his tribe would continue to observe the treaties it had made with the

Federal government, but would take no part in the white men’s quarrel.

Fearing that an occupation of the Indians’ lands against their will would drive the tribes into

the Union’s arms, McCulloch had backed away and established his headquarters at Fort Smith,

Arkansas, on the eastern border of the Territory. There, he had busied himself with

preparations for the defense of northwestern Arkansas, waiting for the Louisiana, Arkansas,

and Texas regiments that had been promised him, and at the same time keeping a watchful eye

on the Indians’ country. The arrival of Pike in May had given him a new opportunity to put

pressure on the Cherokees.

Standing only five and a half feet tall, Ross repeated to McCulloch and Pike the tribe’s

determination to remain neutral. But the wealthy and dignified chief also faced a dilemma.

Despite a political craftiness that had kept him in the leadership of the 21,000 Cherokees since

1828, he was caught uncomfortably between two factions of the tribe that had already chosen

sides in the Civil War. Although Ross was only one-eighth Cherokee himself and worked his

fields with 100 slaves, he headed the tribe’s majority element that was composed mostly of non-

slave-owning full-bloods, who years before had resisted removal from the Southeast. Many of

them were known as Pin Cherokees – for crossed pins that they wore on their coats or shirts as a

sign of their membership in a secret full-blood traditionalist society sponsored by missionaries.

Because of the missionaries’ influence, the Pins were zealously abolitionist and sympathetic to

the North.

Opposed to them was a group of pro-Confederate Cherokees, principally slave-owning

mixed-bloods. Composed largely of members of families who had favored removal to the West

in the 1830s, they were led by fifty-five-year-old Stand Watie, a longtime rival and enemy of

Ross and the lone Indian survivor of those who had signed the treaty with the government

agreeing to give up the Cherokee homeland in the East. Ross’s angry followers had assassinated

the other three signers, one of whom was Watie’s famous brother, Elias Boudinot. Well

educated at Moravian mission schools in Tennessee, and successful as a planter in the new

lands in the Indian Territory, Watie was short and stocky, with legs bowed from years on

horseback. Visiting whites described him as ‘‘looking Indian,’’ which may have referred to his

wide, flat face, broad nose, and swarthy complexion or to his ‘‘deep and thoughtful’’ manner.

He spoke little, and when he did, it was usually brief, explosive, and to the point. Three-

quarters Cherokee, he had already thrown in with the South and, on his own, was raising and

drilling a force of mixed-blood Cherokee horsemen to assist the Confederacy.

Fearful of Watie, Ross was concerned that the Confederates might oust him from office and

putWatie in his place as Principal Chief. At the same time, he was afraid of the consequences of

supporting Watie and breaking the Cherokees’ treaties with the United States government. It

would mean forfeiting millions of dollars that Washington held in trust for the tribe, as well as

alienating his full-blood Pin supporters who kept him in office. Under the circumstances, the

best he could do was to continue to insist on the tribe’s neutrality and watch developments.

Angered by Ross’s rebuff, McCulloch returned to Fort Smith, warning the chief that if a

Northern invasion of the Indian Territory seemed imminent, ‘‘I will at once advance into your

country, if I deem it advisable.’’6 At the same time, both McCulloch and Pike were aware of the

pro-Confederate force that Watie was raising, and, pleased at least by knowledge of that

support, Pike accepted Ross’s decision for the time being and left Tahlequah on June 6.
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Traveling south across the Arkansas River, he met next with the Creek Indians, discovering

again that the feuds of removal days had been revived and that the Creeks were even more

bitterly divided than the Cherokees.

The faction of the tribe that had resisted removal from the East followed wealthy Chief

Opothleyahola, a fierce traditionalist full-blood now about eighty years old, who was strongly

anti-South and loyal to the Washington government. An opposing element of acculturated

mixed-bloods, who had formally agreed to removal from their Georgia and Alabama homes

and now favored the slave states, was led by Principal Chief Motey Kennard and Daniel N. and

Chilly McIntosh, half brothers and the sons of a pro-removal leader whom Opothleyahola’s

followers had slain as a traitor. Tension, bordering on an open break and violence, existed

between the two factions, but Pike found the McIntosh brothers eager to raise a pro-Southern

Creek regiment. On July 10, he signed a treaty with them, providing that theMcIntoshes’ Creek

unit would have to fight only within the borders of the Indian Territory and promising that the

Confederacy would help defend them with white troops if they were attacked.

Two days later, Pike had a more successful meeting with representatives of the Chickasaws

and Choctaws, who lived in the southern part of the Territory, close to the Red River border

with Texas. Under the influence of their pro-Confederate Indian agent, Colonel Douglas

H. Cooper, an ambitious, strong-willed Mississippian and a friend of Jefferson Davis, the two

tribes had already announced their support of the seceding states and had agreed to form a

mounted rifle regiment to be led by Cooper. The spokesmen for both tribes quickly signed

a treaty with Pike, making their regiment available for service on behalf of the Confederacy in

the Indian Territory.

Going on to the Seminoles’ country, Pike again found dissension. Those Indians, who had

been exiled forcibly to the Territory from the Florida swamps, were as divided among

themselves as their Creek neighbors. Maintaining a disinterest in the North-South conflict,

Billy Bowlegs, Alligator, and other traditionalist town chiefs stayed aloof from Pike. An

influential headman and ordained minister named John Jumper, however, was pro-South and

agreed to enlist Seminoles to join the McIntoshes’ Creek regiment.

In high spirits, Pike then set off for the western part of the Territory to try to gain the

friendship of the ‘‘wild’’ tribes of the plains. Escorted by his new allies, Motey Kennard, Chilly

McIntosh, and John Jumper, and amounted bodyguard of 60 Creek and Seminole Indians flying

aConfederate flag and an array of colored pennants, hemet at theWichitaAgency nearFortCobb

with Tonkawas, Caddos, Wacos, and other Indians who had recently been removed from Texas

to the Indian Territory, as well as with Wichitas and a large number of chiefs and headmen of

bands of buffalo-hunting Comanches. The Indians came willingly to his feasts and, in return for

lavish presents of guns, ammunition, saddles, hats, coffee, and tobacco and promises of annual

disbursements of rations, livestock, tools, sugar, and other goods, agreed to put themselves ‘‘in

peace and war forever’’ under the laws and protection of the Confederate States of America, the

Comanches, in addition, promising to end their raids in Texas.7 Although the Indians ‘‘touched

the pen’’ to the treaties, they were largely indifferent to the white men’s war, and their

agreements did not commit them to overt action in support of the Confederacy. Nevertheless,

Pike was pleased by the Comanches’ promise to end their hostilities against the Texas frontier

settlements, and for a year the signatory chiefs more or less observed that agreement.

At Tahlequah, meanwhile, John Ross had had second thoughts. For one thing, Stand

Watie’s force of pro-Southern Cherokees had become a menacing reality. Impatient with Ross,

Ben McCulloch had commissioned Watie a colonel in the Confederate Provisional Army, and

Watie was formally organizing his regiment of mixed-blood followers to stand watch over the

northeastern part of the Indian Territory against Union forces from Kansas and destroy
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anything that might be of service to the enemy. At the same time, Pike’s treaties with Indian

leaders were isolating Ross from the other tribes. Finally, to the worried Cherokee Principal

Chief, the Confederates now appeared to be winning the war. In the East, they had beaten the

Federals at Bull Run and were even threatening to take Washington, DC. On August 10, closer

to the Cherokees’ country, McCulloch, now leading the Arkansas, Louisiana, and Texas

regiments that had been promised him, and General Sterling Price, the commander of

Missouri’s pro-Southern State Guard, had combined their forces at Wilson’s Creek

in Missouri and defeated the Union Army in that state. The Federal general, Nathaniel

Lyon, had been killed, and his shattered troops had retreated north. To Ross, flanked on the

east by Confederates in control of Arkansas and southern Missouri, the prospect of being able

to reestablish relations with Washington – which had shown little interest or ability in

maintaining contact with the tribes of the Indian Territory – seemed dashed forever.

Aware that events were strengthening the hand of Watie and the pro-Confederate mixed-

bloods within his tribe, Ross decided to act. At a mass meeting on August 21 at Tahlequah, the

canny chief undercut Watie by persuading the tribe to authorize negotiations for a treaty of

alliance with the Confederacy. ‘‘The State on our border [Arkansas] and the Indian Nations

about us,’’ he told the Cherokees, ‘‘have severed their connection with the United States and

joined the Confederate States. Our general interest is inseparable from theirs and it is not

desirable that we should stand alone.’’8 Reluctantly, the full-bloods agreed to his proposal to

ask Pike to return to Tahlequah and to offer him the service of a Cherokee regiment of Home

Guards, to be led by Colonel John Drew, a loyal Ross follower.

Elated by Ross’s change of heart, Pike hurried back to Tahlequah. On October 7, with

Drew’s mounted recruits, mostly full-blood Pin Cherokees, and some of Watie’s mixed-blood

horsemen lined up uneasily together, Pike signed a treaty of alliance with the Cherokee Nation.

The agreement provided that the Confederates would assume the Federal government’s

financial obligations to the tribe and would seat a Cherokee delegate in the Confederate

Congress in Richmond. As in the other treaties, Pike promised that the Cherokees would not be

called upon to fight unless their lands in the Indian Territory were invaded, in which event

they could count on protection by white troops of the Confederate Army. At Tahlequah, Pike

also signed treaties with groups of Osage, Quapaw, Seneca, and Shawnee Indians, whose

leaders, at Pike’s request, Ross had summoned to the Cherokee capital from the northeast

section of the Indian Territory, where the Federal government had previously resettled them

after dispossessing them of their original homelands.

Grateful for the success of his mission, the Confederates appointed Pike a brigadier general

and in November put him in charge of the Indian troops as commander of the Department of

Indian Territory. Although worn out by his labors, he prepared to go to Richmond to oversee

the ratification of his treaties and to secure funds for the treaty obligations and for the

equipping of the Indian regiments. On the eve of his departure from Fort Smith, he received

distressing messages that fighting had broken out in the Indian Territory between the

Confederate and Union factions of the Creek Indians.
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Questions to consider

. What words would you use to describe the process by which the Confederate

government sought Native American support in the Civil War?

. How, by contrast, would you describe the struggle among Native Americans

themselves to decide upon their stand in the conflict?

. Some observers at the time and since have noted an irony in a Cherokee–

Confederate alliance, given that 30 years before, it had been Southerners who had

driven them out of their homelands in Georgia. How plausible do you consider their

choice – in particular that of StandWatie, perhaps the most famous Native American

to emerge from the conflict?
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Chapter 21

War on the Frontier: Primary Sources

Account of Sioux Executions

St. Paul Pioneer Press

In August 1862, Sioux Indians in Minnesota revolted against the US government for its

failure to make promised payments in exchange for Indian lands. The brief but intense

struggle culminated in the suppression of the rebellion and the conviction of over

300 Sioux, whowere condemned to death in trials presided over by the state’s governor,

who had also led Federal forces.WhiteMinnesotanswere pleasedwith this outcome, but

PresidentLincolnwasnot – inNovemberhe asked for thecourt records and the following

month commuted almost 90 percent of the sentences. These decisions were

controversial, with settlers feeling the president was far too lenient and the Natives

feeling he was still far too severe. On December 26, 1862, the government performed

38hangings,oneofthehighestmassexecutions inAmericanhistory.Thefollowingaccount

comes from the St. Paul Pioneer Press. What glimpses of cultural attitudes does it reveal?

St. Paul Pioneer Press (December 26, 1862), ‘‘Hangings End Sioux Uprising’’ in The Civil War

Chronicle, ed. J. M. Gallman (New York: Crown Publishers, 2000), pp. 259–60.

At precisely ten o’clock the condemned were marshaled in a procession and, headed by Captain

Redfield, marched out into the street, and directly across through files of soldiers to the scaffold,

which had been erected in front, and were delivered to the officer of the day, Captain Burt. They

went eagerly and cheerfully, even crowding and jostling each other to be ahead, just like a lot of

hungry boarders rushing to dinner in a hotel. The soldiers who were on guard in their quarters

stacked arms and followed them, and they in turn, were followed by the clergy, reporters, etc.

As they commenced the ascent of the scaffold the death song was again started, and when

they had all got up, the noise they made was truly hideous. It seemed as if Pandemonium had

broken loose. It had a wonderful effect in keeping up their courage. . . .



The scene at this juncture was one of awful interest. A painful and breathless suspense held

the vast crowd, which had assembled from all quarters to witness the execution.

Three slow, measured, and distinct beats on the drum by Major Brown, who had been

announced as signal officer, and the rope was cut by Mr Duly (the same who killed Lean Bear,

and whose family were attacked) – the scaffold fell, and thirty-seven lifeless bodies were left

dangling between heaven and earth. One of the ropes was broken, and the body of Rattling

Runner fell to the ground. The neck had probably been broken, as but little signs of life were

observed; but he was immediately hung up again. While the signal-beat was being given,

numbers were seen to clasp the hands of their neighbors, which in several instances continued

to be clasped till the bodies were cut down.

As the platform fell, there was one, not loud, but prolonged cheer from the soldiery and

citizens who were spectators, and then all were quiet and earnest witnesses of the scene.

Patriotic Iowa!

Mary A. Livermore

The outbreak of the Civil War found the Boston-born Mary Livermore in Chicago,

where she co-directed the Northwestern branch of the United States Sanitary

Commission. Three years later, her organizing efforts brought her to Iowa, where she

helped prepare a fund-raising event. In this passage from her 1888 memoir My Story of

the War, Livermore describes what she saw on the frontier. How would you describe

this decidedly Eastern perspective on the West?

Mary A. Livermore,My Story of the War: AWoman’s Narrative (Hartford, CT: A. D. Worthington

& Co., 1888), pp. 610–12.

[ . . . ]

From the beginning of the war Iowa had nobly responded to the call of the country. From

her sparse population she had sent forth her sons to assist in the defence of freedom and the

subduing of the rebellion, until she was then twenty thousand ahead of her quota. On every

battle-field Iowa men had won an imperishable name for the lofty courage with which they had

contemned death. From almost every home in Iowa, wives and mothers, sisters and lovers, had

surrendered to the exigencies of war those dear to them as their heart’s blood. Under the call

for men for the ‘‘hundred days’ service,’’ the colleges and institutions of learning had sent forth

their entire senior classes, so that there was not a college Commencement that year in Iowa.

And for the same reason the courts had adjourned, and all legal and United States business had

been postponed for the present.

But while Iowa had contributed so nobly of her sons to the country, she had not kept pace

with the other Northwestern states in the sanitary work for the relief of the sick and wounded.

There had been reasons for this. A diversity of opinion as to the best methods of doing this

work was probably the most potent. The sanitary supplies had largely been sent through

unreliable channels, and so had failed to reach those for whom they were intended. This had

brought discouragement throughout the state. But this evening meeting in the Congregational
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church quickened the whole state into intense activity; and in the furor which followed, she

outdid her sister states, which had been longer at work.

After making arrangements at home for my absence, I spent some months in Iowa, riding in

‘‘mud-spankers,’’ in stages, ‘‘prairie schooners,’’ on railroads, and in every conceivable way.

I held meetings, and did whatever was necessary, in connection with the men and women who

had organized for this purpose, to make their sanitary fair a great success.

It opened in the last week of June, 1864. I had been kept informed of its steady growth, and

was prepared for something creditable, but was surprised by its beauty and magnitude. It was a

wonderful fair, when all that pertained to it was fully comprehended. It was held west of the

Mississippi, where the refinements and luxuries of civilization were not supposed to exist in

large measure. It was held in a new state, where railroads were not numerous, and where prairie

stage-coaches were still the principal conveniences for travelling.

At that time more than half the territory of the state was in the hands of Eastern speculators,

who refused to open it to immigration. The male population had been so drained by the

repeated calls of the country, that women were aiding in the outdoor work of the farms, all

through the state, ploughing, reaping, mowing, and threshing. The fair was held in a state not

rich, save in the great hearts of its loyal men and women, and its broad acres of virgin prairie,

holding uncounted wealth in its bosom. There were no ladies and gentlemen of elegant leisure

among her people. Few idlers or listless hangers-on were there, all being, engaged in the

earnest work of subduing nature, – in building highways and railroads, bridges and steam-

boats, school-houses and warehouses, and in bringing the soil under cultivation.

As I entered the spacious City Hall building, three stories high, completely occupied by the

fair, and went from one department to another, each filled with articles tasteful, beautiful, and

useful, I was astonished at the great variety of wares displayed. This latest born of the great

sisterhood of fairs seemed, at a coup d’œuil, equal in beauty and general effect to any of its

predecessors.

It was intended to hold the fair for one week only. But, finding it impossible to carry out the

purpose of the executive committee, it was decided to continue it a week longer. The gross

receipts of the first week were sixty thousand dollars. It was a splendid result, and an

unparalleled success, when all the circumstances were considered. At the end of the second

week the managers of the fair were able to announce their net profits as nearly sixty thousand

dollars. In estimating all the disadvantages under which this far-away state labored from the

outset, and recalling her patriotism, loyalty, and generosity, one is forced to say, ‘‘Many states

did excellently; but Iowa excelled them all!’’
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Part X

Wartime Politics

Plate 12 Still Standing: Abraham Lincoln in a portrait from Matthew Brady’s studio, taken January 8,

1864. For most of that year, Lincoln’s political situation was tenuous and his reelection in doubt.

(Selected Civil War photographs, Library of Congress)



Chapter 22

The Confederate South at High Tide

Emory M. Thomas

‘‘Politics are almost as exciting as war, and quite as dangerous,’’ Winston Churchill once

remarked. ‘‘In war you can only be killed once, but in politics many times.’’ Yet as

Churchill knew first hand, politics also affords the possibilities of resurrections, and in

the Civil War there were a number of politicians – notably the men at the top – who

counted on more than one.

Governing both the Union and the Confederacy were daunting challenges, not only

because of the pressure to deal effectively with an armed foe, but also because any policy

could be opposed from within the political system (as well as outside it, as many riots

attest). On the surface, the Lincoln administration had a more daunting challenge

because there was an organized opposition – the Democratic Party – as well as internal

challengers within Republican party ranks (and, for that matter, within Lincoln’s own

cabinet). Yet the absence of a party system in the Confederacymeant that disagreements

could – and did – become personal and thus often unproductive. Moreover, while the

struggle for survival helped foster solidarity within the Confederacy in the aftermath of

secession, it could also serve to intensify conflicts and foster dissension.

The Confederate States of America existed for only four years – assuming, of course,

its identity was recognized as such – and the sense of crisis in its government was

perpetual. And yet for a season it functioned as a bona fide republic with elected

representatives, a constitution, and all the challenges of administration that come with

it. In his 1979 book The Confederate Nation, 1861–1865, Emory M. Thomas offers a vivid

snapshot of a moment – early 1863 – when it was possible to imagine a lasting future.

Emory M. Thomas, The Confederate Nation, 1861–1865 (New York: Harper & Row, 1979),

pp. 190–9. Copyright f 1979 by Emory M. Thomas. All rights reserved. Reprinted by

arrangement with HarperCollins Publishers, Inc.

During the early months of 1863 as the Confederacy marked the second anniversary of its

founding and the first year of its permanent government, the new nation appeared to be



normal. The Southern nation had endured, indeed prevailed, for two campaigning seasons

without the loss of truly critical land or battles. And even though the war went on, Confederate

prospects in 1863 looked far more hopeful than they had in 1862. At Richmond a distinguished

foreign visitor, Arthur James Lyon Fremantle, found an orderly government and ‘‘at least as

much difficulty in gaining access to the great men as there would be in European countries.’’

On the surface at least the South seemed to have achieved wartime stability.1

Yet beneath this superficial stasis the Confederacy was far from normal. The continued

strain of wartime exposed new flaws in the fabric of Confederate nationality. On January 6,

1863, for example, Dodson Ramseur’s division of Lee’s army marched through Richmond with

many of its members barefoot. No wonder that in 1863 the Confederate Patent Office issued

four separate patents for wooden shoe soles; shoes were a small matter until men had to march

without them.2

The new challenges which beset the Confederacy in 1863 were, more accurately, new

versions of old challenges. They called for novel responses which transformed the Confederate

South still more from its ante-bellum origins. Jefferson Davis faced a new political crisis with a

Congress whose members faced their own political crises in upcoming fall elections. Southern

soldiers and civilians encountered increasing shortages of supplies and provisions, and the

Confederate government confronted a shortage of specie and a declining faith in inflated

treasury notes. And Southern armies again faced Northern invasions during another

campaigning season. These circumstances, whether interpreted as chronic problems or crises,

clamored for resolution as the year 1863 began.

President Davis’ new political difficulties had begun back in the fall of 1862 with his cabinet.

George W. Randolph had been a capable secretary of war. By October 1862, Randolph had

impressed upon Davis and Richmond officialdom the significance of the west as a theater of

military operations and had argued successfully for some relaxation in the departmental

command structure.3 Beyond the Appalachians, Randolph perceived, the war demanded a

fluidity too often unappreciated in Richmond. But when he attempted to act on his enthusiasm

by shifting some troops in the western command without consulting the President, Davis

responded by reminding Randolph of the relative powers of commander-in-chief and secretary

of war. Randolph resigned in haste on November 15, and Davis accepted the resignation in

greater haste. When Randolph described the war secretary’s job as that of a ‘‘chief clerk,’’ the

quarrel became public and the antiadministration press elaborated upon the theme.4

To cope with the situation, Davis installed General Gustavus W. Smith in the War Office ad

interim and cast about for Randolph’s replacement. On November 22 he gave the war portfolio

to James A. Seddon and thus forestalled political crisis. Seddon was a Virginian, a disciple of

Calhoun, and a staunch secessionist. He was, however, more scholar than warrior, and his

sickly appearance raised questions about his capacity to sustain the work load of the War

Office. But he proved to be a practical and clear-eyed administrator, bowing to the President’s

expertise in military matters but contributing a large measure of common sense and efficiency

in the day-to-day conduct of the war. Press and public reaction to Seddon’s appointment was

generally favorable. The Richmond Examiner and Charleston Mercury, two of the

administration’s most consistent critics, endorsed the new secretary, and Virginians were

satisfied that one of their own was again in the cabinet.5

Although Seddon was the President’s first choice to replace Randolph, Davis had seriously

considered Joseph E. Johnston. The Virginian general had spent most of the campaigning

season of 1862 recovering from wounds sustained at Seven Pines, and just about the time that

the Randolph-Davis squabble came to crisis, he reported himself fit for duty. What Johnston

wanted most was command of the Army of Northern Virginia, which he still considered his
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own. That army was now Lee’s, but Johnston did merit an important command, and even

though the General and the President had had their differences, Davis held Johnston’s

generalship in high esteem. Seddon had much to do with the solution to the problem of finding

a use for Johnston, and in so doing built upon Randolph’s legacy of concern for coordination of

the western command. In late November, Seddon and Davis decided to make a

superdepartment, a theater actually, of the Confederate heartland between the Appalachian

Mountains and the Mississippi River, and command of this new military structure went to

Johnston. The command included three field armies: Edmund Kirby Smith’s in east

Tennessee, Braxton Bragg’s in middle Tennessee, and John C. Pemberton’s covering

Vicksburg. Johnston’s mission was coordination. Beyond this fact, however, his duties and

authority were somewhat ambiguous.6

Aware at last of problems in the western theater, Davis resolved to view the situation at first

hand. He wished to confer with Bragg, inspect the armies, visit political leaders, and show

himself to the people – all in the hope, as he wrote to Lee, that ‘‘something may be done to

bring out men not heretofore in service, and to arouse all classes to united and desperate

resistance.’’7

Traveling first to Murfreesboro, where Bragg stood between two Federal armies at Nashville

and Chattanooga, Davis made a speech to the troops, then, with commanding General

Johnston in tow, hurried on to visit Pemberton at Vicksburg. On December 26 he addressed

the Mississippi legislature and a few days later returned to Richmond, stopping on his way to

consult with local leaders and test the climate of public opinion.8

Returning to the capital on the night of January 5, Davis found to his surprise a band and a

modest crowd at the station. The occasion demanded a speech, and Davis rose to the occasion

with accounts of Southern heroism, tales of Yankee atrocities, and exhortations to greater

patriotism which stirred his audience. Yet through the speech ran a current of estrangement

between President and people; Davis spoke as a visitor to the city in which he had lived for nearly

two years. He protested that ‘‘constant labor in the duties of office, borne down by care, and with

an anxiety which has left me scarcely a moment for repose, I have had but little opportunity for

social intercourse among you,’’ and concluded with the hope ‘‘that at some future time we shall

be better acquainted.’’9 As President, Jefferson Davis led the Southern revolution as capably,

perhaps, as any man could have led it, but his political personality had severe limitations, and

Confederate Southerners had to look beyond him to find inspiration for the cause.10

While the President was traveling to Richmond, Bragg’s army fought a major battle at

Murfreesboro on December 31, 1863.11 Bragg described the battle as a victory, and Davis

accepted the word but not the fact. How was he to explain Bragg’s subsequent retreat to

Tullahoma? Acting decisively Davis ordered Johnston to investigate the matter, then to take

command of Bragg’s army and send the ‘‘victorious’’ general to Richmond to make a personal

accounting. A series of circumstances having little relation to the military situation frustrated

these plans, however, and Johnston’s role in the structure of command remained unclear in all

but outline. Davis and Seddon probably thought of Johnston as a sort of trouble-shooter;

Johnston himself believed and wrote to his friends in Congress that he had been exiled and

elevated to a position of inconsequence.12

Having dealt with the politics of administration in the Randolph crisis, the politics of

command in Johnson’s theater assignment, and the politics of personality in his western tour,

President Davis girded himself to face the politics of politicians when Congress came back into

session on January 12, 1863.

The session lasted until May, and for the first two months the Southern solons distinguished

themselves more by what they did not do than by what they did. Congress debated but did not
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enact bills to establish a Supreme Court, seat cabinet members in Congress, create a general

staff for the army, and renew the President’s authority to suspend habeas corpus. The Supreme

Court and habeas corpus bills had the support of Davis and the administration, which in part

explained their failure; for in an election year, congressmen were reluctant to expand the power

of the central government and were sensitive to the abuses of martial law by some commanders.

Even though the Confederate Constitution made provision for a Supreme Court, Congress

never passed the requisite enabling legislation. Consequently ultimate judicial authority

remained in the state courts instead of the central government. Still, to an amazing degree state

courts in the Confederacy upheld the prerogative of the Davis government. Hence the

Confederate judicial system remained fragmented in structure but centralized in substance.13

Author of the general staff and the cabinet member seating bills was Senator Louis

T. Wigfall of Texas. The idea of permitting commanders to appoint their own staffs had

considerable merit, but the merits of the bill got lost in what became a conflict of prerogative

and personality between president and senator. The President had already vetoed Wigfall’s

general staff proposal once, on the ground that it infringed upon presidential power, and from

that moment Wigfall became an open political enemy of Davis. Wigfall reintroduced his

general staff bill and offered the cabinet member seating bill as opposition measures, and as

such the Senate rejected them. Thus, although the Confederate Constitution made provision

for the seating of cabinet members in Congress, no member of Davis’ cabinet ever got the

opportunity to explain his program to Congress in person. That was not all to the bad; cabinet

members were able to escape the invective of antiadministration men like Wigfall in the Senate

or Henry S. Foote in the House. But it was unfortunate that Wigfall’s general staff scheme,

which could only have improved the normally poor quality of staff work in Southern armies,

lost to personal rancor and Davis’ inflexibility.14

The fate of these four pieces of legislation dramatized the erosion of administration

influence, erosion which increased during the remaining two years of the Confederacy’s life.

That the opposition never coalesced into a party structure gave some index of its

fragmentation. Ultimately antiadministration sentiment in Congress, like the attempted

obstruction of national policies in some of the states, was a measure of the political

metamorphosis within the Confederate South. With some allowance for individual quirks and

for the limitations of Jefferson Davis’ political personality, the fundamental issue which

divided the Davis government from its foes was state rights versus nationalism. In the name of

wartime emergency, the Davis administration had all but destroyed the political philosophy

which underlay the founding of the Southern republic. Interestingly, the Confederate

Congress sometimes led the way.15

During the final month and a half of the session, Congress debated and enacted three crucial

bills which expanded still further the authority of the Richmond government. In March,

Congress authorized quartermaster and commissary officers to seize private property for the use

of field armies.16 In reality the lawmerely legitimized the existing practice by which armies lived

off the land when necessary. The army paid for the impressed items in accord with a War

Department schedule of standard prices. Unfortunately for producers, the schedule consistently

fixed prices below the open market value, and the government paid in depreciated currency.

Unfortunately for civilian consumers, army agents often seized supplies en route to localmarkets

and thus produced a scarcity of food and forage in Southern cities and towns. The impressment

process, with its ills and inequities, was doubtless necessary as a supplement to the efforts of the

Commissary and Quartermaster Bureaus, and though Southern civilians complained, they

generally submitted to this infringement of property rights for the sake of the cause. Ironically
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that cause had originally included concern for the sanctity of private property in slaves, yet the

act of March 26 gave sanction to the impressment of slaves as military laborers.17

Congress began debating ways and means of financing the Southern nation and its war early

in the 1863 session. Secretary of the Treasury Memminger reported on January 10 what

Congressmen already knew too well: the policy of financing the war by issuing treasury notes

had produced rampant inflation.18 In January 1863, a gold dollar in Richmond brought three

dollars in treasury notes.19 And the trend worsened every day. Yet clearly the government

needed enormous amounts of money to sustain its existence. Memminger’s solution was simple

and logical – for a peacetime economy. He proposed to remove as much as two-thirds of the

paper money from circulation by offering to exchange non-interest-bearing notes for interest-

bearing bonds.20 On March 23, Congress enacted the policy and authorized Memminger to

issue each month up to $50 million in treasury notes which could be exchanged for thirty-year

bonds bearing 6 percent interest.21 Under the provisions of this act the government printed

more than $500 million worth of notes, the largest issue of notes ever made in the Confederacy,

but the inflation rate discouraged investment in bonds, and only $21-million worth of notes

were withdrawn from circulation. By January 1, 1864, a gold dollar in Richmond was worth

eighteen to twenty dollars in Confederate notes, reflecting an inflation rate of over 600 percent.

The wonder was that the government survived for another fifteen months thereafter.22

In January 1863, Memminger renewed his consistent plea for taxation as a necessary method

of producing revenue and of restraining inflation. The treasury note authorization of March 23

was only half of the government’s financial policy in 1863. The other half was a collection of

measures designed to generate revenue to support government paper. On April 24 Congress

passed a tax law which was stern to the point of being confiscatory. The act levied an 8-percent

ad valorem tax on agricultural products grown in 1862 and taxed bank deposits and commercial

paper at the same rate. The act levied a 10-percent tax on profits from buying and selling

foodstuffs, clothing, and iron, thus requiring speculators in these commodites to share their

profits with the government. It levied a license tax on just about every form of occupation or

business, a graduated income tax whose scale varied from 1 percent of incomes less than $500 to

15 percent of incomes over $10,000, and a tax-in-kind tithe on agricultural produce and

livestock: 10 percent of everything grown or slaughtered in 1863.23

The tax law was bitter medicine. The unchallenged income tax, for example, anticipated the

United States federal income tax by fifty years. Nevertheless at first Congress received praise

for its courage and wisdom. Before long, however, the difficulties of equitable enforcement

became apparent. The tax in kind, especially, proved onerous, and the ‘‘TIK men,’’ agents

appointed to collect the tithe, too often acted like licensed thieves. Some dissenters declared the

tax unconstitutional, and it probably was, but the President countered with the plain truth that

the nation’s survival depended upon collection of the tax.24 The tax bill and other significant

legislation of 1863 dealt with the problem of distributing wealth, food, and supplies among

armies and people. The year before, the main thrust of government activity had been the

organization of manpower when Confederates faced the challenge of reconciling state rights

and individual liberties with the demands of a multifront war fought by the largest bodies of

armed men ever assembled in North America. Actually these two efforts, material distribution

and manpower organization, were opposite sides of the same coin. The Confederates were

learning the hard lessons of modern warfare: to survive, a combatant nation must be able to

mobilize its military population, its economy, and its social institutions in support of the war.

The Confederates had submitted to conscription and martial law; now they faced impressment,

confiscatory taxation, and fiat currency.
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excessive issues of such currency was fatal, for it weakened not only the purchasing power of the

government but also destroyed economic security among the people.’’ (Behind the Lines in the
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the Trans-Mississippi,’’ Civil War History, V (1959), pp. 382–9. On the larger issues of Confederate
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(Chicago, 1956), pp. 163–78.

Questions to consider

. What were some of the challenges the Confederacy confronted at mid-war? How

well do you think it met them?

. Thomas concludes this piece by noting a contradiction: that a nation founded on

states’ rights was relying on ever-greater central authority by the national

government. Was this a fatal contradiction?

. Note that the book from which this excerpt is taken is called The Confederate Nation.

Do you agree the Confederacy was a nation?What criteria are you using to make this

determination?
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Chapter 23

To Finish the Task: The Election of 1864

William E. Gienapp

The essence of representative democracy lies in giving citizens – a term whose

definition is almost always limited in one form or another – the right to choose their

leaders. Yet wartime makes such practices difficult, if not impossible, and even of

questionable value (as in the common Confederate practice of allowing men to choose

their officers, something that was often as much a function of popularity as merit). Wars

are often times when the public will suspend normal rules, and when leaders emerge

through extralegal means. So it is all the more notable that, amid all the hatred and

hypocrisy that has coursed through the American body politic from the very beginning,

regular elections were held in the wartime Union as scheduled, including the

presidential election of 1864. Perhaps no fact testifies so clearly to the intensity of

Americans’ faith in the democratic process.

Their faith in their president was another matter. Given his virtual deification in

decades following his death, itmay sometimes beeasy to forget thatAbrahamLincolnwas

not especially well regarded by many of his fellow citizens. Indeed, his election in 1860

was at least to somedegree a function of his anonymity: he had notmade enemies theway

the outspoken front-runner, William Seward, had. Once in office, Lincoln annoyed

abolitionists with his caution, and angered much of the rest of the electorate with the

Emancipation Proclamation, which was widely cited as the explanation for major

Democratic gains in the mid-term elections of 1862.While he did have some passionate

supporters, he had at least asmany skeptics, andmore than a fewpeoplewho loathedhim.

In the end, it would be the course of war itself that would determine Lincoln’s future.

In the first half of 1864, after three years of inconclusive fighting and growing resistance

at home, it was far from clear to many Republicans – far from clear to Lincoln himself –

that he would have the privilege of a second term, something that had not happened

since the presidency of Andrew Jackson almost 25 years earlier. In his masterful short

biography Abraham Lincoln and Civil War America (2002), the late Harvard historian

William Gienapp recreates the sense of uncertainty, even desperation, that surrounded

the Lincoln administration at the crucial turning point of the war



William E. Gienapp, Abraham Lincoln and Civil War America: A Biography (New York: Oxford

University Press, 2002), pp. 165–76. Copyright f 2002 by William E. Gienapp. Used by

permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.

[ . . . ]

In the summer of 1864 Lincoln found himself under attack from all sides. Radicals were

unhappy with his policies on slavery and Reconstruction, conservatives doubted his leadership

abilities, and everyone blamed him for failing to end the war. In this dark and discouraging

period, he manifested his steadfastness in the face of criticism, his determination to do what he

believed right, and his refusal to seek mere partisan advantage.

When the new government in Louisiana, established under Lincoln’s guidelines, failed

to grant additional rights to African Americans, opposition in Congress to Lincoln’s

program increased. Two leading radicals, Benjamin F. Wade in the Senate and Henry Winter

Davis in the House, introduced a bill that established a more stringent program of

Reconstruction. The Wade–Davis bill placed the Confederate states temporarily under a

military governor. Rather than Lincoln’s nucleus of 10 percent, it required a majority of a

state’s 1860 voters to take the loyalty oath before forming a new state government. Large

categories of southern whites were disqualified from participating in the restoration process by

mandating they take a so-called iron-clad oath that they had never voluntarily supported the

Confederacy. In addition, slavery was abolished in the state, and Confederate officials barred

from holding office. With strong radical support, the bill passed Congress on July 2, shortly

before adjournment.

Radical leaders rushed to the White House to press Lincoln to sign the bill, but he laid

it aside. When Senator Zachariah Chandler stressed the importance of its provision abolishing

slavery in the reconstructed states, Lincoln replied, ‘‘That is the point on which I doubt

the authority of Congress to act.’’ Reminded that he had issued the Emancipation

Proclamation, Lincoln answered, ‘‘I conceive that I may in an emergency do things on

military grounds which cannot be done constitutionally by Congress.’’ While Lincoln had

issued the Emancipation Proclamation as a military act based on the executive’s war powers, he

never believed Congress had the constitutional power to abolish slavery in a state. In the end,

he pocket-vetoed the bill (if a president does not sign a bill after Congress has adjourned, it has

the effect of a veto).

Lincoln then issued a proclamation explaining his action. Declaring that he was unwilling

‘‘to be inflexibly committed to any single plan of restoration,’’ he objected to abandoning the

new governments already in place in Louisiana and Arkansas. He further roused the radicals’

ire by noting that the Wade–Davis bill provided one plan, which the people of the South were

free to accept if they wished (an unlikely occurrence, as he well knew).

Wade and Davis responded by publishing a manifesto that harshly assailed Lincoln as a

political usurper, bent on creating ‘‘shadows of Governments’’ in the South to aid his

reelection. Insisting that ‘‘the authority of Congress is paramount’’ on the matter of

reconstruction, they characterized Lincoln’s proclamation as a ‘‘studied outrage on the

legislative authority of the people.’’ Wade and Davis’s vehemence sorely tried Lincoln’s well-

known patience. ‘‘To be wounded in the house of one’s friends,’’ he lamented, ‘‘is perhaps the

most grievous affliction that can befall a man.’’

The division between Lincoln and the radicals over Reconstruction involved more than

whether Congress or the president would play the major role in formulating a program of

Reconstruction. Also involved were different perceptions of how best to restore loyal
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governments in the South. Radicals had little faith in white southern Unionists and believed

that blacks were the only loyal group of any size in the South. Therefore, they demanded

immediate emancipation and saw black suffrage as the best way to establish loyal governments.

Lincoln, in contrast, shrank from inaugurating a fundamental upheaval in southern society and

mores, and by stressing future over past loyalty, he was willing to allow recanting Rebels to

dominate the new southern governments. Moreover, Lincoln believed that the best strategy

was to introduce black suffrage in the South by degrees in order to accustom southern whites to

blacks voting. How far he was willing to go in extending rights to former slaves remained

unclear, but his gradualist approach to social change remained intact, just as when he had tried

to get the border states in 1862 to adopt gradual emancipation. Finally, the radicals and Lincoln

held quite different views of the relationship of Reconstruction to the war effort. By erecting

impossibly high standards that no southern state could meet, the Wade–Davis bill sought to

postpone Reconstruction until the war was over. For Lincoln, in contrast, a lenient program of

Reconstruction would encourage southern whites to abandon the Confederacy and thus was

integral to his strategy for winning the war.

At the same time, Lincoln was harshly denounced by antiwar Democrats. Northern war

weariness, which peaked in the summer of 1864, fostered a powerful peace movement on the

home front. The extreme Copperheads claimed that a negotiated settlement was possible if

Lincoln would only drop his insistence on emancipation. Lincoln correctly understood that

Jefferson Davis would never agree to a restoration of the Union, but many Northerners,

sickened by the bloodshed, clutched almost in desperation at any hope for peace.

Already under attack from the peace wing of the Democratic party, Lincoln came under

heavy pressure from Horace Greeley to open peace negotiations with the Confederacy. ‘‘Our

bleeding, bankrupt, almost dying country also longs for peace – shudders at the prospect of

fresh conscriptions, of further wholesale devastations, and of new rivers of human blood,’’

Greeley plaintively wrote in early July. Informed that Confederate diplomats with authority to

negotiate a peace settlement were in Niagara Falls, Greeley urged the president to confer with

them. The belief that the administration did not favor peace, he added, was doing great

political damage and was certain to do even more as the election approached.

Tired of Greeley’s censorious attitude and his flip-flops on public policy, Lincoln hit upon

the brilliant strategy of sending the New York editor to Niagara Falls to meet these purported

commissioners. He drafted a letter, addressed ‘‘To Whom It May Concern,’’ laying out his

peace terms, which he gave to his secretary, John Hay, to take to Niagara Falls. ‘‘Any

proposition’’ from the Confederate government, the letter read, ‘‘which embraces the

restoration of peace, the integrity of the whole Union, and the abandonment of slavery . . . 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.’’

Lincoln no doubt smiled as he sent Greeley on what he knew was a wild goose chase. When

Greeley reported (as Lincoln suspected all along) that the Confederates had no power to

conduct peace negotiations, the editor of the Tribune found himself the target of northern

ridicule. His eyes twinkling, Lincoln chuckled to Charles A. Dana, one of Greeley’s former

associates who was now working in the War Department, ‘‘I sent Brother Greeley a

commission. I guess I am about even with him now.’’

Realizing that a negotiated peace was impossible, Lincoln adopted the strategy of appearing

to be willing to open peace talks, while setting the preconditions high enough that Davis would

reject them out of hand. His demand for the abandonment of slavery in his letter outlining his

peace terms was more sweeping than the terms of his Emancipation Proclamation and the

ambiguous language of his Reconstruction program.
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Lincoln’s strategy backfired. All through the summer, Democrats made effective use of his

‘‘To Whom It May Concern’’ letter to argue that Lincoln was prolonging the war because of a

fanatical desire to end slavery. That demand out of the way, Democrats insisted, a settlement

with the Confederacy could quickly be reached. The unfriendly New York Herald proclaimed

that the letter ‘‘sealed Lincoln’s fate in the coming Presidential campaign.’’

In this battle for northern public opinion, Lincoln was ironically aided by Jefferson Davis,

who blundered by not proposing an armistice and peace talks without conditions. He also

benefited when two unofficial emissaries, following an interview with Davis in Richmond,

quoted the Confederate president as having delivered an ultimatum that ‘‘the war . . . must go

on . . . unless you acknowledge our right to self-government. We are not fighting for slavery. We are

fighting for Independence, – and that, or extermination, we will have.’’
Even so, Lincoln remained on the defensive. His peace terms failed to mollify the radicals,

still smarting over his veto of the Wade–Davis bill, while they constituted a sharp blow to the

prowar Democrats, who were opposed to emancipation as a Union war aim. Conservative and

moderate Republicans were also discontented, believing that Lincoln’s letter would strengthen

Confederate resistance; they also feared that it would usher in wild scenes of revolutionary

upheaval in the postwar South. With the president under attack whichever way he turned, his

old friend Orville Browning flatly pronounced him a ‘‘failure’’ as president.

Nevertheless, Lincoln decided to stick to his position. He could not give up the nearly

130,000 black men now serving in the Union ranks, he explained, nor would he consent that

slaves once freed be reenslaved. ‘‘I should be damned in time and in eternity for so doing.’’ In

an interview with several Wisconsin Republicans, Lincoln insisted that the war was being

waged solely to save the Union, but that ‘‘no human power can subdue this rebellion without

using the Emancipation lever as I have done.’’

By the beginning of August, despair was evident among Republicans, who believed that

they were staring defeat in the face. Military victory appeared as far away as ever, party

divisions were deepening, and Lincoln seemed unable to rally public opinion to his side. There

had been griping all summer among disaffected Republicans about Lincoln’s candidacy, but

the movement to convene a new convention and dump Lincoln now came to a head. At

a meeting in New York City, a number of prominent Republicans canvassed the possibility

and a call soon appeared, urging that a convention be held in Cincinnati on September 28.

‘‘Mr. Lincoln is already beaten,’’ Greeley contended in endorsing the call. ‘‘He cannot be

elected. And we must have another ticket to save us from utter overthrow.’’

Disheartened reports from party leaders in a number of key states poured in to Henry

J. Raymond, chairman of the Republican National Committee and editor of the New York
Times. Raymond attributed Lincoln’s problems to the military situation and the prevailing

opinion that the administration was prolonging the war solely to end slavery. ‘‘The suspicion is

widely diffused that we can have peace with Union if we would,’’ he wrote the president on

August 22. ‘‘It is idle to reason with this belief – still more idle to denounce it. It can only be

expelled by some authoritative act, at once bold enough to fix attention and distinct enough

to defy incredulity and challenge respect.’’ He urged that a commissioner be appointed to

negotiate with Davis, specifying only reunion as a condition for peace. Davis would certainly

reject such terms, Raymond added, but the offer would dampen the cry in the North for peace

negotiations. At a subsequent meeting at the White House with the leaders of the National

Committee, Lincoln rejected this proposal, insisting that it ‘‘would be worse than losing the

Presidential contest – it would be ignominiously surrendering it in advance.’’

Gloom pervaded the White House. ‘‘Everything is darkness and doubt and discourage-

ment,’’ Nicolay reported in late August. Lincoln remained outwardly determined, but in
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reality he was deeply discouraged. On August 23, after reading Raymond’s bleak letter, he took

out a sheet of paper and wrote the following: ‘‘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

inauguration; as he will have secured his election on such ground that he can not possibly save

it afterwards.’’ Lincoln was certain that party pressure would force any Democratic president,

no matter how committed to the war, to agree to an armistice, which he knew would be fatal to

the Union cause. After sealing this statement in an envelope, he had each of his cabinet

members sign the back without revealing the contents to them. Only after the election was over

did he open the envelope and read to his advisers the statement they had blindly endorsed.

The Democrats had postponed their convention until the end of August in order to see what

the military situation was before selecting a ticket. Among the delegates who assembled in

Chicago was Clement Vallandigham, the Copperhead leader who had been banished the year

before, and who now returned from Canada breathing fire and daring the administration to

arrest him. Lincoln instructed his generals to leave Vallandigham alone, convinced that he was

doing more harm to the Democrats than the Republicans.

The Democrats nominated former general George McClellan for president. McClellan was

the choice of the regular Democrats, who favored a war to save the Union but balked at

emancipation. The platform, however, reflected the views of the peace wing of the party.

Largely written by Vallandigham, the 1864 Democratic platform pronounced the war a failure

and called for an armistice and peace negotiations with the Confederacy. ‘‘After four years of

failure to restore the Union by the experiment of war,’’ the controversial plank read,

‘‘ . . . justice, humanity, liberty, and the public welfare demand that immediate efforts be made

for a cessation of hostilities, with a view of 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. . . . ’’ In his acceptance letter, McClellan repudiated the

assertion that the war was a failure and, after much indecision, rejected the idea of an armistice.

Privately, Confederate leaders considered McClellan their last hope of victory. His triumph

would signal the North’s unwillingness to continue the war; certainly it would revive southern

morale and determination. McClellan’s election would lead to southern independence, the

Charleston Mercury assured its readers following the Democratic convention, and thus it was

‘‘essential’’ that ‘‘for the next two months we hold our own and prevent military success by

our foes.’’

Democrats’ – and Confederates’ – optimism was short lived. Word soon arrived from Sherman

that ‘‘Atlanta is ours, and fairly won,’’ which completely transformed the existing political

situation. Sherman’s capture of the city on September 2 came on the heels of Admiral David

Farragut’s stirring success at Mobile Bay. Shortly thereafter, Philip Sheridan smashed Jubal

Early’s army and began to devastate the Shenandoah Valley so that Lee could no longer draw

supplies from that fertile agricultural region. It was apparent that the Union was much closer to

victory than Northerners had previously realized. Republican spirits revived, and Democratic

ones correspondingly declined. Almost overnight, Abraham Lincoln became the favorite to win

the 1864 presidential election.

The prospect of a Republican victory in November did wonders to close the party’s internal

breach. The movement to hold a new national convention promptly collapsed, and even

‘‘sorehead republicans,’’ in the words of the New York Herald, scrambled aboard the Lincoln

bandwagon. At this point Zachariah Chandler, who considered McClellan a traitor, apparently

worked out an arrangement whereby Frémont would withdraw from the race andMontgomery
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Blair, the radicals’ chief nemesis, would leave the cabinet. Lincoln disliked giving up Blair, who

had been a loyal supporter, but he realized that Blair’s endless personal quarrels and slashing

attacks on his critics negated his political usefulness. In late September Frémont withdrew as a

candidate, and Lincoln accepted Blair’s long-standing offer to resign and named William

Dennison of Ohio the new Postmaster General. Radicals took to the campaign trail, though

sometimes stumping with less than good grace for the national ticket.

Three key northern states – Pennsylvania, Ohio, and Indiana – held their state elections in

October. Unlike the other two states, Indiana failed to adopt a procedure that would allow

Union soldiers to vote in the field. With an eye on the contest, Lincoln asked Sherman to

furlough as many Indiana troops as possible to go home and vote in the state election. Sherman

complied, and two of his generals, John Logan and Frank Blair, Jr., both notable politicians and

former Democrats, campaigned for Lincoln in the state and elsewhere. When the Republicans,

aided by the soldier vote, carried all three states, Lincoln’s success in November seemed likely,

but the result in Pennsylvania was uncomfortably close. Two days later, Lincoln estimated that

he would narrowly squeak through in the November balloting.

As was the custom for presidential candidates in the nineteenth century, Lincoln refrained

from actively campaigning, but he kept a close eye on developments in various states. Indeed,

Fessenden reported that ‘‘the President is too busy looking after the elections to think of

anything else.’’ He especially used his enormous tact and great powers of persuasion to paper

over personal feuds and party divisions in several states, including Pennsylvania. ‘‘I confess

that I desire to be re-elected,’’ Lincoln remarked. ‘‘God knows I do not want the labor and

responsibility of the office for another four years. But I have the common pride of humanity to

wish my past four years Administration endorsed.’’

Following such a heated campaign, the balloting on November 8 was surprisingly peaceful.

Election day was ‘‘dull, gloomy and rainy’’ in Washington. Calling around noon, Noah Brooks

found the White House virtually deserted. In talking to Hay during the day, Lincoln reflected,

‘‘It is a little singular that I who am not a vindictive man, should have always been before the

people for election in canvasses marked for their bitterness.’’ Except for the 1846 congressional

race, ‘‘the contests in which I have been prominent have been marked with great rancor.’’ That

evening Hay accompanied the president as he went over to the War Department to receive the

returns by telegraph, just as Lincoln had done four years earlier at the office of the Illinois State

Journal in Springfield. The early returns were generally favorable, and the Republican trend

grew more pronounced as the evening wore on. Lincoln was in a genial mood, and it was not

until around three that he at last went home.

The final returns gave Lincoln a popular majority of more than 400,000 votes. Lincoln

carried all but three states (New Jersey, Delaware, and Kentucky) and won an overwhelming

victory in the electoral college, 212 to 21. The election was closer than these numbers suggest,

however, for Lincoln’s margin was very small in several key states, including New York. His

vote in 1864 followed the same lines as in 1860, except in the border states, where the

Republican party now was much stronger.

One of the most striking features of the balloting was Lincoln’s support among Union

soldiers. Nineteen states made provisions for troops to vote in their camps. Lincoln won almost

80 percent of the their votes, evidence of the great affection ordinary soldiers had for him, as

well as the deep resentment they bore toward the Copperheads and the Democratic platform.

One Democratic soldier who voted for Lincoln explained, ‘‘I had rather stay out here a lifetime

(much as I dislike it), than consent to a division of our country. . . .We all want peace, but none

any but an honorable one.’’ The vote of soldiers provided Lincoln’s margin of victory in New

York and Connecticut, and probably Indiana and Maryland as well.
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During the course of the war, Lincoln had developed a very special relationship with Union

troops, who affectionately called him ‘‘Uncle Abe’’ and ‘‘Father Abraham.’’ His unpretentious

manner, common looks, and homespun ways appealed to ordinary soldiers, who felt a kinship

with him. When he reviewed the troops, he did not cut a dashing figure on horseback (one of

Grant’s aides said he reminded him of ‘‘a country farmer riding into town wearing his Sunday

clothes’’), but the men spontaneously broke into cheers as he rode by. A New York soldier

wrote home after Lincoln visited the army in 1862, ‘‘The boys liked him. In fact, his popularity

with the army is and has been universal.’’ On another occasion, when Lincoln reviewed the

Army of the Potomac, Noah Brooks observed, ‘‘It was noticeable that the President merely

touched his hat in return salute to the officers, but uncovered to the men in the ranks.’’ The

troops appreciated the interest he took in their condition and treatment, and when he told them

to bring their personal problems to his attention, many did. This relationship grew stronger as

the war continued, and the 1864 election confirmed that Union soldiers were the strongest

supporters Abraham Lincoln had.

Two nights later Lincoln made a brief speech to a crowd of well-wishers who came to the

White House. ‘‘The election was a necessity,’’ he affirmed. ‘‘We can not have free government

without elections; and if the rebellion could force us to forego, or postpone a national election,

it might fairly claim to have already conquered and ruined us.’’ The election caused strife, but

it also did good. ‘‘It has demonstrated that a people’s government can sustain a national

election, in the midst of a great civil war.’’

The election of 1864marked the final turning point of theCivilWar. Its outcome constituted a

great personal triumph for Lincoln after four years of vicious and unrelenting criticism. It also

evinced the renewed commitment of the northern people, after the Union’s recent military

victories, to continue the struggle until the war was won. Finally, it represented an endorsement

of the policy of emancipation, against which Democrats had directed their fire in the recent

campaign, and ended any doubt that slaverywould be abolished as a result of the war. ‘‘The crisis

has been past,’’ GeorgeTempleton Strongwrote in his diary, ‘‘and themostmomentous popular

election ever held since ballots were invented has decided against treason and disunion.’’

To be sure, Jefferson Davis remained defiant and announced that the Confederacy would

fight on until independence was achieved, but in the wake of Lincoln’s victory southern morale

rapidly deteriorated. With the defeat of the Confederacy now only a matter of time, Lincoln

turned his thoughts to peace.

Questions to consider

. Gienapp notes that Lincoln had poor relations with the radical wing of his party in

1864 because of his relatively cautious approach to Reconstruction. How would you

compare Lincoln’s handling of this matter with Emancipation (you may wish to look

at documents in Part VII)? Do you think he was right to go slow?

. Had Lincoln lost or never been elected, can you imagine a negotiated settlement for

the Civil War? What might it have looked like?

. How much political danger do you think Lincoln faced in 1864?
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Chapter 24

Wartime Politics: Primary Sources

Chiefly About War Matters

Nathaniel Hawthorne

Nathaniel Hawthorne was a major (if not exactly best-selling) novelist during the Civil

War – and an avowed Democrat who had held an important diplomatic post during the

administration of his friend Franklin Pierce, who held the presidency from 1857 to

1861. In 1862, on assignment for Atlantic Monthly, Hawthorne went to theWhite House

and met a man who he was inclined to regard with some suspicion. The brief sketch that

resulted, part of a much larger look at the wartime situation, was complex, suggesting

both admiration as well as condescension (and, perhaps, Hawthorne’s customary

skepticism about those who think they can change the world for the better, a skepticism

that grew directly out of his ambiguous attempts to explore his Puritan heritage).

Nathaniel Hawthorne, ‘‘Chiefly About War Matters. By a Peaceable Man,’’ Atlantic Monthly, vol.

10, no. 57 (July 1862), 43–61.

[ . . . ]

Of course, there was one other personage, in the class of statesmen, whom I should have

been truly mortified to leave Washington without seeing; since (temporarily, at least, and by

force of circumstances) he was the man of men. But a private grief had built up a barrier about

him, impeding the customary free intercourse of Americans with their chief magistrate; so that

I might have come away without a glimpse of his very remarkable physiognomy, save for a

semi-official opportunity of which I was glad to take advantage. The fact is, we were invited to

annex ourselves, as supernumeraries, to a deputation that was about to wait upon the President,

from a Massachusetts whip-factory, with a present of a splendid whip.



Our immediate party consisted only of four or five (including Major Ben Perley Poore, with

his notebook and pencil), but we were joined by several other persons, who seemed to have

been lounging about the precincts of the White House, under the spacious porch, or within the

hall, and who swarmed in with us to take the chances of a presentation. Nine o’clock had been

appointed as the time for receiving the deputation, and we were punctual to the moment; but

not so the President, who sent us word that he was eating his breakfast, and would come as soon

as he could. His appetite, we were glad to think, must have been a pretty fair one; for we waited

about half an hour in one of the antechambers, and then were ushered into a reception-room, in

one corner of which sat the Secretaries of War and of the Treasury, expecting, like ourselves,

the termination of the Presidential breakfast. During this interval there were several new

additions to our group, one or two of whom were in a working-garb, so that we formed a very

miscellaneous collection of people, mostly unknown to each other, and without any common

sponsor, but all with an equal right to look our head-servant in the face.

By and by there was a little stir on the staircase and in the passage-way, and in lounged a tall,

loose-jointed figure, of an exaggerated Yankee port and demeanor, whom (as being about the

homeliest man I ever saw, yet by no means repulsive or disagreeable) it was impossible not to

recognize as Uncle Abe.

Unquestionably, Western man though he be, and Kentuckian by birth, President Lincoln is

the essential representative of all Yankees, and the veritable specimen, physically, of what the

world seems determined to regard as our characteristic qualities. It is the strangest and yet the

fittest thing in the jumble of human vicissitudes, that he, out of so many millions, unlooked for,

unselected by any intelligible process that could be based upon his genuine qualities, unknown

to those who chose him, and unsuspected of what endowments may adapt him for his

tremendous responsibility, should have found the way open for him to fling his lank personality

into the chair of state, – where, I presume, it was his first impulse to throw his legs on the

council-table, and tell the Cabinet Ministers a story. There is no describing his lengthy

awkwardness, nor the uncouthness of his movement; and yet it seemed as if I had been in the

habit of seeing him daily, and had shaken hands with him a thousand times in some village

street; so true was he to the aspect of the pattern American, though with a certain extravagance

which, possibly, I exaggerated still further by the delighted eagerness with which I took it in. If

put to guess his calling and livelihood, I should have taken him for a country schoolmaster as

soon as anything else. He was dressed in a rusty black frock-coat and pantaloons, unbrushed,

and worn so faithfully that the suit had adapted itself to the curves and angularities of his

figure, and had grown to be an outer skin of the man. He had shabby slippers on his feet. His

hair was black, still unmixed with gray, stiff, somewhat bushy, and had apparently been

acquainted with neither brush nor comb that morning, after the disarrangement of the pillow;

and as to a night-cap, Uncle Abe probably knows nothing of such effeminacies. His complexion

is dark and sallow, betokening, I fear, an insalubrious atmosphere around the White House; he

has thick black eyebrows and an impending brow; his nose is large, and the lines about his

mouth are very strongly defined.

The whole physiognomy is as coarse a one as you would meet anywhere in the length and

breadth of the States; but, withal, it is redeemed, illuminated, softened, and brightened by a

kindly though serious look out of his eyes, and an expression of homely sagacity, that seems

weighted with rich results of village experience. A great deal of native sense; no bookish

cultivation, no refinement; honest at heart, and thoroughly so, and yet, in some sort, sly, – at

least, endowed with a sort of tact and wisdom that are akin to craft, and would impel him,

I think, to take an antagonist in flank, rather than to make a bull-run at him right in front. But,

on the whole, I like this sallow, queer, sagacious visage, with the homely human sympathies
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that warmed it; and, for my small share in the matter, would as lief have Uncle Abe for a ruler

as any man whom it would have been practicable to put in his place.

Immediately on his entrance the President accosted our member of Congress, who had us in

charge, and, with a comical twist of his face, made some jocular remark about the length of his

breakfast. He then greeted us all round, not waiting for an introduction, but shaking and

squeezing everybody’s hand with the utmost cordiality, whether the individual’s name was

announced to him or not.Hismanner towards uswaswholly without pretence, but yet had a kind

of natural dignity, quite sufficient to keep the forwardest of us from clapping him on the shoulder

and asking him for a story. Amutual acquaintance being established, our leader took thewhip out

of its case, and began to read the address of presentation. The whip was an exceedingly long one,

its handle wrought in ivory (by some artist in the Massachusetts State Prison, I believe), and

ornamented with a medallion of the President, and other equally beautiful devices; and along its

whole length there was a succession of golden bands and ferrules. The address was shorter than

the whip, but equally well made, consisting chiefly of an explanatory description of these artistic

designs, and closing with a hint that the gift was a suggestive and emblematic one, and that the

President would recognize the use to which such an instrument should be put.

This suggestion gaveUncle Abe rather a delicate task in his reply, because, slight as thematter

seemed, it apparently called for some declaration, or intimation, or faint foreshadowing of policy

in reference to the conduct of the war, and the final treatment of the Rebels. But the President’s

Yankee aptness and not-to-be-caughtness stood him in good stead, and he jerked or wiggled

himself out of the dilemma with an uncouth dexterity that was entirely in character; although,

without his gesticulation of eye and mouth, – and especially the flourish of the whip, with which

he imagined himself touching up a pair of fat horses, – I doubt whether his wordswould beworth

recording, even if I could remember them.The gist of the reply was, that he accepted the whip as

an emblem of peace, not punishment; and, this great affair over, we retired out of the presence in

high good-humor, only regretting that we could not have seen the President sit down and fold up

his legs (which is said to be a most extraordinary spectacle), or have heard him tell one of those

delectable stories for which he is so celebrated. A goodmany of them are afloat upon the common

talk of Washington, and are certainly the aptest, pithiest, and funniest little things imaginable;

though, to be sure, they smack of the frontier freedom, and would not always bear repetition in a

drawing-room, or on the immaculate page of the Atlantic.1

GoodHeavens!what liberties have I been takingwith one of the potentates of the earth, and the

man onwhose conductmore important consequences depend than on that of any other historical

personage of the century! But with whom is an American citizen entitled to take a liberty, if not

with his own chief magistrate? However, lest the above allusions to President Lincoln’s little

peculiarities (already well known to the country and to the world) should be misinterpreted,

I deem it proper to say a word or two in regard to him, of unfeigned respect and measurable

confidence. He is evidently a man of keen faculties, and, what is still more to the purpose, of

powerful character. As to his integrity, the people have that intuition of it which is never

deceived. Before he actually entered upon his great office, and for a considerable time afterwards,

there is no reason to suppose that he adequately estimated the gigantic task about to be imposed

on him, or, at least, had any distinct idea how it was to bemanaged; and I presume theremay have

beenmore than one veteran politician who proposed to himself to take the power out of President

Lincoln’s hands into his own, leaving our honest friend only the public responsibility for the good

or ill success of the career. The extremely imperfect development of his statesmanly qualities, at

that period, may have justified such designs. But the President is teachable by events, and has

now spent a year in a very arduous course of education; he has a flexible mind, capable of much

expansion, and convertible towards far loftier studies and activities than those of his early life; and
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if he came toWashington a backwoods humorist, he has already transformed himself into as good

a statesman (to speak moderately) as his prime-minister.

Note

1 The above passage relating to President Lincoln was one of those omitted from the article as originally

published, and the following note was appended to explain the omission, which had been indicated by

a line of points:

We are compelled to omit two or three pages, in which the author describes the interview, and gives

his idea of the personal appearance and deportment of the President. The sketch appears to have been

written in a benign spirit, and perhaps conveys a not inaccurate impression of its august subject; but it

lacks reverence, and it pains us to see a gentleman of ripe age, and who has spent years under the

corrective influence of foreign institutions, falling into the characteristic and most ominous fault of

Young America.

Questions to consider

. How would you describe the style Hawthorne employs here? Are you amused,

annoyed or both? Why?

. Some of this portrait was trimmed from Atlantic Monthly when it was published in

1862, because Hawthorne’s editors deemed it insufficiently respectful of the

President. Do you agree?

Work

Boston Evening Transcript

Politics is about people, but it is also about principles and interests. In this article from

the Boston Evening Transcript about three weeks before the election of 1864, one senses

an impatience with personalities and a desire to clarify what the contest – political and

military – was really about. How persuasive is this writer’s point of view?

Boston Evening Transcript (October 15, 1864), ‘‘Work’’, in The Civil War: Ironweed American

Newspapers and Periodicals Project, ed. Brayton Harris (Forest Hills, NY: Ironweed Press, 1999), pp.

540–1.

It may be considered settled that of the two candidates for the presidency, Abraham Lincoln is

to be elected by a very large majority of the electoral vote. In ordinary times this would be

enough. But more than this is wanted now. In one sense, the men in this political contest are of

266 wart ime pol it ics



little account. Their respective merits or demerits have entered into the canvass, merely as one

side or the other has endeavored to win votes by showing its fitness or unfitness to stand as the

head of the administration of a great republic. The real issue is an issue of principles, and in

view of this fact, an overwhelming expression of public sentiment on the right side is to be

labored for with unremitted diligence and unwearied earnestness.

Grant that theChicago partymeans to insist upon aUnion of some sort as a condition of peace;

grant that it means to stand upon its own solemnly resolved platform, or upon whatever of

definite purpose can be inferred from the adroit and ambiguous letter of McClellan; great this,

and it is still easy to see what policy must come of giving the whole power in the management of

public affairs, or even of any considerable influence as a strong minority, to the political plotters

who have disguised their antirepublican designs by assuming to represent the democracy. That

policy, to make the best of it, means to try negotiations first with the leaders of the rebellion, not

with the people of the South, and in these negotiations the Chicago party would stand ready to

concede as those leaders their old relations to the Federal government.

This is what they intend by making ‘‘Union’’ the only condition of peace. They do not start

with the fact that Jefferson Davis and his fellow conspirators are traitors and guilty of armed

treason – the authors by the admission of Alexander H. Stephens, of a civil war with all in

horrors, for which they had, at the time of its assaults upon the national flag, no justification.1

They do not start with this fact. They have an entirely different theory as to the past doings and

the present attitude of the Richmond leaders. At most, they are misguided political adversaries,

who are to be conciliated, and won back to the allegiance they have spurned, by compromise.

This is the policy: Armistice, conference concession, and such a Union as the secessionists may

be pleased to agree to. If this encouragement fails, then, say a portion of the Chicago party, we

will fight on for a Union. But amid the contradictions in that party, the fighting, even in the last

resort, will be a very mild kind of skirmishing.

On the other side, the ground taken is that the nation is engaged in overcoming rebellion, in

compelling treason to submit unconditionally, and in restoring the authority of the Federal

government all over the land, so that it shall not be again periled by sectional treason and an

ambitious aristocracy that holds free institutions and popular rights in supreme contempt.

Here is the issue of principles and of policy presented to the voters of the North on the 8th of

November. The result of the election is not to be merely the expression of a choice as between

the two nominees, but a pronunciamento by the people as to the view they take of the war and

the sort of nation they mean to be. This being the case, how clear is the duty of working in

season and out of season to secure an overwhelming expression of the popular will in favor of

Union and free institutions – a democratic nationality.

Note

1 Alexander H. Stephens served as Davis’s vice president (1861–65) and, after the war, as congressman

and governor of Georgia.
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Part XI

Gender Battles

Plate 13 Family Values: Alfred Waud’s ‘‘Mustered Out’’ (see photo of him in the Introduction of this

book) captures the exuberance of the Little Rock, Arkansas, African American community as US

Colored Troops return home on April 20, 1865. This drawing was published in Harper’s Weekly on May

19, 1866 amid struggles over Reconstruction and the rights of freedmen and women. (Prints and

Photographs Division, Library of Congress)



Chapter 25

What Shall We Do?:
Confederate Women Confront the Crisis

Drew Gilpin Faust

In the mid-nineteenth century the concept of separate spheres for men and women was

common sense, even with regional variations. In theory, it was all very simple: the good

Lord made man and woman (actually, woman was made from man) and set them on the

Earth to love and serve each other and their children. This involved the understanding

that each sex had distinct tasks particular to them: men to hunt, gather, and protect the

family from external threats; women to feed, nurture, and protect it from internal ones.

Men were to cultivate diligence, independence, and self-restraint; women, as the moral

centers of the home, were understood to be instinctively pious, gentle, and submissive.

In the modern world of the nineteenth century, hunting and gathering was more of a

metaphor than a fact (at least in cities and towns), and nurturance could involve the

cultivation of domestic arts and even sciences. But the prescribed roles were

reasonably clear. Biological sex differences were directly correlated with gender roles.

Or so it seemed. In fact, the lines between spheres could get blurred when half of the

equation was out of the picture for one reason or another. And there were times when

some women – like abolitionists – felt that the only way to preserve their private

domestic sphere was to venture out into the public one to correct what they saw to be

egregious moral failures. Naturally, such people were viewed with suspicion.

The complexities intensified still further in wartime. During the Civil War era men

and women lived apart from each other for long stretches of time, and the press of

events could force them to perform tasks (from cooking to plowing) that they never

would have imagined performing (or being able to perform) under other circumstances.

Even when the tasks didn’t change, ideas did, ideas that could lead to conflicts or new

realities in the war’s aftermath.

Few Civil War historians have explored these questions with as much depth as

Harvard University historian Drew Gilpin Faust. A direct descendant of Confederates,

Faust has devoted much of her career to plumbing the complexities of Southerners’

lives. In a controversial 1994 article in the Journal of American History, Faust turned her

focus exclusively to women, going so far as to suggest that one reason that the South



lost the Civil War may have been because elite Southern white women had had enough,

and that their desertion from the cause had crippling effects. In this opening chapter

from her 1999 bookMothers of Invention: Women of the Slaveholding South in the Civil War,

Faust illustrates how the war’s outbreak unsettled gender relations even for women

who were not particularly interested in challenging the status quo.

Drew Gilpin Faust, ‘‘What Shall We Do?,’’ in Mothers of Invention: Women of the Slaveholding

South in the American Civil War (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1996), pp. 9–18.

Copyright f 1996 by the University of North Carolina Press. Used by permission of the

publisher.

As the nation passed anxiously through the long and uncertain months of the ‘‘secession

winter’’ of 1861–2, Lucy Wood wrote from her home in Charlottesville, Virginia, to her fiancé,

Waddy Butler. His native South Carolina had seceded just before Christmas, declaring itself

sovereign and independent, but Virginia had not yet acted. Just a week before Lucy Wood’s

letter of January 21, her state’s legislature had voted to call a secession convention, and Wood

thought disunion was ‘‘fast becoming the order of the day.’’ Yet these momentous events had

already changed Lucy’s life. Waddy Butler, preoccupied with new military obligations

in service of what Wood pointedly called ‘‘your country,’’ had been neglecting his intended

bride, failing to write as frequently as she had come to expect. Affianced they still might be,

but, Wood noted, they had become citizens of different nations, officially ‘‘foreigners to each

other now.’’1

In January 1861 Lucy Wood was more bemused than genuinely troubled by this intrusion of

grave public matters into her personal affairs, and she fully expected Virginia’s prompt secession

to reunite her with Butler in ‘‘common cause.’’ But beneath the playful language of her letter lay

an incisive perception.Waddy Butler’s new life as a soldier would ultimately not just deprive his

future wife of ‘‘hearing from you as often as I otherwise should,’’ but would divide the young

couple as he marched off to war and she remained home in a world of women. By removing men

to the battlefield, the war that followed secession threatened to make the men and women of the

South foreigners to one another, separating them into quite different wartime lives. As the sense

of crisis mounted through the early months of 1861 and as political conflict turned into full-scale

war, southern ladies struggled tomake theConfederacy a common causewith theirmen, to find a

place for themselves in a culture increasingly preoccupied with the quintessentially male

concerns of politics and of battle. Confederate women were determined that the South’s crisis

must be ‘‘certainly ours as well as that of the men.’’2

Public Affairs Absorb Our Interest

Like most southern women of her class, Lucy Wood was knowledgeable about political affairs,

and her letter revealed that she had thought carefully about the implications of secession. Her

objections to disunion, she explained toWaddy Butler, arose from her fears that an independent

southern nation would reopen the African slave trade, a policy she found ‘‘extremely revolting.’’

Yet as she elaborated her position, detailing her disagreementswith theman she intended towed,

Wood abruptly and revealingly interrupted the flow of her argument. ‘‘But I have no political

opinion and have a peculiar dislike to all females who discuss such matters.’’3
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However compelling the unfolding drama in which they found themselves, southern ladies

knew well that in nineteenth-century America, politics was regarded as the privilege and

responsibility ofmen. As oneSouthCarolina lady decisively remarked, ‘‘woman has not business

with such matters.’’ Men voted; men spoke in public; ladies appropriately remained within the

sphere of home and family. Yet the secession crisis would see these prescriptions honored in

the breach as much as the observance. In this moment of national upheaval, the lure of politics

seemed all but irresistible. ‘‘Politics engrossesmy every thought,’’ Amanda Sims confided to her

friend Harriet Palmer. ‘‘Public affairs absorb all our interest,’’ confirmed Catherine

Edmondston of North Carolina. In Richmond, Lucy Bagby crowded into the ladies’ gallery

to hear the Virginia Convention’s electrifying secession debates, and women began customarily

to arrive an hour before the proceedings opened each morning in order to procure good seats.

Aging South Carolina widowKeziah Brevard confessed that she was so caught up in the stirring

events that when she awoke in the night, ‘‘My first thought is ‘my state is out of the union.’ ’’4

Like LucyWood, however,manywomen thought this preoccupation not entirely fitting, even

if irresistible. Fewwere as adamant in their opposition to women’s growing political interest and

assertiveness as Louisianian Sarah Morgan, who longed ‘‘for a place where I would never hear a

woman talk politics’’ and baldly declared, ‘‘I hate to hear women on political subjects.’’ Butmost

ladies were troubled by feeling so strongly about matters they could only defensively claim as

their rightful concern. ‘‘I wonder sometimes,’’ wrote AdaBacot, a youngwidow, ‘‘if people think

it strange I should be so warm a secessionist, but,’’ she continuedmore confidently, ‘‘why should

they, has not every woman a right to express her opinions upon such subjects, in private if not in

public?’’ The ‘‘Ladies of Browards Neck’’ Florida demonstrated a similar mixture of

engagement and self-doubt when they united to address the ‘‘politicians’’ of their state in a

letter to the Jacksonville Standard. Their positive views on secession, they assured their readers,

were not frivolous or ill-founded but were supported in fact and argument. ‘‘And if any person is

desirous to knowhowwe come by the information towhichwe allude, we tell them in advance, by

reading the newspapers and public journals for the ten years past andwhenwe readwe do sowith

inquiring minds peculiar to our sex.’’ Rather than accepting their womanhood as prohibiting

political activism or undermining the legitimacy of their political views, these Florida ladies

insisted on the special advantages of their female identity, boldly and innovatively claiming

politics as peculiarly appropriate to the woman’s sphere.5

Catherine Edmondston worried about the vehemence of her secessionist views because of

the divisions they were causing in her own family. Before Lincoln’s call for troops in April

1861, Edmondston’s parents and sister remained staunch Unionists, although Catherine and

her husband of fifteen years strongly supported the new southern nation. Edmondston found

the resulting conflict very ‘‘painful’’ and was particularly distressed at having to disagree with

her father. ‘‘It is the first time in my life that my judgment & feelings did not yeild to him.’’ It

was a ‘‘pity,’’ she observed, that politics had become so heated as to ‘‘intrude into private life.’’

Boundaries between what she had regarded as public and private domains were being

undermined, as were previously unquestioned definitions of women’s place within them. As

war consumed the South, Edmondston would find that little space was left to what she called

‘‘private life.’’ The private, the domestic, would become part of the homefront, another

battlefield in what was by 1865 to become total war.6

In 1861, however, southern women still largely accepted the legitimacy of divisions between

the private and the public, the domestic and the political, the sphere of women and the sphere

of men. Yet they nevertheless resisted being excluded from the ever more heated and ever more

engrossing political conflict that surrounded them. Women’s politics in the secession crisis was

necessarily a politics of ambivalence. Often women, like men, were torn about their decision to
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support or oppose secession. Few white southerners of either sex left the Union without a pang

of regret for the great American experiment, and just as few rejected the newly independent

South without a parallel sense of loss. ‘‘It is like uprooting some of our holiest sentiments to feel

that to love [the Union] longer is to be treacherous to ourselves and our country,’’ remarked

Susan Cornwall of Georgia. As Catherine Edmondston explained, it seemed to her perfectly

acceptable for a Confederate to ‘‘mourn over’’ the United States ‘‘as for a lost friend.’’7

But women’s political ambivalence in the secession crisis arose from a deeper source as well:

their uncertainty about their relationship to politics altogether. Admitting that they as women

had no place in the public sphere, they nevertheless asserted their claims within it. Yet they

acted with considerable doubt, with reluctance and apology, longing to behave as ladies

but declining to stand aside while history unfolded around them. War had not yet begun, but

southern women had already inaugurated their effort to claim a place and an interest in the

national crisis.

Your Country Calls

What one Alabama lady called the ‘‘unexpected proportions’’ of the Civil War would take most

Americans North and South by surprise. Many southerners anticipated that the Union would

not contest southern secession, and James Chesnut, former United States senator from South

Carolina, confidently promised that he would drink all the blood spilled in the movement for

independence. Yet as soon as their states seceded, southern men began to arm and drill, and

expectations of military conflict at once thrilled and frightened the region’s women. Looking

back on those early days, one Virginia lady remarked that war had at first seemed like ‘‘a

pageant and a tournament,’’ but others wrote of ‘‘foreboding for the future’’ or of a ‘‘trembling

fear’’ of what might be in store. Disunion troubled Julia Davidson for reasons entirely apart

from divisions of politics. ‘‘I study about it sometimes,’’ she wrote her husband, John, ‘‘and get

The blues so bad I do not know what to do. God grant That all things may yet be settled

without bloodshed.’’ As an elderly widow living alone on a large plantation, Keziah Brevard

feared not just military bloodshed but worried too about what she called the ‘‘enemies in our

midst,’’ the vulnerability of the South to slave uprisings.8

White southernwomen felt far freer than theirmen to admit – and even no doubt to feel – fears

that, however unmanly, were entirely justified by the perilous circumstances facing the South.

Women voiced apprehensions about war and anxieties about loss of particular loved ones, fears

that masculine conventions of honor and courage would not permit men to express. From the

outset this touch of realism tempered women’s politics and women’s patriotism; the culturally

accepted legitimacy of women’s private feelings and everyday obligations posed a counterweight

to the romantic masculine ideology of war. Soon after the passage of the Ordinance of Secession,

a South Carolina lady offered her womanly resolution of the inconsistency between these

imperatives, explicitly privileging the personal over the political, loyalty to family over obligation

to the state. ‘‘I do not approve of this thing,’’ she declared. ‘‘What do I care for patriotism? My

husband is my country. What is country to me if he be killed?’’ Kate Rowland of Georgia

admitted that her ‘‘patriotism is at a very low ebb when Charlie comes in competition.’’ When

her husband joined the army, she had no ambition for him to garner fame and glory; instead she

wished him to secure a post as far as possible from all fighting. ‘‘Charlie is dearer to me than my

country, & I cannot willingly give him up,’’ she confessed.9

The conflict between women’s emergent patriotism and their devotion to the lives and

welfare of their families became clear as southern men prepared for war. Very precise
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expectations of men’s appropriate behavior in wartime enhanced many women’s enthusiasm

for the Confederacy. The romance of the military and the close association of manhood with

honor, courage, and glory outweighed the reluctance many women felt to give up their loved

ones, for they had come to believe that the very value of these men was inseparable from their

willingness to sacrifice their lives in battle. A ‘‘man did not deserve the name of man if he did

not fight for his country,’’ Kate Cumming concluded. One lady of the Shenandoah Valley sent

her son off to camp with a triumphant proclamation in the columns of theWinchester Virginian:

‘‘Your country calls. . . . I am ready to offer you up in defense of your country’s rights and

honor; and I now offer you, a beardless boy of 17 summers, – not with grief, but thanking God

that I have a son to offer.’’ Sarah Lawton of Georgia celebrated the opportunities she thought

war would provide to make men more manly and to arrest what she regarded as men’s failure to

fulfill her expectations of them. ‘‘I think something was needed to wake them from their

effeminate habits and [I] welcome war for that.’’ Mary Vaught ceased speaking to those of her

gentleman friends who had not enlisted, and a group of young women in Texas presented

hoopskirts and bonnets to all the men in the neighborhood who did not volunteer.10

But the call for soldiers deeply troubled many women, who anticipated that their husbands

and sons might well meet death rather than glory on the battlefield. Alabama widow Sarah

Espy was distressed by her son’s determination to enlist. ‘‘I do not like it much,’’ she wrote,

‘‘but will have to submit.’’ Lizzie Ozburn of Georgia endured just a few weeks of army service

by her husband, Jimmie, before herself arranging for a substitute to complete his term of

enlistment. ‘‘Then if you don’t come,’’ she warned him, ‘‘you wont have any lady to come to

when you do come.’’11

The conflicting imperatives of patriotism and protectiveness played themselves out

dramatically in the ritualized moment of troop departures. Communities gathered en masse to

wish the soldiers farewell and often to present them with uniforms or flags sewn by local ladies.

Patriotic addresses were the order of the day, and the soldiers marched off, as one young

member of the elite Washington Artillery described it, ‘‘pelted with fruit, flowers, cards

& notes’’ from throngs of ladies. Ceremonies of colorful uniforms, waving banners, patriotic

speeches, and martial music displayed all the romance of war as well as unbounded

expectations of personal courage and glorious victory.12

The ebullience of the crowd, however, often came at the expense of considerable repression

of feeling. Gertrude Thomas spoke of the ‘‘speechless agony’’ with which she bade her

husband good-bye, and Emily Harris seemed almost resentful that ‘‘It has always been my lot

to be obliged to shut up my griefs in my own breast.’’ When one woman burst into tears before

two young soldiers, their mother chastised her, ‘‘How could you, let them see you crying? It

will unman them.’’ Men could evidently be men only with considerable female assistance.13

But often enough, women, especially younger ones, did break down. Sixteen-year-old

Louisiana Burge described the reactions of her boarding school friends to the departure of a

regiment from their Georgia town. Almost all the girls were weeping. ‘‘Em Bellamy spent

nearly the whole evening in my room crying about the war and John T. Burr who leaves

tonight. . . . Between her and cousin Emma Ward crying about Ed Gwinn I have had a time of

it. . . . Ginnie Gothey’s feelings have overcome her; she has gone to bed, sick with crying about

Bush Lumsden who don’t care a snap for her. Ridiculous! I can hear Susie Clayton screaming

way down in her room.’’14

A seventeen-year-old bride loudly voiced her rejection of the masculine ethos of war for the

feminine ideal of domestic love. ‘‘Oh Dan! Dan!’’ she sobbed, ‘‘I don’t want to be proud of you.

I just don’t want you to get hurt! . . . I don’t want fame or glory! I want you!’’ Catherine

Edmondston, more mature as well as considerably invested in her new claims to a political
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identity and new sense of public responsibility, contrasted her behavior with the likes of this

young bride. As her husband, Patrick, departed with his men, ‘‘The women, many of them

wept, sobbed, nay even shreiked aloud, but I had no tears to shed then. With a calm, stern,

determined feeling I saw them depart. The sentiment of exalted Patriotism which filled my

heart found no echo in Lamentations, no vent in tears. He is gone, gone in the highest exercise

of man’s highest & holiest duty! . . . I would not have him here, would not have him fail in one

duty, falter in one step.’’15

Catherine Edmondston’s posture embodied the prescriptions of an emergent ideology of

wartime womanhood. Confederate females could not privilege their personal needs above the

demands of the nation. In the moment of crisis, country had to come before husband or son. If

the South was to survive, women had to become patriotic, had to assume some of the political

interests of men, and had to repress certain womanly feelings and expectations for the good of

the Cause. Woman should cultivate a spirit of ‘‘self reliance,’’ should practice ‘‘self denial,’’

wrote Leila W. in a piece for the Southern Monthly that she entitled ‘‘Woman A Patriot.’’ But,

the essayist was careful to add, ‘‘we do not mean to say that she should become masculine.’’16

By the summer of 1861 the effort to create a new Confederate woman was well under way in

the South’s public press. Military manpower needs required a rationalization of female sacrifice

and a silencing of women’s direct interest in protecting husbands and sons. The nineteenth-

century creed of domesticity had long urged self-denial and service to others as central to

woman’s mission, but war necessitated significant alterations – even perversions – of this

ideology of behavior and identity. Women’s self-sacrifice for personally significant others –

husbands, brothers, sons, or family – was transformed into sacrifice of those individuals to an

abstract and intangible cause.17

Redefining women’s sacrifice in this manner created both logical and emotional difficulties

for southerners, who endeavored to address and resolve these contradictions in extensive public

discussion. Gender thus became an explicit subject of widespread debate. Songs, plays, poems,

even official presidential pronouncements sought to enlist women of all classes in the work of

filling the ranks. One popular theme urged young women to bestow their favors only on men in

uniform. In a much reprinted song, a male songwriter assumed a female voice to proclaim,

‘‘I Would Like to Change My Name.’’ This fictionalized heroine was searching for a husband,

But he must be a soldier

A veteran from the wars,

One who has fought for ‘‘Southern Rights’’

Beneath the Bars and Stars.

A letter from ‘‘Many Ladies’’ to the Charleston Daily Courier in August 1861 warned cowards

and slackers, ‘‘None but the brave deserve the fair.’’ Even Jefferson Davis addressed the

question of women’s appropriate marital choice, declaring the empty sleeve of the mutilated

veteran preferable to the ‘‘muscular arm’’ of ‘‘him who staid at home and grew fat.’’18

One song published early in the war acknowledged the clash between woman’s traditional

role and the conflict’s new demands. From ‘‘stately hall’’ to ‘‘cottage fair,’’ every woman rich or

poor was confronted by her own ‘‘stormy battle’’ raging within her breast.

There Love, the true, the brave,

The beautiful, the strong,

Wrestles with Duty, gaunt and stern–

Wrestles and struggles long.19
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Likemale songwriterswho addressed that theme, the ‘‘SoldiersWife’’ who had penned the lyrics

was certain that, like soldiers, women themselves would win ‘‘heart victories’’ over their

emotions and in their ‘‘proudest triumphs’’ send their menfolk off to war. Stirring marches

commemorated the scene of parting, withmen striding nobly into the horizonwhile women such

as Catherine Edmondston just as nobly waved handkerchiefs and cheered their departure. ‘‘Go

fight for us, we’ll pray for you. Our mothers did so before us.’’ Popular songs and poems

deplored the very behavior Edmondston had found so upsetting, urging women to repress their

grief, lest theyweaken soldiers’ resolve. ‘‘Themaidwho binds her warrior’s sash/And smiling all

her pain dissembles’’ or ‘‘The mother who conceals her grief’’ accomplished woman’s highest

duty, a poem in the Richmond Record affirmed. Women, one newspaper proclaimed, had been

offered a ‘‘glorious privilege’’ in the opportunity to contribute to the Cause by offering up their

men. Yet popular expression acknowledged that women often harbored lingering doubt.

A newspaper poem, ‘‘I’ve Kissed Him and Let Him Go,’’ was among the frankest of such

treatments.20

There is some, I know, who feel a strange pride

In giving their country their all,

Who count it a glory that boys from their side

In the strife are ready to fall,

But I sitting here have no pride in my heart

(God forgive that this should be so!)

For the boy that I love the tears will still start.

Yet I’ve kissed him and let him go.

Best was to feel right, so dedicated to the Cause that personal interest all but disappeared. Next

best was to stifle lingering personal feeling. But the minimal requirement was to silence doubt

and behave properly, even if right feeling proved unattainable. Catherine Edmondston and

Gertrude Thomas both knew how they were expected to act, as did the Louisiana woman who

confided to her diary, ‘‘How I do hate to give him up, but I suppose I have to be a martyr

during this war.’’21
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Questions to consider

. What are some of the ways the Civil War divided men from women?

. What did it mean for a Southern woman to be patriotic? Do you think the Southern

answer to this question was different from the Northern one? (Consider, for

example, the United States Sanitary Commission described in Part IV and the lack of

a Southern counterpart.)

. What role did popular culture play in articulating gender roles?
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Chapter 26

When God Made Me I Wasn’t Much,
But I’s a Man Now

Jim Cullen

What happens when a group of people suddenly gets engendered in a dramatically new

way? Slaves were always identified by sex – it was an important classification tool for

masters, to be exploited. But many of the distinctions white people made in the roles of

men and women were deemed irrelevant for slaves, who did not have the option

of living their family or work lives in ways that allowed much in the way of

differentiation. A slave ‘‘lady,’’ for example, was a virtual contradiction in terms. But for

African American men in particular, the war, emancipation, and the eventual use of black

troops on a large scale transformed their identity in profound ways, allowing them to

claim, and explore, a term whose meaning is still sometimes elusive: manhood. In this

1992 essay, Jim Cullen describes this crucial turning point in the history of African

American men.

Jim Cullen, ‘‘I’s a Man Now: Gender and African American Men,’’ in Divided Houses: Gender and

the Civil War, eds. Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992),

pp. 76–91. Copyright f 1992 by Catherine Clinton and Nina Silber. Used by permission of

Oxford University Press, Inc.

At one point in the 1989 film Glory, a former slave named Rawlins who has enlisted in the

Union army gets angry at a fellow soldier. A runaway South Carolinian private named Trip has

just insulted Searles, an educated Bostonian, by telling him he acts like ‘‘the white man’s dog.’’

Offended by this remark, Rawlins gives Trip a piece of his mind, criticizing him for his insolent

attitude toward whites, his fellow soldiers, and the war effort in general. ‘‘The time’s comin’

when we’re goin’ to have to ante up and kick in like men,’’ Rawlins tells Trip. ‘‘Like men!’’

Trip is not instantly transformed by these remarks, and he will take some of his rebellious

skepticism to a sandy grave off the coast of Charleston. But while he later tells his commanding

officer that he does not wish to carry the regimental colors, he echoes Rawlins by saying he

plans to ‘‘ante up and kick in.’’ And on the eve of the battle, he tells his fellow black soldiers

that whatever may happen, ‘‘we men, ain’t we.’’ (They affirm him in unison.)



Like so much popular culture, these fictionalized characters reveal – and conceal – a

good deal about American history and culture. Cast in an unabashedly heroic light where

even rebels like Trip ultimately carry the flag, Glory obscures the ambivalence, ambiguity,

and disillusionment that military experience held for many African American men and women

during the Civil War. Indeed, the absence of black women in the film belies their presence

in many military encampments as civilians, nurses, or, in the case of Harriet Tubman,

crucial strategic combatants. On the other hand, Glory does suggest the diversity of black life

in the United States in its cast of characters, and does, like many recent popular and

academic histories, recognize the role African Americans played in securing their own

emancipation.

Glory is also illuminating in the way it deals with gender. As the above example suggests, a

concern with becoming and behaving like a man is an important theme of the movie, as indeed

it was for many actual black soldiers. In newspaper articles, government affidavits, and letters

to officials, families, and each other, manhood surfaces again and again as an aspiration, a

concern, or a fact of life. But while it’s one thing to note the recurring reference to manhood in

such documents, it’s another to know exactly what these people meant by it. Is one born (slave

or free) with manhood, or must one earn it? Is it derived by virtue of one’s sex, or is it the result

of acting in a particular way? Did manhood mean the same thing to black people as it did to

white people? Since many of these men were semi-literate – or had to depend on others to write

for them – they were not inclined to elaborate on their terminology. Even those who were quite

literate did not bother to explain what they assumed their readers would understand.

However varied their understanding of the term, what’s striking in looking over the records

these men left behind is a widely shared sense that the Civil War did indeed mark a watershed

for black manhood. As the material conditions of their lives changed – as they joined the armed

forces, were freed from slavery, or both – so too did their ideological conceptions of themselves

as men. In some cases these new ideas were expressed explicitly; other times implicitly. As

historian Joan Scott has noted, an awareness of sexual difference as fact or metaphor has always

been important, though the concept of gender as a separate analytic category is very much a

late-twentieth-century invention.1 This means any exploration of gender in historical contexts

should proceed with some caution. But proceed it should, because the attempt, however

imperfect, to understand how other people understood themselves can perhaps still teach us

something about them – and ourselves.

The outbreak of war in 1861 led men all over the country to volunteer for military service, and

African Americans were no exception. In Washington, Pittsburgh, Cleveland, Boston,

and many other cities and towns, black men offered their services singly or in groups to

recruiting officers. Almost without exception, they were turned down. Ironically, black men

had some of their best success in the Confederacy, though they were generally put to work

building fortifications or other kinds of tasks requiring heavy labor. In one sense, this is hardly

surprising: southern society had been organized for blacks to perform these roles, which were

probably accepted during wartime in the hope of being looked upon with favor in the event of

Confederate victory. Except in emergencies, southern blacks were not permitted to fight, and

organizations like New Orleans’s Native Guards (a part of the state militia composed of free

African Americans) found offers of their services declined. Rejections varied in tone, but their

content often echoed that of a Cincinnati man who said, ‘‘We want you damn niggers to keep

out of this; this is a white man’s war.’’2

Officially, he was right – at first it was a white man’s war. The efforts of abolitionists to the

contrary, secession, not slavery, was the pretext for the outbreak of hostilities, and the Lincoln
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administration assiduously courted slaveholding states still in the Union by avoiding any

appearance of restructuring existing race relations. President Lincoln personally counter-

manded the orders of generals like John Fremont and David Hunter who attempted to free

slaves in occupied Confederate territory, and resisted Congressional efforts to punish

rebellious slaveholders by confiscating their ‘‘property.’’

Under such circumstances, one might wonder why African Americans wanted to fight at all.

And in fact some did question getting involved. ‘‘We have nothing to gain, and everything to

lose, by entering the lists as combatants,’’ wrote one man from Troy, New York. Wrote another

from Colorado: ‘‘I have observed with much indignation and shame, their [African Americans’]

willingness to take up arms in defence of this unholy, illbegotten would-be Republican

government.’’ Many of those opposed to African American involvement were appalled by

the prospect of fighting for a country that made no promise of redressing centuries of injustice.

‘‘I, as the Captain, in behalf of the company, am resolved never to offer or give service, except

be it on equality with all other men,’’ stated a prospective volunteer from Philadelphia.3

At the same time, however, many African Americans were eager to join the struggle even

before the Emancipation Proclamation was issued, and cast their advocacy in gendered terms.

On May 1, 1861, a group of freemen in New York City met and voted down a resolution

offering to fight they knew would be rejected. Nevertheless, the Anglo-African, a weekly

newspaper that circulated in the metropolitan area, urged its readers to remain in a state of

readiness. Acknowledging the argument that the conflict was ‘‘a white man’s war,’’ the paper

nevertheless asserted that the northern way of life offered privileges of free labor, education,

and freedom from divided families that should be guarded, if not expanded. ‘‘Are these rights

worth the having?’’ the Anglo-African asked. ‘‘If they are then they are worth defending with all

our might and at any cost. It is illogical, unpatriotic, nay mean and unmanly in us to shrink

from the defence of these rights and privileges.’’ While some men challenged the Anglo-

African’s position in letters to the editor, still others wrote to support it. ‘‘The issue is here; let

us prepare to meet it with manly spirit,’’ wrote one Philadelphia man in rebuke to another who

had argued for a more neutral approach to the war.4

In mid-nineteenth-century America, the word ‘‘manly’’ was rich with connotations of an

acquired sense of civilization and duty.5 For participants in the Anglo-African debate, the

manly thing to do was defend, and perhaps expand, a way of life by fighting, a behavior

considered the unique province of males. It also meant having the will to act on one’s own

behalf. ‘‘God will help no one that refuses to help himself,’’ the Philadelphia writer said in his

letter. ‘‘The prejudiced white man North or South never will respect us until they are forced to

by deeds of our own.’’6

Yet a willingness to fight, and thus achieve manhood by waging a war for freedom, seemed

moot if African Americans were barred from fighting. ‘‘Why does the Government reject the

negro?’’ asked a frustrated Frederick Douglass in August of 1861. ‘‘Is he not a man? Can he

not wield a sword, fire a gun, march and countermarch, and obey orders like any other?’’7

For Douglass, of course, the questions were rhetorical. All black men needed was the chance

to demonstrate the important truth that they were the white man’s equal in war as well as

peace.

Actually, some men had been quietly getting the chance from the very beginning. Despite

the official federal ban on black recruitment, unofficial African American units were organized

in Kansas, South Carolina, and Louisiana, and saw action in the early years of the war (indeed,

blacks had been participants in the guerrilla warfare over ‘‘Bloody Kansas’’ for years).

Moreover, as readers of Herman Melville’s fiction know, the American navy had long been

a multiracial institution.8 Some men also worked as spies. Many others weakened the
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Confederate war effort with acts of insubordination on plantations or by escaping from them,

often finding refuge behind Union lines and working as cooks or laborers.

All these actions made official policy increasingly irrelevant. Meanwhile, intractable rebel

resistance, military defeat, and growing difficulties in meeting manpower needs from white

volunteers impelled the Lincoln administration to widen its war aims and turn the political

screws on the Confederacy. It is in this context that the President issued the preliminary

Emancipation Proclamation in September of 1862, which placed the war on new footing and

placed the status of African Americans at the very center of national life.

Even as the political tide on slavery was turning in the summer of 1862, so was the US

position on arming African Americans. In July, Congress passed a confiscation act enabling the

President ‘‘to employ as many persons of African descent as he may deem necessary and proper

for the suppression of this rebellion.’’ It also repealed a 1792 law that barred blacks from the

military. Lincoln himself also made the case for black enlistments that month when discussing

emancipation with the Cabinet, and gave the go-ahead even before the proclamation was issued

in September or took effect in January of 1863.

Simultaneously, military considerations became even more urgent than political ones. In the

spring of 1862, the Confederate-spurned Native Guards of New Orleans offered to join the

Union effort after General Benjamin Butler occupied the city. Butler at first refused, but when

threatened by a Confederate attack in August, he changed his mind and recruited three black

regiments. At the same time, the need to withdraw cavalry forces from captured territory in the

South Sea Islands off the coast of South Carolina led to the formation of the ‘‘Department of

the South,’’ under which freed slaves were permitted to become soldiers.

It was the Emancipation Proclamation, however, that opened the floodgates for black

enlistment. Now possessing the means – and promised a worthy end – leaders of the black

community enthusiastically joined the recruitment effort. John S. Rock, William Wells Brown,

Sojourner Truth, and many other luminaries from the northern abolitionist community worked

as recruitment agents. The first two northern regiments were formed in Massachusetts, though

in fact they were comprised of men from all over the North and even Canada. Meanwhile, over

20,000 volunteers were raised in the Mississippi valley between April and December of 1863

alone. By the end of the war, approximately 180,000 African Americans served in the United

States Armed Forces. Constituting less than 1 percent of the North’s population, African

American soldiers comprised roughly 10 percent of the army.9

One of the most tireless proponents of black enlistment was Frederick Douglass, whose own

sons joined the fabled Massachusetts 54th Volunteer Infantry. ‘‘Let the black man get upon his

person the brass letters ‘U.S.’; let him get an eagle on his button, and a musket on his shoulder

and bullets in his pocket, and there is no power on earth which can deny that he has earned the

right to citizenship in the United States,’’ he wrote in one widely quoted article.10

The editor ofDouglass’s Monthly was also fond of drawing on the manly rhetoric of action. In

another piece, he asserted that African Americans were fighting ‘‘for principle, and not from

passion,’’ and that the black soldier secures ‘‘manhood and freedom’’ via civilized warfare.

Douglass went on to make an unfortunate comparison between blacks and Native Americans,

‘‘who go forth as a savage with a tomahawk and scalping knife,’’ but in doing so he revealed a

definition of manhood as less the amoral use of brute force than the controlled application of

power to achieve a just objective.11

It wasn’t only Douglass – or the black leadership – who drew on the language of manhood.

Enlisted soldiers often appeared as featured speakers during recruitment drives and made such

appeals to their audience. The remarks of one soldier in Nashville in 1863 are highly revealing

in this regard:
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Come boys, let’s get some guns from Uncle Sam, and go coon hunting; shooting those gray back

coons that go poking about the country nowadays (Laughter) . . . Don’t ask your wife, for if she is

worth having she will call you a coward for asking her. (Applause and waving of hankerchiefs by

the ladies.)12

This passage is striking in two ways. First, it draws on the southern white habit of describing

slaves as animals. Here, the blacks are the men and the rebels are the animals, rendered in a

mode of male bravado that is still common in our own day. Second, these comments also

suggest a definition of manhood derived from gender conventions understood – and endorsed –

by women, of man as fighter who leaves the home in order to protect it.

Unfortunately, the story of the struggle for black enlistment is not an altogether happy one,

and not only because these men fought for the right to kill and be killed. A variety of factors

marred the effort. First among these was racism, which impeded the project in the North and

checked it in the Confederacy until the very end of the war. ‘‘If you make [the African

American] the instrument by which your victories are won,’’ an Ohio congressman warned,

‘‘you must treat him as a victor is entitled to be treated, with all decent and becoming respect.’’

Others supported black enlistment because they would rather have blacks die than whites. ‘‘But

as for me, upon my soul!/So liberal are we here / I’ll let Sambo be murthered instead of myself

/ On every day of the year’’ went a popular song attributed to Irish-Americans. Nor were such

attitudes limited to the working classes. ‘‘When this war is over & we have summed up the

entire loss of life it has imposed on the country I shall not have any regrets if it is found that a

part of the dead are niggers and that all are not white men,’’ wrote the Governor of Iowa to the

general-in-chief of the army in 1862.13

Indeed, white eagerness to have blacks serve in the army reached vicious proportions.

Civilians and government officials soon realized that enlisted blacks could be credited toward

conscription quotas, and coercion and terror were often the result, as some black men were

literally abducted from their homes and forced into the army. Northern states would send

agents to enlist ‘‘underemployed’’ men of the occupied South for a fee, and they wandered the

countryside in search of recruits, often impeding military operations and demanding food,

forage, and transportation from their ‘‘hosts.’’ In many cases, these men also bilked enlistees of

their bounties.14

Even those who entered the army freely and enthusiastically quickly encountered situations

making it clear that even if the Union was committed to freedom, it had no intention of offering

equality. Once black enlistment became official policy, the government ordered that all black

units should have only white commissioned officers, barring advancement to enlisted African

Americans. Many blacks who were already officers, especially in New Orleans, were

systematically hounded into resigning their commissions. The army did permit the

commissioning of chaplains and surgeons, and there were some exceptions made to the rule,

most notably Martin Delany, who was promoted to major at the very end of the war.

Noncommissioned officers were also allowed, but these had much less prestige.15

Another source of frustration was pay. Despite the promise of receiving the same amount of

money as whites, black soldiers were paid only about half of what their white counterparts

were. Some black units refused their pay in protest, at great personal cost to themselves and

their families, and still others threatened to lay down their arms. Some were shot or jailed for

their protests. Some 80 percent of US soldiers shot for mutiny were black.16

A letter to the Governor of Massachusetts by a commander of black troops suggests how

central a place manhood – more specifically, a sense of manhood that insisted upon an equality

previously limited to whites – occupied in such disputes:
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They enlisted because men were called for, and because the Government signified its willingness to

accept them as such not because of the money offered them. They would rather work and fight

until they are mustered out of the Service, without any pay than accept from the Government less

than it gives to other soldiers from Massachusetts, and by so accepting acknowledge that because

they have African blood in their veins, they are less men, than those who have saxon.17

When, after much delay, Congress finally acted to correct the situation in June of 1864, it did so

by making an invidious distinction between those who had been slaves before the war and those

who were free. Such a policy impaired morale within these regiments, and exacerbated tensions

between northern and southern blacks, and the previously slave and previously free.18

Finally, African Americans were often given a disproportionate amount of fatigue duty.

Ordered to dig ditches, build fortifications, clean latrines, or other dirty work, they were often

denied the opportunity to drill or perform the more esteemed tasks of soldiering. Such

practices not only bred resentment but also contributed to the higher disease rate among blacks,

many of whom shouldn’t have been in the army in the first place or who were overworked by

their officers. Whereas two white soldiers died of disease for every one who died in battle, for

blacks the ratio was about ten to one. One in twelve whites in the Union army died of disease in

the war; one in five blacks did.19

The flagrant abuses suffered by these men led many recruiters, including Douglass, to

suspend their efforts, while those oppressed by these injustices sought the aid of sympathetic

officers or government officials. Here, too, the language of manhood was used, not so much as

an assertion that African Americans were entitled to the same challenges whites were, but as a

request for decency for those whose identities could not be reduced to that of a mere worker, as

was the case under slavery. ‘‘The black men has wives and Sweet harts Jest like the white men,’’

stated an anonymous New Orleans black man in 1863:

it is rettin that a man can not Serve two master But it Seems that the Collored population has got

two a rebel master and a union master the both want our Servises one wants us to make Cotton and

Sugar and the Sell it and keep the money the union masters wants us to fight the battles under

white officers and the injoy both the money and the union.20

‘‘Today the Anglo Saxon Mother, Wife, or Sister are not alone, in tears for departed Sons,

Husbands, and Brothers,’’ wrote another man to President Lincoln, describing the apathy and

contempt with which blacks were treated, and the deprivations endured by the ‘‘needy Wives,

and little ones’’ at home. ‘‘We have done a Soldiers Duty,’’ he said. ‘‘Why cant we have a

soldier’s pay?’’21 Implicit in such writings was a belief that manhood meant responsibility not

only to the nation or even one’s race but to the ‘‘Sweet harts’’ and families whose pride – and,

more pointedly, whose livelihoods – depended on those in the service. Indeed, it seems there

were times when men affirmed their manhood by preferring family over the army. ‘‘I poor

man, wid large famerly – my wife Rinah she can’t work,’’ said one husband, who had already

served in the army, to a recruiter. ‘‘Dey took me an’ kep me tree mont’ an’ nebber pay me, not

one cent. My wife hav notting to eat – mus’ starve.’’22

Despite the multiple setbacks these African American soldiers endured, some did find

entrance into the armed forces to be an affirming experience. ‘‘Now we sogers are men – for the

first time in our lives,’’ a sergeant based in South Carolina told a meeting in Philadelphia. ‘‘Now

we can look our oldmasters in de face. They used to sell and whip us, andwe did not dare say one

word. Now we ain’t afraid, if they meet us, to run the bayonet through them.’’ A former slave

agreed with this assessment. ‘‘This was the biggest thing that ever happened inmy life,’’ he said.

‘‘I feel like a man with a uniform on and a gun in my hand.’’ Even whites who worked with these
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menwere struck by the transformation. ‘‘Put a United States uniform on his back and the chattel

is a man,’’ observed one white soldier. ‘‘You can see it in his look. Between the toiling slave and

the soldier is nothing but a god could lift him over. He feels it, his looks show it.’’23

Becoming a ‘‘man’’ killed two racist conceptions of African Americans with one stone. In the

years before the war, southern whites had defended their peculiar institution by describing

blacks as children or animals, depending on which description made their ‘‘stewardship’’ more

rhetorically defensible.24 As armed soldiers, these people were neither. War has always been

seen as a place where ‘‘boys’’ become men, but for African American men in the Civil War, this

was particularly true, even poignant. Soldiering also endowed these men with a new power to

prevent the capricious abuse of those who could no longer be considered property. ‘‘The fact is,

when colored Soldiers are about they are afraid to kick colored people on the streets as they

usually do,’’ black minister Henry Turner told the secretary of war in February of 1866.25

Becoming a man also had sexual dimensions. Turner described an experience eight months

before, when the men in his regiment stripped their clothes to cross a stream:

I was much amused to see the secesh women watching with the utmost intensity, thousands of our

soldiers, in a state of nudity. I suppose they desired to see whether these audacious Yankees were

really men, made like other men, or if they were a set of varmints. So they thronged the windows,

porticos, and yards, in the finest attire imaginable. Our brave boys would disrobe themselves, hang

their garments upon their bayonets and through the water they would come, walk up on the street,

and seem to say to the feminine gazers, ‘‘Yes, though naked, we are your masters.’’26

In this striking passage – and, one imagines, widely elsewhere – manhood becomes sexual

power. In the antebellum South, intercourse (sexual and otherwise) was either taboo or cast

African American men in a subordinate position. Now, however, these men have attained

mastery over their bodies which they use for their own purposes, a mastery that compels white

southerners to observe it in action. No force is used, no words are exchanged, but the effect of a

new sexual order is unmistakable, symbolized by bayonets supporting (Yankee) uniforms.

For many men, black and white, the ultimate test of manhood was combat. As noted, African

Americans participated in a number of land and sea battles in the first two years of the war, but

three engagements in 1863 went far to validate – and valorize – the contributions of African

Americans. The first of these was at Port Hudson in Louisiana, a key Confederate stronghold for

the control of the Mississippi River. Black troops participated on an assault on the fort, which

failed. But their performance impressed many observers. ‘‘It is no longer possible to doubt the

bravery and steadiness of the colored race, when rightly led,’’ the New York Times reported.27

There is more than a little paternalism in this statement, as in Thomas Wentworth Higginson’s

remark that the men under his charge were ‘‘growing more like white men – less naive and less

grotesque.’’28 Yet just as much as the black soldiers it was white observers who were re-

evaluating their perceptions in light of new developments.

This is true even of Confederates. Barely ten days after Port Hudson, at the battle of

Milliken’s Bend, African Americans played a crucial role in resisting a rebel attack designed to

weaken the Federal grip around Port Hudson and Vicksburg. Perhaps the best explanation of

what followed was offered by a southern general: ‘‘The charge was resisted by the negro

portion of the enemy’s force with considerable obstinacy, while the white or true Yankee

portion ran like whipped curs almost as soon as the charge was ordered.’’29 Even though ‘‘true’’

Yankees are white, this man allows that it was black soldiers who defeated the Confederates.

The most celebrated battle involving black troops was the struggle for Fort Wagner off the

coast of Charleston in July of 1863. (This event forms the backdrop for Glory.) In part this
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stems from the participation of the Massachusetts 54th led by Robert Gould Shaw, the son of

prominent abolitionists, who would die in the assault and be lionized for the next century. As in

the case of Port Hudson, the assault on Wagner was a failure in military terms, but a

resounding political and cultural victory for blacks. ‘‘It is not too much to say that if this

Massachusetts 54th had faltered when its trial had come, two hundred thousand colored troops

for whom it was a pioneer would never have been put into the field,’’ according to the New

York Tribune.30 Black troops would later play an important role in the Virginia theater in 1864,

and were the first to march into Charleston when the city finally fell in 1865.

As in so many other aspects of black life, these victories came at a price. First among these

costs was death. At Milliken’s Bend, one Louisiana regiment lost almost 45 percent of its men

to death or casualties, one of the highest proportions of any battle in the whole war.31 There is a

cruel irony that black men did so much dying on the battlefield – considered the very zenith of

manhood – even as they were still dismissed as less than men.

There was also a persistent concern that African Americans were used as cannon fodder.

Seven months after the Fort Wagner attack, an attack all knew would be a bloodbath for the

unit that led it, a correspondent from the New York Tribune testified before the American

Freedmen’s Inquiry Commission that a battle planner had said, ‘‘Well, I guess we will let

[abolitionist general George] Strong lead and put those d—d niggers from Massachusetts in

the advance; we may as well get rid of them, one time or another.’’32 Ironically, even when

white commanders had relatively good intentions, they could backfire. At the last minute, black

units trained to lead the attack at the Battle of the Crater in 1864 were held back in favor of

white units to avoid charges of treating black life casually. But when white units foundered in

the assault, the blacks were sent to assist, got trapped, and the result was disaster for all.

Another problem was the enemy. The Confederacy refused to treat black soldiers as

prisoners of war in exchange negotiations, which led the Union to stop exchanges altogether,

with particularly tragic results for those in dangerously unhealthy prison camps. Threats to

execute all black soldiers were never officially enacted, perhaps in fear of reprisals President

Lincoln promised would follow. But rebel hatred for black troops led to widespread reports of

brutal massacres, most notably at Fort Pillow, Tennessee, where future Ku Klux Klan founder

Nathan Bedford Forrest allegedly allowed black soldiers who had surrendered to be executed

and allegedly condoned the burning of a hospital. ‘‘Remember Fort Pillow!’’ became a rallying

cry for black soldiers who subsequently fought with even greater ferocity, often flying a black

flag that signified that they would not expect – or give – any mercy.

The most sincere form of flattery is imitation, and the Union’s success in mobilizing black

manpower led to proposals from leading Confederates to arm African Americans. To do so,

however, would create difficult ideological contradictions for a would-be nation predicated on

white supremacy and slavery, and such proposals were rejected. Still, as one proslavery theorist

told Jefferson Davis in 1865, blacks could fight and be granted their freedom, but that’s all – no

voting, legal protection, or any form of equality. Indeed, such a suggestion seems prescient in

suggesting the fate of African Americans before and after Reconstruction.33 Even more

persuasive than the force of such logic was the deterioratingmilitary situation, and the support of

General Robert E. Lee in enlisting blacks led the Confederate government to change its mind in

the spring. By then, however, it was too late; within weeks, black Union troops would be among

the first tomarch into Richmond. They would also be among the last to leave the army; the black

proportion of the armed forces went from about one-tenth to over one-third by the fall of 1865, as

earlier enlistees were mustered out first and some blacks were sent to remote outposts.34

The passage of the Thirteenth Amendment and Union victory in 1865 represented a

watershed in African American history, one in which the actions of many blacks, North and
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South, slave and free, man and woman, had participated. The sense of pride of – and in – army

veterans was especially strong, and many went on to become leaders in their communities.

Some, like naval hero Robert Smalls and army officer Martin Delany, became important

political leaders in state and national politics. For the rest of their lives, black men would relish

their contributions. ‘‘If we hadn’t become sojers, all might have gone back as it was before,’’

former slave and army veteran Thomas Long wrote after the war. ‘‘But now tings can neber go

back, because we have showed our energy and our courage and our naturally manhood.’’35

Perhaps the most important, and lasting, change freedom and fighting wrought was in

African American families. For Long, demonstrating manhood was important not only for

what it taught the outside world but also for the authority it would give him at home. ‘‘Suppose

you had kept your freedom witout enlisting in dis army; your chilen might have grown up free

and been well cultivated as to be equal to any business,’’ he speculated. ‘‘But it would always

have been flung in dere faces – ‘Your fader never fought for he own freedom’ – and what could

dey answer? Neber can say that to dis African Race any more.’’36

For some men, military experience provided a sense of empowerment even while they were

away during the war. ‘‘Don’t be uneasy my children I expect to have you,’’ wrote a Missouri

soldier to his two enslaved daughters in September of 1864. To their master, he wrote, ‘‘I want

you to understand that mary is my Child and she is a God given rite of my own and you may

hold on to hear as long as you can but I want you to remember that the longor you keep my

Child from me the longor you will have to burn in hell.’’37 (The man was hospitalized on this

day with chronic rheumatism and it’s not known what happened; one can only hope the girls

were recovered – and that father and daughters took solace from a sense of assertiveness that

well might have been unimaginable three years before.)

Before the war, the white gender conventions of separate spheres and the cult of true

womanhood were at best irrelevant and at worst oppressive to African Americans. Unlike elite

white women, for example, black women were expected to work outside the home. Like some

whites, black men performed physical labor, but as historian James Horton argues, ‘‘slavery

demanded that black men forego the intellectual, emotional and temperamental traits

of manhood. The ideal slave recognized his inability to control his life.’’ The coming of

emancipation then offered black women the possibility of returning to the home, and gave

black men a powerful sense of agency over their own lives and responsibility for their

families.38

In this regard, the war realigned gender conventions in the black community; as a result, they

more closely resembled those of whites.39 Indeed, at this point in their history, many African

Americans rejected any attempt to suggest racial difference. Much to his frustration, Martin

Delany, often considered a father of black nationalism, found it ‘‘dangerous to go into the

country and speak of color in any manner whatever, without the angry rejoiner ‘we don’t want to

hear that; we are all one color now.’ ’’40 This rejection of racial difference would not remain in

place for all people and all times; by the end of the century, for example, some black womenwere

finding that white conceptions of womanhoodwere still irrelevant or oppressive, and somewhite

men were arguing that true manhood was predicated on whiteness.41

‘‘How extraordinary, and what a tribute to ignorance and religious hypocrisy, is the fact that

in the minds of most people, even those of liberals, only murder makes men,’’ W. E. B. Du Bois

would later write. ‘‘The slave pleaded, he was humble; he protected the women of the South,

and the world ignored him. The slave killed white men; and behold, he was a man.’’42 Yet if

manhood was often conflated with the power to kill and destroy, the documents explored here

suggest that at least some black men also saw it as a source of power to preserve and create. The

key to that power was a personal transformation, a fusion of biological fact and social aspiration

288 gender battles



that allowed a man to help change his world. ‘‘What are you, anyhow,’’ a white man insultingly

asked a South Carolina soldier in the middle of the war. ‘‘When God made me I wasn’t much,’’

came the answer, ‘‘but I’s a man now.’’43
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Questions to consider

. What are some of the meanings of ‘‘manhood’’ for African American men in the Civil

War? Have these definitions changed?

. ‘‘I’s a man now,’’ a South Carolina soldier announces at the end of this piece. What

does the word ‘‘now’’ imply about the definition of manhood? Do men make

themselves?

. How do these soldiers understand the changing role of womanhood for their

mothers, wives, and daughters?
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Chapter 27

Gender Battles: Primary Sources

General Order No. 28

Benjamin Butler

Union naval power allowed Federal forces to invade the city of New Orleans with

relative ease in 1862, but the occupying army did not find a warm welcome.

Commanding General Benjamin Butler was particularly dismayed about widespread

reports of women residents emptying their chamber pots onto the heads of Union

soldiers who walked under their windows. In response to these and other such

outrages, Butler issued General Order No. 28, which did not endear him to the locals.

What assumptions did Butler make here? Did those assumptions cross sectional lines?

Benjamin Butler, ‘‘General Order No. 28,’’ in The Civil War Chronicle, ed. J. M. Gallman (New

York: Crown Publishers, 2000), p. 177.

As the officers and soldiers of the United States have been subject to repeated insults from the

women (calling themselves ladies) of New Orleans in return for the most scrupulous non-

interference and courtesy on our part, it is ordered that hereafter when any female shall by word,

gesture, or movement insult or show contempt for any officer or soldier of the United States she

shall be regarded and held liable to be treated as a woman of the town plying her avocation.

Letter from Beaufort, South Carolina

Harriet Tubman

In an ironic way, Harriet Tubman (1821–1913) benefited from white racist assumptions

about gender and race: since she wasn’t ‘‘really’’ a woman, she could do things no



‘‘respectable’’ female would ever contemplate, and she would consistently be

underestimated by white Southerners. Nicknamed ‘‘General Tubman’’ by the radical

abolitionist John Brown, Tubman, who escaped from bondage in 1849, was legendary

for her daring exploits with the Underground Railroad, in which she helped hundreds of

slaves escape to freedom. When the Civil War broke out, Tubman went to South

Carolina to work as a spy. In this (dictated) letter, Tubman seeks bloomers – widely

regarded as scandalous alternatives to long dresses – as a practical solution to the

problems she faces on her operations. How would you characterize her tone here?

What does she assume about gender conventions?

Harriet Tubman, (June 30, 1863), in We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century,

ed. Dorothy Sterling (New York: Norton, 1984), p. 260.

Beaufort, South Carolina, June 30, 1863

Last fall, when the people here became very much alarmed for fear of an invasion from the

rebels, all my clothes were packed and sent to Hilton Head and lost; and I have never been able

to get any trace of them since. I want, among the rest, a bloomer dress, made of some coarse,

strong material, to wear on expeditions. In our late expedition up the river, in coming on board

the boat, I was carrying two pigs for a poor sick woman, who had a child to carry, and the order

‘‘double quick’’ was given, and I started to run, stepped on my dress, it being rather long, and

fell and tore it almost off, so that when I got on board the boat there was hardly anything left of

it but shreds. I made up my mind then that I would never wear a long dress on another

expedition of the kind, but would have a bloomer as soon as I could get it. So please make this

known to the ladies, for I expect to have use for it very soon.

You have without doubt seen a full account of the Combahee expedition. We weakened the

rebels by bringing away seven hundred fifty-six heads of their most valuable livestock. Of these

seven hundred and fifty-six contrabands, nearly or quite all the able-bodied men have joined

the colored regiments here.

I have now been absent two years almost, and have just got letters from my friends in

Auburn, urging me to come home. My father and mother are old and in feeble health, and need

my care and attention. I do not see how I am to leave at present. Among other duties which

I have, is that of looking after the hospital here for contrabands. Most of those coming from the

mainland are very destitute, almost naked. I am trying to find places for those able to work, so

as to lighten the burden on the Government as much as possible, while at the same time they

learn to respect themselves by earning their own living.

Faithfully and sincerely your friend,

Harriet Tubman

Obtaining Supplies

Louisa May Alcott

Literally and figuratively a child of the Transcendentalists, Louisa May Alcott (1832–88)

had about as rarefied a childhood as any American has ever had (Henry David Thoreau
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was one of her teachers, and Ralph Waldo Emerson was a frequent family guest).

Despite – or perhaps because of – such an upbringing, the outbreak of the Civil War led

Alcott to crave authentically intense experience, and so she went off to Washington to

serve as a nurse (still a generally male profession, though the Civil War would change

that). Her first book, the 1863 novella Hospital Sketches, offered readers a thinly veiled,

and sometimes self-mocking, autobiography. Alcott, who never married, went on to a

highly successful career as a writer and breadwinner for her family. In subsequent

books like Little Women (1868) – which was also thinly veiled autobiography set during

the Civil War – Alcott both confirmed and challenged the conventional wisdom of

her time.

Louisa May Alcott, ‘‘Obtaining Supplies,’’ in Hospital Sketches (Boston, MA: Applewood Books,

1986), pp. 3–8.

‘‘I want something to do.’’

This remark being addressed to the world in general, no one in particular felt it their duty to

reply; so I repeated it to the smaller world about me, received the following suggestions, and

settled the matter by answering my own inquiry, as people are apt to do when very much in

earnest.

‘‘Write a book,’’ quoth the author of my being.

‘‘Don’t know enough, sir. First live, then write.’’

‘‘Try teaching again,’’ suggested my mother.

‘‘No thank you, ma’am, ten years of that is enough.’’

‘‘Take a husband like my Darby, and fulfill your mission,’’ said sister Joan, home on a

visit.

‘‘Can’t afford expensive luxuries, Mrs. Coobiddy.’’

‘‘Turn actress, and immortalize your name,’’ said sister Vashti, striking an attitude.

‘‘I won’t.’’

‘‘Go nurse the soldiers,’’ said my young neighbor, Tom, panting for ‘‘the tented field.’’

‘‘I will!’’

So far, very good. Here was the will, and plenty of it; now for the way. At first sight not a foot

of it appeared; but that didn’t matter, for the Periwinkles are a hopeful race. Their crest is an

anchor, with three cock-a-doodles crowing atop. They all wear rose-colored spectacles, and are

lineal descendants of the inventor of aerial architecture. An hour’s conversation on the subject

set the whole family in a blaze of enthusiasm. A model hospital was erected, and each member

had accepted an honorable post therein. The paternal P. was chaplain, the maternal P. was

matron, and all the youthful P.’s filled the pod of futurity with achievements whose brilliancy

eclipsed the glories of the present and the past. Arriving at this satisfactory conclusion, the

meeting adjourned; and the fact that Miss Tribulation was available as army nurse went abroad

on the wings of the wind.

In a few days a townswoman heard of my desire, approved of it, and brought about an

interview with one of the sisterhood which I wished to join, who was at home on a furlough,

and able and willing to satisfy all inquiries. A morning chat with Miss General S. – we hear no

end of Mrs. Generals, why not a Miss? – produced three results: I felt that I could do the work,

was offered a place, and accepted it, promising not to desert, but stand ready to march on

Washington at an hour’s notice.
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A few days were necessary for the letter containing my request and recommendation to reach

headquarters, and another, containing my commission, to return; therefore no time was to be

lost; and heartily thanking my pair of friends, I tore home through the December slush as if

the rebels were after me, and like many another recruit, burst in upon my family with the

announcement –

‘‘I’ve enlisted!’’

An impressive silence followed. Tom, the irrepressible, broke it with a slap on the shoulder

and the graceful compliment –

‘‘Old Trib, you’re a trump!’’

‘‘Thank you; then I’ll take something:’’ which I did, in the shape of dinner, reeling off my

news at the rate of three dozen words to a mouthful; and as every one else talked equally fast,

and all together, the scene was most inspiring.

As boys going to sea immediately become nautical in speech, walk as if they already had their

‘‘sea legs’’ on, and shiver their timbers on all possible occasions, so I turned military at once,

called my dinner my rations, saluted all new comers, and ordered a dress parade that very

afternoon. Having reviewed every rag I possessed, I detailed some for picket duty while airing

over the fence; some to the sanitary influences of the wash-tub; others to mount guard in the

trunk; while the weak and wounded went to the Work-basket Hospital, to be made ready for

active service again. To this squad I devoted myself for a week; but all was done, and I had time

to get powerfully impatient before the letter came. It did arrive however, and brought a

disappointment along with its good will and friendliness, for it told me that the place in the

Armory Hospital that I supposed I was to take, was already filled, and a much less desirable one

at Hurly-burly House was offered instead.

‘‘That’s just your luck, Trib. I’ll take your trunk up garret for you again; for of course you

won’t go,’’ Tom remarked, with the disdainful pity which small boys affect when they get into

their teens. I was wavering in my secret soul, but that settled the matter, and I crushed him on

the spot with martial brevity –

‘‘It is now one; I shall march at six’’

I have a confused recollection of spending the afternoon in pervading the house like an

executive whirlwind, with my family swarming after me, all working, talking, prophesying and

lamenting, while I packed my ‘‘go-abroady’’ possessions, tumbled the rest into two big boxes,

danced on the lids till they shut, and gave them in charge, with the direction, –

‘‘If I never come back, make a bonfire of them.’’

Then I choked down a cup of tea, generously salted instead of sugared, by some agitated

relative, shouldered my knapsack – it was only a traveling bag, but do let me preserve the

unities – hugged my family three times all round without a vestige of unmanly emotion, till a

certain dear old lady broke down upon my neck, with a despairing sort of wail –

‘‘Oh, my dear, my dear, how can I let you go?’’

‘‘I’ll stay if you say so, mother.’’

‘‘But I don’t; go, and the Lord will take care of you.’’

Much of the Roman matron’s courage had gone into the Yankee matron’s composition, and,

in spite of her tears, she would have sent ten sons to the war, had she possessed them, as freely

as she sent one daughter, smiling and flapping on the door-step till I vanished, though the eyes

that followed me were very dim, and the handkerchief she waved was very wet.

My transit from The Gables to the village depot was a funny mixture of good wishes

and good byes, mud-puddles and shopping. A December twilight is not the most cheering
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time to enter upon a somewhat perilous enterprise, and, but for the presence of Vashti

and neighbor Tom, I fear that I might have added a drop of the briny to the native

moisture of –

‘‘The town I left behind me;’’

though I’d no thought of giving out: oh, bless you, no! When the engine screeched ‘‘Here we

are,’’ I clutched my escort in a fervent embrace, and skipped into the car with as blithe a

farewell as if going on a bridal tour – though I believe brides don’t usually wear cavernous black

bonnets and fuzzy brown coats, with a hair-brush, a pair of rubbers, two books, and a bag of

ginger-bread distorting the pockets of the same. If I thought that any one would believe it, I’d

boldly state that I slept from C. to B., which would simplify matters immensely; but as I know

they wouldn’t, I’ll confess that the head under the funereal coal-hod fermented with all manner

of high thoughts and heroic purposes ‘‘to do or die,’’ – perhaps both; and the heart under the

fuzzy brown coat felt very tender with the memory of the dear old lady, probably sobbing over

her army socks and the loss of her topsy-turvy Trib. At this juncture I took the veil, and what

I did behind it is nobody’s business; but I maintain that the soldier who cries when his mother

says ‘‘Good bye,’’ is the boy to fight best, and die bravest, when the time comes, or go back to

her better than he went.

Till nine o’clock I trotted about the city streets, doing those last errands which no

woman would even go to heaven without attempting, if she could. Then I went to my

usual refuge, and, fully intending to keep awake, as a sort of vigil appropriate to the occasion,

fell fast asleep and dreamed propitious dreams till my rosy-faced cousin waked me with

a kiss.

A bright day smiled upon my enterprise, and at ten I reported myself to my General,

received last instructions and no end of the sympathetic encouragement which women give, in

look, touch, and tone more effectually than in words. The next step was to get a free pass to

Washington, for I’d no desire to waste my substance on railroad companies when ‘‘the boys’’

needed even a spinster’s mite. A friend of mine had procured such a pass, and I was bent on

doing likewise, though I had to face the president of the railroad to accomplish it. I’m a bashful

individual, though I can’t get any one to believe it; so it cost me a great effort to poke about the

Worcester depot till the right door appeared, then walk into a room containing several

gentlemen, and blunder out my request in a high state of stammer and blush. Nothing could

have been more courteous than this dreaded President, but it was evident that I had made as

absurd a demand as if I had asked for the nose off his respectable face. He referred me to the

Governor at the State House, and I backed out, leaving him no doubt to regret that such

mild maniacs were left at large. Here was a Scylla and Charybdis business: as if a President

wasn’t trying enough, without the Governor of Massachusetts and the Hub of the Hub on top

of that.

‘‘I never can do it,’’ thought I. ‘‘Tom will hoot at you if you don’t,’’ whispered the

inconvenient little voice that is always goading people to the performance of disagreeable

duties, and always appeals to the most effective agent to produce the proper result. The idea of

allowing any boy that ever wore a felt basin and a shoddy jacket with a microscopic tail, to crow

over me, was preposterous, so giving myself a mental slap for such faint-heartedness,

I streamed away across the Common, wondering if I ought to say ‘‘your Honor,’’ or simply

‘‘Sir,’’ and decided upon the latter.
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Questions to consider

. What are some of the underlying assumptions in the replies Tribulation Periwinkle

gets when she says, ‘‘I want something to do?’’ How are such assumptions

internalized, and what stratagems does Periwinkle employ to get beyond them?

. Explore the humor here: does Periwinkle’s self-deprecating style work as cultural

critique?

. What role does Tom play in motivating Periwinkle? How does his gender status as a

boy shape that role?
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Part XII

The Written War

Plate 14 Front Lines: A newspaper vendor hawks his wares in Virginia in late 1863. More than any war

before or after, the Civil War was a war of print in a highly literate society. (Selected Civil War

photographs, Library of Congress)



Chapter 28

Popular Literary Culture in Wartime

Alice Fahs

‘‘The real war will never get in the books,’’ Walt Whitman famously asserted in 1882.

That didn’t stop writers – including Whitman himself – from trying, during the war and

long after. (We still haven’t given up, as this book attests.) More than in any war before

or after, the United States in the Civil War was a culture of print in a society of literacy.

Letters, newspapers, dime novels, sermons, political tracts, histories and more created

a blizzard of paper that blanketed soldiers at the front as well as the folks back home.

But what did this literature say – or, perhaps more importantly – what did this

literature do? It is impossible to answer this question completely, or even to prove that

it did anything at all. And yet there is a palpable sense that it made an enormous

difference in helping people come to terms with the conflict, of confirming, challenging,

or maybe even changing their beliefs. At the very least, wartime literature provides a

compelling, durable record of the way people were (and were not) thinking while the

war raged around them.

Alice Fahs, a historian at the University of California, Davis, waded through this flood

of writing in her 2001 book The Imagined Civil War: Popular Literature of the North & South,

1861–1865. In this opening chapter she provides an overview of the wartime literary

landscape.

Alice Fahs, ‘‘Popular Literary Culture inWartime,’’ in The Imagined Civil War: Popular Literature of

the North & South, 1861–1865 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2001), pp. 17–41.

Copyright f 2001 by the University of North Carolina Press. Used by permission of the

publisher.

Beat! beat! drums! – Blow! bugles! blow!

Through the windows – through doors – burst like a

force of ruthless men,

Into the solemn church, and scatter the congregation;

Into the school where the scholar is studying:



Leave not the bridegroom quiet – no happiness must

he have now with his bride;

Nor the peaceful farmer any peace, plowing his field or

gathering in his grain;

So fierce you whirr and pound, you drums – so shrill

you bugles blow.

(Walt Whitman, ‘‘Beat! Beat! Drums!,’’

Harper’s Weekly, September 28, 1861)

‘‘Men cannot think, or write, or attend to their ordinary business,’’ Oliver Wendell Holmes

reported from Boston in the fall of 1861. ‘‘They stroll up and down the streets, they saunter out

upon the public places.’’ War fever had produced a ‘‘nervous restlessness of a very peculiar

character.’’ An ‘‘illustrious author’’ confessed that he ‘‘had laid down his pen,’’ unable to

‘‘write about the sixteenth century,’’ while the nineteenth ‘‘was in the very agony and bloody

sweat of its great sacrifice.’’ An eminent scholar ‘‘read the same telegraphic dispatches over and

over again in different papers, as if they were new, until he felt as if he were an idiot.’’ In South

Carolina, Mary Chesnut confided to her diary that she had ‘‘tried to rise above the agonies of

everyday life’’ by reading Emerson. ‘‘Too restless,’’ she concluded of her failed attempt in June

1861. ‘‘Manassas on the brain.’’1

In both the North and the South, war permeated the wide-ranging set of practices and

beliefs that constituted popular literary culture. War changed what people read, what was

available to read, and how, where, and with what expectations they read it. It altered the plans

and prospects of publishers, pushing some to the brink of failure while giving new energy to a

few well-positioned firms. It reshaped literary careers, forcing established authors to reconsider

their writing plans, inspiring new authors to enter the literary marketplace, and deeply

affecting what both found possible to imagine. Most profoundly, war catalyzed a rethinking of

prevailing beliefs about the connecting links between literature and society and between

individual and nation. In the South, war produced an urgent discussion of the place of

literature within the larger project of nation building and of the role of the patriotic reader

within a larger literary culture. In the North, an explosion of war-related popular literature and

patriotic print goods, part of an expansive commercial culture of war, tightly bound the

individual to the nation and yet, ironically, complicated attempts to fix the meanings of the war.

Both north and south, war became not just an obsessive, all-consuming subject but also a mode

of perception and way of life that disrupted and reorganized authors’ and readers’ conceptions

of identity, nationhood, and even time itself. ‘‘How long it is since Sumter!’’ Jane Woolsey

wrote to a friend from New York only three weeks after war began. ‘‘I suppose it is because so

much intense emotion has been crowded into the last two or three weeks that the ‘time before

Sumter’ seems to belong to some dim antiquity. It seems as if we never were alive till now;

never had a country till now.’’2

The all-consuming nature of war was a subject frequently remarked on early in the war, both

north and south. ‘‘Tonight,’’ Kate Stone of Augusta, Georgia, recorded in her diary in May

1861, ‘‘we all gathered around’’ the fire to hear a friend ‘‘read the papers. Nothing but ‘War,

War’ from the first to the last column. Throughout the length and breadth of the land the

trumpet of war is sounding.’’ ‘‘Town talk has but one topic these days,’’ George William Curtis

commented in the columns of Harper’s Monthly during July and August. ‘‘The beat of the

drum, the bugle-call, the shrill, passionate shock of martial music fill the air by night and day.’’

Not only did ‘‘the bookshops have only placards of books of tactics and the drill,’’

but ‘‘the windows glow[ed] with portraits of the heroes.’’ The ‘‘photograph galleries are
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crowded with living soldiers looking at pictured soldiers upon the walls,’’ while ‘‘the theatres

revive old battle melodramas and invent new.’’ Even ‘‘the piles of brick and rubbish in the

streets are covered with posters bearing a charging Zouave for illustration, and with General

Orders, and calls for recruits and notices of warlike meetings.’’3

Reading habits changed dramatically with the onset of war, a fact that numerous observers

noted both north and south. Newspapers suddenly became an urgent necessity of life, with

readers eagerly gathering at bulletin boards outside newspaper offices in order to read the news

as soon as it was printed. In Boston, Oliver Wendell Holmes reported that one person he knew

always went through the ‘‘side streets on his way for the noon extra, – he is so afraid somebody

will meet him and tell the news he wishes to read, first on the bulletin-board, and then in the

great capitals and leaded type of the newspaper.’’ The newspaper was ‘‘imperious,’’ according

to Holmes. ‘‘It will be had, and it will be read. To this all else must give place. If we must go out

at unusual hours to get it, we shall go, in spite of after-dinner nap or evening somnolence.’’

‘‘We haunt the bulletin board,’’ Mary Chesnut concurred from Columbia, South Carolina, in

1862, while in New York, George William Curtis reported that ‘‘the crowds assemble daily

before the bulletins of the newspaper offices, and the excitement of important news flutters

along Broadway or Nassau Street like the widening ripples in water. You feel something in

men’s motions; you see something in the general manner of the throng in the street before you

read it recorded upon the board or in the paper. There is but one thought and one question.

The people are soldiers. The country is a camp. It is war.’’4

The ability of newspapers to satisfy the public’s feverish desire for news on an hourly, not

just daily, basis struck many contemporary observers as remarkable, signifying a fundamental

shift not only in the nature of warfare but also in the very ‘‘manner of existence’’ itself. Already

in the fall of 1861, Holmes mused that ‘‘new conditions of existence,’’ including the railroad

and telegraph, made this war ‘‘very different from war as it [had] been.’’ From Memphis the

Southern Monthly agreed, asserting in early 1862 that this war had no parallel in history, as

‘‘the railroad, the steamer, and the telegraph are a trinity which has killed all parallel.

Mechanical ingenuity, in a thousand ways, has completely revolutionized war.’’ One

revolutionary aspect of war, said Holmes, was ‘‘perpetual intercommunication, joined to the

power of instantaneous action,’’ which keeps us ‘‘alive with excitement.’’ No longer was the

news delivered by a ‘‘single bulletin’’ or courier, as in the past; instead, ‘‘almost hourly

paragraphs’’ made readers ‘‘restless always for the last fact or rumor they are telling.’’5

Such restlessness meant that initially during the war, reading the newspaper displaced other

forms of literary culture. In November the Southern Literary Messenger commented, ‘‘In times

like the present, very little interest is felt in literature. Nothing that does not relate to the war

itself is read.’’ The Southern Monthly concurred: ‘‘[The time is not] propitious to reading, or

reflection, or study, as people’s minds are filled with anxiety and expectation; and until this

excitement shall subside, it cannot be expected that a different feeling will prevail.’’ In the

North, the trade journal of the book publishing industry noted a radically changed literary

landscape, commenting, ‘‘The entire absorption of public interest by current events has caused

a nearly complete cessation in the demand for new books, and publishers have in consequence

discontinued their usual issues.’’ There was abundant evidence of the truth of this remark:

while in July 1860 the prestigious Boston publisher Ticknor and Fields, for instance, had had

some thirty volumes in press, in July 1861 the firm had only four in production. Longfellow

remarked on visiting Ticknor and Fields’s ‘‘Old Corner’’ bookstore, ‘‘Nothing alive but the

military. Bookselling dead.’’ After a second visit he noted, ‘‘The ‘Corner’ looks gloomy

enough. Ticknor looks grim and Fields is fierce. Business is at a standstill. So much for war and

books.’’6
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Books published during the spring of 1861, like George William Curtis’s society novel,

Trumps, tended to fizzle in the marketplace, and many projected books had to be put off. James

T. Fields, editor of Ticknor and Fields, wrote to several of his authors to delay publication of

their works: ‘‘The Times are so shaky,’’ he wrote to Bayard Taylor, ‘‘we postpone ‘The Poets’

Journal’ till autumn.’’ To Thomas Wentworth Higginson he wrote that Higginson’s Outdoor

Papers must wait ‘‘till we see how McClellan is doing.’’ The outlook for books was ‘‘hazy,’’ he

said; ‘‘the Trade is in a state of apathy I never saw approached.’’ Metaphors of paralysis were

common: the secession winter had ‘‘paralysed business for a time, utterly,’’ James Perkins

Walker of Boston’s Walker, Wise and Company commented; the ‘‘national troubles’’ had

‘‘paralyzed all but military and periodical literature,’’ Harper’s Monthly agreed. In the South,

William Gilmore Simms noted, ‘‘People here breathe nothing but war, & read none but

military books now.’’7

Under the exigencies of war, literary careers were delayed or took unexpected turns, as the

crisis affected what could be imagined as well as what could be published. In Charleston,

the poet Henry Timrod wrote to a friend in September that he had ‘‘planned several poems of

length during the present summer’’ but that ‘‘all of them, I am afraid, will remain the skeletons

which they are as yet, until more peaceable times. The lyre of Tyrtaeus is the only one to which

the Public will listen now; and over that martial instrument I have but small command.’’ In

Concord a worried Louisa May Alcott, who wished to submit a story to the Atlantic Monthly,
reported in November that editor James T. Fields had told her ‘‘he has Mss. enough on hand

for a dozen numbers & has to choose war stories if he can, to suit the times. I will write ‘great

guns’ Hail Columbia & Concord fight, if he’ll only take it for money is the staff of life & without

one falls flat no matter how much genius he may carry.’’8

Alcott’s comment suggested a developing reality of wartime popular literary culture. Just as

Northerners and Southerners experienced the early disruptions of war in remarkably similar

ways, so too authors and publishers in both sections rapidly responded to readers’ all-absorbing

interest in the conflict by producing popular war literature. But these efforts exposed deep

economic and cultural divisions between the two sections, divisions that would only deepen

over the course of the war. First and foremost was the fact that most major publishing firms

and presses were in the North, not in the South. The 1860 census made the disparity

dramatically clear: it counted 986 printing offices in New England and the middle states, with

only 151 printing establishments in the South. Of these, the 21 presses in Tennessee produced

the most work – yet Tennessee, with the only stereotype foundry in the South, fell under

Union control early in the war. There were 190 bookbinders in New England and the middle

states – but only 17 in the South. No printing presses were manufactured in the South,

meaning that it would be difficult, if not impossible, to replace broken presses. The Richmond

Type Foundry did advertise ‘‘Southern Type, Manufactured on Southern Soil,’’ but it also

acknowledged that it was ‘‘the only establishment of the kind in the South.’’ At the same time

there were only 15 paper mills in the South in 1861, which ‘‘could barely meet half the

requirements Southern publishers placed upon them every day.’’ There were no facilities in

the South for making wood-pulp paper, which in the North became an important substitute for

paper made from cotton rags during the war. The Daily Richmond Enquirer’s January 1862

advertisement for ‘‘Paper and Ink: – Wanted immediately’’ was a plaintive motif reiterated in

many journals during the war. ‘‘Attention Everybody! Rags! Rags! Rags! I want to buy ten

thousand pounds of well cleaned Cotton and Linen Rags’’ was an advertisement placed by one

printer in the Southern Literary Companion in June 1864. The Georgia firm of Burke, Boykin

and Company advertised in verse for rags:
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Save your rags, and save your tags,

Save your good-for-nothing bags –

Bring them to this office, soon,

Bring them morning, eve, or noon.

Bring us scraps and cotton thread,

Bring the night cap from your head,

Bring the shirt upon your back,

Bring us pieces white or black.9

On the eve of the war there were only a few established Southern book publishers, including

West and Johnston and J. W. Randolph of Richmond; S. H. Goetzel of Mobile; Evans and

Cogswell of Charleston; and Burke, Boykin and Company in Macon. Few other firms, except

for religious publishers, were of any considerable size. Among the few established periodicals

were the Richmond literary monthly the Southern Literary Messenger, established in 1834; the

critical monthly De Bow’s Review, first published in New Orleans in 1845; the weekly Southern

Field and Fireside, first published in 1859 in Augusta, Georgia; and the Southern Literary

Companion, begun in 1859 in Newnan, Georgia. Yet relatively few Southerners read these

periodicals, instead depending on Northern books and periodicals for their reading matter.10

By the end of 1861, both the blockade of Southern ports and the end of federal mail service

meant that Southerners no longer had access to the Northern literature on which they had long

depended. Henry Timrod, for one, bemoaned the disappearance of literary culture as he had

known it: ‘‘No new books, no reviews, no appetizing critiques, no literary correspondence, no

intellectual intelligence of any kind! Ah! It is a weary time! To volunteer is now the only

resource against ennui. The Camp is life. Thither flow exclusively all the currents of thought

and action, and thither, I suppose, I must betake myself if I would not die of social and

intellectual atrophy.’’ Confronting cultural separation from the North, many Southern readers

privately worried over the loss of Northern literature even as they proclaimed their sectional

loyalty. ‘‘We take quite a number of papers,’’ Kate Stone said in May 1861, listing among them

the Northern journals Harper’s Weekly andMonthly, the New York Tribune, and the Journal of

Commerce. ‘‘What shall we do whenMr. Lincoln stops our mails?’’ Near Augusta, Georgia, Ella

Thomas wrote in her diary in July, ‘‘The Blockade has prevented the importation of new Books

and loyal as I am and wish to be I think that for a time this will prove a serious

inconvenience.’’11

While privately readers worried about the impact of war on valued reading habits, publicly

numerous Southern periodicals celebrated cultural separation from the North. ‘‘Now that

Northern journals have become, as long ago they should have been, contraband articles at the

South, it is hoped that the subscriptions for Southern literary journals will be rapidly

increased,’’ the Southern Literary Messenger said. ‘‘Literary journals of a high order must be

sustained at the South, if we would have an actual and not a merely nominal independence

of the North.’’ ‘‘We must have a periodical literature,’’ the Charleston Courier agreed. ‘‘The

need is great and it is felt. Forced from our dependence on the North, we must see to it, that we

meet this pressing demand with cheerfulness, earnestness, and liberality.’’ The Southern
Monthly stressed the importance of increasing the number of Southern book publishers, ‘‘by

the sustainment of which alone are we to have a flourishing and healthy literature. It will be

found that they go hand in hand, and when the one languishes, the other etiolates and

withers.’’12

Many commentators stressed the connections between literary and political nationhood,

arguing that nation building was a vital cultural as well as political project. ‘‘A nation cannot
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live upon bread alone,’’ the New Orleans Delta commented in the fall of 1861. Although ‘‘the

development of the South, up to this time, has been almost purely economical and political,’’

the ‘‘destiny of the South will be but a crude and unfinished attempt’’ unless ‘‘along with her

political independence she achieves her independence in thought and education, and in all

those forms of mental improvement and entertainment which by a liberal construction of the

word, are included in literature.’’ Commentators celebrated the literary opportunities opened

by secession and war: ‘‘We have risen to the dignity and importance of a nation,’’ the Charleston

Courier proclaimed in an article entitled ‘‘Literature in the South.’’ ‘‘We are now treading the

path to independence; we have begun a new career; unbounded prosperity and glory, such as

our fathers never dreamed of in the wildest flights of their imagination, invite and stimulate our

efforts and energies.’’13

Such comments envisioned war as an exhilarating opportunity finally to create an

independent Southern literature. Calls for an independent Southern literature and the end of

dependence on Northern print culture had been a familiar part of antebellum Southern literary

culture, but many critics now agreed that the antebellum project had been a failure. One reason

often cited was the disproportionate power of Northern cultural institutions. The literature

that the South had been ‘‘able to claim for her own,’’ the New Orleans Delta wrote, though

‘‘intrinsically rich and vigorous as much of it may have been, was wofully inadequate to cope

with the literature arrayed against her. The pens and the presses, the books, the periodicals and

the journals, the pulpits, the lecture desks, and the school rooms’’ of the North and of Europe

were ‘‘openly or insidiously hostile to her institutions, her rights, her interests, her

aspirations,’’ and ‘‘placed her at a fearful disadvantage in the controversy she was compelled to

maintain before the tribunal of public opinion.’’14

Yet few critics solely blamed Northern institutions for a perceived lack of Southern literary

independence. What the Southern Monthly termed Southern ‘‘literary laziness’’ was also a

culprit. Musing over the question of why the South was ‘‘dependent upon the north,’’ Ella

Thomas wrote in her journal, ‘‘We have plenty of talent lying latent in the South to make for us

a glorious name. We have one great drawback – indolence – to contend against. Say what we

may it is more this than indifference or anything else which prevents so many from improving

their God given talent.’’15

If the ‘‘laziness’’ of would-be writers was partially at fault for the failure of Southern literary

independence, the habits of readers were even more to blame. From the pages of newspapers

and periodicals, Southerners reprimanded their compatriots for reading Northern literature

and urged them to support Southern literature as a patriotic duty. ‘‘I trust though the present

crisis has lost you Northern patronage,’’ a ‘‘lady of Jackson, Mississippi’’ wrote to the Southern
Literary Messenger, ‘‘it will not be long before Southerners, who have wasted their money to

pay for the demoralizing trash, sent forth by the Northern press, will awake to a full sense of the

duty they owe themselves and to Southern Literature.’’ The South had for too long been tied

to the ‘‘wheels of Northern publishers’’; but now she trusted that ‘‘the Literary bonds will fall

with the political ones, and that henceforth we may have the patriotism to sustain our own

literature.’’ Writing in the Southern Field and Fireside, Ella Swan scolded Southern women,

accusing them of having ‘‘united with the entire North in supporting a literature at war with

your dearest interests. Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Dred Scott and other works as poisonous as the

deadly Upas tree, have been freely circulated in your midst, while Southern authors have met

with little encouragement at your hands. Are not Southern papers, periodicals and books as

worthy of your patronage?’’ The Southern Illustrated News asserted that it did not ‘‘believe that

the people of the South will ever again welcome a Northern periodical into their households –

we cannot for a moment believe that they are so devoid of interest for the welfare of the rising
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generation – so lost to all reason and honor’’; the Charleston Courier said simply, ‘‘Our

patronage of magazines published at the North has heretofore been both a folly and a shame.’’16

As such comments made clear, the act of reading itself now took on a strongly ideological

cast. Suffused with nationalistic aims, reading was less a private act than a vital part of a larger,

public, patriotic culture. Furthermore, such patriotic reading involved not only what one did

read but also what one did not; it demanded not just the embrace of Southern literature but also

the repudiation of Northern literature – the two were intimately intertwined. Early in the war it

was a commonplace to begin discussions of Southern literature with denunciations of Northern

literature; Northern works pandered to popular taste; they were ‘‘trashy,’’ ‘‘poisonous,’’

‘‘contemptible.’’ Never one to shrink from hyperbole, the Southern Illustrated News in the fall

of 1862 called ‘‘Yankee literature,’’ with ‘‘a very few exceptions, the opprobrium of the

Universe.’’ Yankee books were ‘‘of the worst possible description,’’ merely a ‘‘very bad

imitation of the most indifferent class of English literature.’’ Southern literature would come

‘‘in due time,’’ and when it did, it would ‘‘in no way resemble the Yankee abortion.’’17

Despite these nearly universal public denunciations of ‘‘Yankee trash,’’ however, many

commentators expressed uneasiness over whether Southerners would ever give up their love of

Northern literature, even under the conditions of civil war. While the Magnolia Weekly

asserted, ‘‘We must build up a popular literature of our own, and it must be as far removed in

style from that of our invaders as it is possible for it to be,’’ it also acknowledged, ‘‘We have a

most powerful habit to contend against.’’ After all, perennial antebellum calls for an

independent Southern literature largely had fallen on deaf ears. ‘‘Not one Southern book’’ had

lain on the antebellum Southern parlor table, the Southern Monthly claimed in a scathing

editorial in its inaugural September 1861 issue; instead the Atlantic Monthly, with ‘‘Harriet

Beecher Stowe’s last novel continued’’ and ‘‘Holmes’ ingenious diatribes against our country,’’

lay next to ‘‘the arrant Harper, with its Editor’s Table, an essay on the value of the Union,’’

while ‘‘on chair and sofa’’ lay ‘‘Ledger and Mercury, filled with the infectious and mephitic

exhalations of Sylvanus Cobb, and others as innocent of ability as of decency.’’ The Southern
Literary Messenger agreed: ‘‘If the angel Gabriel had gone into very heart of the South, if he had

even taken his seat on the top of the office of the Charleston Mercury and there proclaimed the

immediate approach of the Day of Judgment, that would not have hindered the hottest

secessionist from buying the New York Herald and subscribing for Harper’s Magazine.’’ The

Messenger concluded, ‘‘Southern patriotism is, and has always been, a funny thing – indeed the

funniest of things. It enables a man to abuse the Yankees, to curse the Yankees, to fight

the Yankees, to do everything but quit taking the Yankee papers. Nothing less than a battery of

10-inch Columbiads can keep Southern patriotism away from Yankee papers. Even that

is doubtful. We suspect that the animating impulse which will ere long carry the Army of

the Potomac into Washington City, will, when it is analyzed, be found to be, merely the

inappeasable desire of Southern patriotism to obtain a copy of Bonner’s Ledger.’’18

Given this ‘‘just conception of Southern patriotism,’’ the editor of theMessenger promised –

tongue in cheek – that the magazine would attempt to appeal to its readers by combining ‘‘all of

the most trashy, contemptible and popular features ofHarper, Godey, Frank Leslie, theHerald,

Home Journal, Ledger, Yankee Notions, Nick Nax, Budget of Fun, and the Phunny Phellow.’’

We shall have nothing but pictures. We shall have nothing but the latest news and the fashions.

Diagrams of baby clothes, worked slippers, edgings, frills, cuffs, capes, furbelows, faraboves, and

indeed all of the most interior and intricate feminine fixings, shall be supplied in much

profusion. . . .We shall furnish each month not less than 1800 different photographic views of the

proper way to do up the back hair. We shall devote eleven-ninths of each number to crochet work
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and fancy pincushions. Meantime we shall devote our entire space to riddles, charades, acrostics

and questions in arithmetic. But the greater part of the magazine shall be given to little dabs of light

literature a la Fanny Fern. Our exclusive exertions, however, shall be strained for the procurement

of tales, stories, narratives, novels, novellettes, serials and serialettes.19

This was parody clearly meant to establish the grounds of Southern literary difference from

Northern ‘‘trash.’’ Yet it also suggested some of the complexities inherent in Southern

attempts to establish a new national literature. Even as Southerners denounced Northern

literature, it remained a powerful standard against which they defined their literature.

According to the Magnolia Weekly, for instance, the ‘‘Northern weeklies abounded in stuff

calculated to appease the cravings of the uncultured appetites’’ of the ‘‘vulgar rabble.’’ The

Magnolia Weekly sought instead to create ‘‘a style of literature which is at once useful and

pure.’’ ‘‘This is the true popular literature,’’ it claimed. Yet such an attack on Northern

literature did not so much dislodge its power within Southern cultural life as shift the terms on

which that power was organized.20

One aspect of Southern literature that several commentators agreed might make it ‘‘useful

and pure’’ was its depiction of slavery. Before the war, the Southern Monthly asserted, Southern

poets and Southern novelists had failed to paint ‘‘in beauty’’ and idealize ‘‘into still higher

fascination the domestic ties that breed elevating affections in our negroes’’ or to paint ‘‘the

negro nurse, and the negro playmate, remembered by all of us with thrills of affection.’’ ‘‘Had a

Southern novelist’’ in the antebellum period ‘‘truly painted in as engaging a style’’ as Uncle

Tom’s Cabin ‘‘the real workings of our Biblical system of labor, and its truly Christianizing and

elevating effects on the slave, the power of the misrepresentation’’ offered by Stowe ‘‘to

mislead would have been checkmated,’’ and the ‘‘baneful effect’’ of Northern literature would

have been counteracted.21

The Southern Monthly argued for the importance of the institution of slavery not just within

Southern life but within Southern literary culture as well. It thus made explicit linkages

between Southern literary nationalism and slavery that in effect racialized and politicized the

very definition of Southern literature at the outset of war. Southern literature, in this and many

other accounts, carried a deeply political charge: seen by many observers as a critical

component in the building of a new nation, it also had the task of defending the Southern ‘‘way

of life’’ – always shorthand for the life of white Southern slaveholders. As many commentators

in the early months of war continued to look back with bitterness on the powerful impact of

Uncle Tom’s Cabin, they assumed that a new Southern literature must continue to counteract

what were perceived and represented as uniform Northern views. Thus it is not surprising that

a number of journals continued to publish defenses of slavery, even after Confederate

nationhood was established: in December 1861, for instance, the strongly proslavery Southern

Literary Messenger began a series of articles by William H. Holcombe entitled ‘‘Characteristics

and Capabilities of the Negro Race.’’ These articles, like many proslavery manifestos of

antebellum years, supported a modified version of polygenesis: ‘‘The negro is not a white man

with a black skin,’’ the series began, ‘‘but, if not a distinct species, at least a permanent variety

of the human race.’’ Attempting to find a biological justification for slavery in supposed Negro

difference ‘‘from all other races of men,’’ this series suggested that Southern wartime literature

would continue to be preoccupied with justifications of slavery.22

Many commentators agreed on an agenda for Southern literature, but war quickly undercut

their plans. Southern periodicals operated under a number of severe constraints during the

war. Already in November 1861 the Southern Literary Messenger offered extended commentary

on the difficulties of publishing in wartime. ‘‘In common with other Southern interests, and
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especially with publications, The Messenger has felt, and still feels, severely, the pressure of the

war,’’ it said. ‘‘While newspaper after newspaper has been suspended, and even the staunchest

journals have been compelled to retrench and economise; while De Bow’s Review is published

but once in two months, The Messenger has steadily held its own, despite of bad ink, a scarcity

of paper and of printers, a great falling off in contributions, and almost a suspension of

payments.’’ But ‘‘this cannot last,’’ it concluded.23

Most dispiriting, the Messenger found, was the lack of wartime support from Southern

subscribers. Before the war, the editors had ‘‘derived comfort from the assurance that the

neglect of the Magazine’’ was ‘‘due not so much to Southern indifference to them, and to native

literature, as to that habit of dependence on the North, from which nothing less than the

horrors of war could ever have delivered us.’’ But now ‘‘the war has come, Northern

newspapers and magazines have been totally cut off, yet The Messenger is in no better plight

than before.’’ The publishers had ‘‘no more appeals to Southern patriotism to make. All they

want is the money that is due them.’’24

The Messenger, like many other Southern publications, struggled for its existence during

1861 and early 1862. In April 1862 the editor confessed, ‘‘Never were we so ‘put to it’ for

suitable contents for our Table. The Yankees have penetrated so far into the Confederacy –

have menaced so many interior points, that our correspondents have had neither leisure nor

inclination to furnish contributions.’’ So ‘‘driven to the wall’’ was the magazine that the editor

chose to print ‘‘some selections from old English writers.’’ In the fall of 1862 it faced new

problems, as ‘‘the government seized the paper mills in this city, and we failed to get paper’’

elsewhere. It published a double issue in the fall of 1862, a solution to publishing difficulties to

which De Bow’s Review also resorted. However, after publishing a quadruple number for May

through August 1862, De Bow’s suspended publication entirely except for one single issue in

July 1864. As the editor, J. D. B. De Bow, explained in August 1862, ‘‘More than half of our

subscribers are in Texas, Louisiana, Arkansas, and in parts of the other states held by the

enemy, and to them, for some time to come, it may be our fate to be voiceless.’’25

Yet if the war undermined established periodicals such as the Messenger and De Bow’s

Review, it acted as inspiration for a new literature of war that appeared in daily newspapers

throughout the South. Inspired by the war, for instance, numbers of ordinary citizens, both

male and female, contributed a profusion of patriotic poetry to newspapers, a fact that many

observers at the time found striking. In September 1861 the Southern Monthly noticed that

‘‘the daily journals of the South’’ had become the ‘‘depositories of much of that finished poetry

generally reserved for the more careful monthly.’’ The Monthly reprinted several of these,

approvingly commenting that ‘‘as specimens of what our patriotism has called forth,’’ the

poems compared ‘‘favorably with the majority of fugitive pieces found in Northern

periodicals.’’ The Messenger also remarked on ‘‘the many excellent little poems which the

war has called forth,’’ and to rescue them from ‘‘newspaper oblivion,’’ it offered its readers ‘‘a

few specimens clipped from our exchanges.’’ Two Richmond literati, Professor Chase and John

R. Thompson, were making a collection of these poems, theMessenger informed its readers. In

mid-1862, some of this collection became the basis for William G. Shepperson’s War Songs of

the South, intended to celebrate a new flowering of Southern literature.26

Shepperson, the correspondent ‘‘Bohemian’’ for the Richmond Daily Dispatch, argued that

newspaper poems were compelling evidence of popular nationalism in the South – a

nationalism arising from the people rather than from the government. They revealed

a ‘‘spontaneous outburst of popular feeling’’ that gave ‘‘the lie to the assertion of our enemy that

this revolution is the work of politicians and party leaders alone.’’ Not only had many of the

poems been written by women, whose ‘‘instinct’’ had ‘‘anticipated the logic of our statesmen,’’
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but many had also been composed by ‘‘soldiers in camp,’’ and they possessed ‘‘all the vitality

and force of the testimony of eye-witnesses to a glorious combat, or even of actors in it.’’

Through ‘‘the Poet’s Corner in the newspaper,’’ these poems had ‘‘sped their flight from and

to the heart and mind of the people.’’ Such comments assumed that popular patriotic poetry

was both an important indication and a creator of popular nationalism.27

Many Southerners highly valued this war poetry as an integral part of the war experience,

copying favorite poems into their journals or pasting them into scrapbooks along with news

clippings of important battles. Mary Chesnut, for instance, copied lines from James R.

Randall’s stirring and enormously popular ‘‘MyMaryland’’ in a January 1862 diary entry. Kate

D. Foster, living near Natchez, Mississippi, pasted two newspaper copies of the famous ‘‘All

Quiet along the Potomac Tonight’’ on the inside of the front cover of her diary. William Galt, a

cadet at the Virginia Military Institute, copied ‘‘Maryland My Maryland’’ and ‘‘The Bonnie

Blue Flag’’ in a wartime notebook. M. J. Solomons of Savannah, Georgia, created a scrapbook

from a used account book – a sign of how severe the paper shortage was even early in the war –

and into it pasted numerous poems from a variety of newspapers.28

Drawn from the ‘‘Poet’s Corner’’ of a variety of newspapers, these poems revealed how the

well-established newspaper ‘‘exchange’’ system worked to link Southerners at wide distances

from one another. Under the exchange system, newspapers sent one another copies of their

papers as a courtesy, with the understanding that reprints were allowable as long as they were

credited. Thus one newspaper might draw poems and articles from a variety of sources,

providing a window into a broader culture beyond the local arena. Certainly in the pages of

Solomons’s scrapbook, poems and news accounts are credited as being drawn from an

astonishing array of sources, including theRichmond Dispatch;Southern Advocate;Southern Field

and Fireside; Richmond Daily Examiner; Natchez Courier; Charleston Mercury; Bowling Green

(Kentucky) Daily Courier; Atlanta Intelligencer; New Orleans Picayune; Petersburg (Virginia)

Daily Express; Savannah Republican; Atlanta Confederacy; Memphis Appeal; Montgomery

Advertiser; Norfolk Day Book; Richmond Whig; and Southern Illustrated News, among many

others. Although Solomons probably did not have access to all of these newspapers herself, she

nevertheless could, through the limited number of newspapers available to her, participate in a

wider literary culture of war.29

The many scrapbooks kept by Southerners are an important indication of how precious the

print culture of war was to a widespread Southern reading public, who were deeply involved in

the project of creating a print memory of the war. It is important to note, too, that the

newspaper, typically associated with politics rather than the arts, was at the center of this

Southern literary culture of war. But many Southerners were also proud that, inspired by the

war, and despite the many hardships associated with it, publishers were printing new books and

even creating new periodicals. The Southern Literary Messenger commented with surprise

and pleasure on new Confederate books in December 1861. ‘‘Yankee publishers having ceased

to subsidize us with presentation copies of their trashy publications, we had closed the ‘Book

Notice’ department for the war, as we supposed. In this, we are glad to find ourselves

mistaken,’’ the Messenger said, before reviewing new military publications printed by the

Richmond firm of West and Johnston. The Messenger was especially pleased that, ‘‘at a time

when paper and printing ink are so scarce and costly,’’ these books were printed and bound ‘‘in

a superior style.’’30

Several new periodicals were also founded during the first years of war. The first number of

the Memphis-based Southern Monthly, published by Hutton and Freligh, appeared in

September 1861. The spring of 1862 saw the founding of Joseph Addison Turner’s

idiosyncratic the Countryman, unique for being published on a plantation in Putnam County,
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Georgia, as well as for employing the fourteen-year-old Joel Chandler Harris as printer’s

assistant. Modeled after both the Spectator and the Rambler, the Countryman had a small

readership, at one time reaching ‘‘a circulation of nearly two thousand copies,’’ according to

Harris.31

In the fall of 1862, as the military fortunes of the Confederacy ran high, so too did Southern

literary ambition. In September Charles Bailie founded the Richmond-based Magnolia:

A Southern Home Journal, which became the Magnolia Weekly the next year. In September,

too, the Richmond publishers Ayres and Wade founded the most ambitious of the new

Southern periodicals, the Southern Illustrated News, an illustrated weekly meant as an answer to

such popular Northern weeklies as Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper and Harper’s Weekly.

The most popular of the new Confederate periodicals, it reportedly sometimes printed some

twenty thousand copies. A number of Southern readers and authors alike registered the

founding of this new Southern publication as a significant event: nineteen-year-old Lucy

Breckinridge, for instance, an avid reader who lived in Grove Hill, Virginia, noted in her diary

on September 10, 1862, that she had just received ‘‘the first copy of The Southern Illustrated

News’’ from Richmond. Twice more during the war would she note that she had been sent a

copy of the News.32

Though war created severe difficulties for an established literary monthly such as the

Southern Literary Messenger, it created opportunities for an upstart such as the Southern
Illustrated News. As the Southern Literary Messenger ruefully noted, ‘‘a pictorial paper, started

in this city not much more than a month ago, has already a circulation quadruple that obtained

by the messenger after twenty seven years.’’ The difference between the two publications was

not so much an economic one – the Southern Illustrated News had great difficulties obtaining

paper, too, for instance – as a cultural one: the Southern Illustrated News offered a fresh

viewpoint for the South, with a fresh combination of voices and features. Moreover, it was

deliberately popular in a way that the more gentlemanly Southern Literary Messenger not only

avoided but sometimes actively scorned. ‘‘We wish to pay our weekly visits to thousands of

homes in our sunny Southern land,’’ theNews stated in its first issue, ‘‘homes that are lonely in

the absence of loved ones in the army – and impart something of cheer to their loneliness. We

shall send, far and wide, throughout our borders, carefully executed portraits of our

distinguished leaders, that the people may know what manner of men they are, in bodily

likeness, in the council and in the field. And we shall count, with something of confidence,

upon furnishing our brave soldiers, in their summer bivouac and their winter cantonment, with

a pleasant and not unprofitable companion.’’33

Imagining a Confederacy linked through its own readership, the News sketched a form of

literary nationalism rooted most deeply in the war itself. Indeed, from the first the Southern

Illustrated News concentrated primarily on the war, providing an eclectic group of war-related

features including stories, profiles of generals, editorials on the war, humorous sketches of life

in camp, reflections on women’s home-front role, and war poems. The News commented with

amazement on the number of poetic submissions it received: ‘‘We have lyrics enough, were

they worthy of print,’’ it said after being in print only eight weeks, ‘‘to supply the poet’s corner

for as many years. At a time when writing paper is preposterously high, and so constantly

advances in price that it cannot, with any propriety, be called stationery, and when postage is a

burden which might deter any one from needlessly cumbering the mails, we receive daily piles

of poetical contributions.’’ Unfortunately these ‘‘innumerous song-offerings’’ were ‘‘not

remarkable for celestial fire,’’ the News added, commenting, ‘‘The ‘rebel’ muse, we grieve to

say, is so disobedient and wayward a child, so slip-shod a Sibyl, that she rebels against all the

laws of rhyme, and cares less than nothing about her feet.’’34
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As these comments revealed, the early reverence with which commentators treated the

appearance of amateur war poems had dissipated by the fall of 1862: in January 1863, theNews

even predicted that in the ‘‘flour barrel full’’ of war poems it had received, ‘‘not one poetic

expression or thought, coming from the heart would be found.’’ The Southern Literary

Messenger concurred, saying in July 1863, ‘‘We are receiving too much trash in rhyme.’’ In

September 1863 theMagnolia Weekly even ran a brief, pointed story in which a newspaper poet

was exposed as nothing more than a ‘‘dandy clerk’’ and shirker. Newspaper war poetry was ‘‘all

a humbug and imposture from beginning to end,’’ according to this story. ‘‘Every man of us,

thank God, is ready, heart and hand, to strike for his country’s cause, without the necessity of

newspaper poets calling upon them to arise,’’ it concluded. Nevertheless, theMagnolia Weekly,

like other Southern periodicals, continued to print a substantial collection of war poems,

including dirges, narrative poems, ballads, and ‘‘national hymns,’’ among others.35

Given the News’s avowedly popular purpose, it is perhaps surprising that two of the most

revered antebellum literary names in the South – the poets William Gilmore Simms and Paul

Hamilton Hayne – soon not only published poems in the News but also appeared on its

masthead as regular contributors. But there were compelling reasons for their willingness to

appear in the pages of a weekly ‘‘story paper.’’ First, cultural separation from the North meant

that Simms and Hayne could no longer publish in Northern journals. Only two months before

war had broken out, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, sympathetic to the South throughout

the secession crisis, had published a flattering profile of Paul Hayne. But with the onset of war

Hayne not only lost his Northern audience for the duration but also, like his Southern

compatriots, angrily denounced the ‘‘Northmen’’ as ‘‘ruffians,’’ ‘‘robbers,’’ and ‘‘invaders.’’36

Second, there were very few literary publications in which Southern poets and other writers

could publish during the war, and even fewer still that promised to pay much to their authors,

if anything at all. The Southern Monthly, for instance, simply told its readers that ‘‘when

Southern readers enough pay for reading’’ the magazine, ‘‘the publishers will pay Southern

writers enough for writing it.’’ The Southern Literary Messenger bluntly told one would-be

contributor in July 1862, ‘‘The pressure of the times is such as to forbid any engagements with

contributors. None receive compensation at this time.’’ In contrast, the Southern Illustrated

News did make promises of payment – although it did not always fulfill them, apparently.

A plaintive letter from Hayne to a friend in May 1864 complained, ‘‘Since Jan. last the ‘Illus.

News’ has paid me not one cent for the Poems of mine which have appeared in its columns’’; he

had expected to receive between fifteen and thirty dollars each for seven poems, most of them

war poems. Still, Hayne admitted that he published with theNews ‘‘almost entirely,’’ as he was

‘‘constrained to work for money.’’ Even the uncertain prospect of payment was a significant

inducement for writers who had seen their literary livelihood cut off by war.37

Finally, the world of Southern literary publishing was small and inbred. Southern wartime

literary publications tended to be edited by a small group of literary men who moved from

publication to publication, often knew one another well, and published one another’s work.

John R. Thompson, for instance, had been the editor of the Southern Literary Messenger before

the war, joined the staff of the Southern Field and Fireside for a brief period in 1860, and then

later in the war worked as editor of the Southern Illustrated News, among other editorial duties.

James D. McCabe was editor of theMagnolia Weekly in 1863, but after giving that position up

in 1864, he was listed as a contributor to the Southern Illustrated News and theMercury. George

William Bagby of the Southern Literary Messenger also contributed to the Southern Illustrated

News. And Paul Hamilton Hayne and William Gilmore Simms were listed as contributors to

the Southern Field and Fireside, the Southern Illustrated News, the Magnolia Weekly, and the

Mercury. In short, the exigencies of war encouraged a blending of voices within the pages of a
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story paper such as the News, as revered authors who had published in avowedly literary

journals were joined by self-consciously popular authors and by first-time authors newly

inspired by the war.38

By far the most important aspect of the News in its own reckoning was its claim to be

‘‘Illustrated.’’ But here its ambitions far outreached its capabilities, emphasizing the extreme

difficulties under which Confederate publications labored. The News promised to provide

illustrations ‘‘honestly and faithfully drawn and engraved by competent and experienced

artists.’’ The first issue of the weekly, however, contained only one illustration, a small, crude

engraving of Stonewall Jackson in the center of the first page. With a certain amount of

defensive bluster, the News said, ‘‘We expect each week to increase the number of engravings,

yet our aim shall be, not number, but quality.’’39

A central problem for the News was finding experienced artists and engravers in the South.

TheNewsmay have promised illustrations, but it simply did not have the personnel to produce

them: within only a few weeks of its first issue it advertised ‘‘Wanted Immediately – Two

competent Wood Engravers.’’ Admitting that ‘‘the Illustrated department of our paper is not

yet complete,’’ it nevertheless reassured its readers, ‘‘We hope in a few weeks to have a corps of

competent Artists engaged solely in illustrating the pages of this journal with accurate and

neatly executed wood cuts.’’40

Some months earlier, the Southern Monthly had had to admit defeat in its own quest to be

illustrated. ‘‘With no small feeling of chagrin, and some of shame, we are forced to confess

that a well-illustrated magazine cannot yet be produced in the South,’’ it said in March 1862.

‘‘Good artists we can procure, but good engravers on wood are scarce among us, and even if

they were more numerous, the wood itself is not to be had.’’ A letter from a reader named Lucy

complained, ‘‘The pleasant anticipations with which I opened the February number of your

monthly were checked and my nerves experienced a violent shock when the things called

pictures met my eyes.’’ Calling them a ‘‘burlesque on the fine arts,’’ Lucy assured the magazine

that if these illustrations were indeed ‘‘ ‘increased in number as the circulation of the Magazine

increases,’ ’’ she would ‘‘exert what influence I may have to diminish its circulation as fast as

possible.’’ Under such circumstances, and meeting with ‘‘general condemnation,’’ theMonthly

decided it was ‘‘best to discontinue giving ‘more of the same sort.’ ’’ Illustrating the magazine

‘‘ ‘must wait upon opportunity’ to do better,’’ it concluded.41

Unlike the Southern Monthly, the Southern Illustrated News eventually did manage to ‘‘do

better’’ by hiring several competent artists, including one who had been ‘‘actively and

prominently engaged on Frank Leslie’s Pictorial.’’ Yet the illustrations in the News remained

sparse and remarkably crude by Northern standards, their subjects usually portraits rather than

scenes of action or battle, which were more difficult to engrave. Other illustrated periodicals

faced similar problems. The Mercury of Raleigh, which advertised itself as ‘‘Beautifully

Illustrated,’’ published its first issue in April 1864 without any illustrations whatsoever,

explaining that the ink it had purchased was of ‘‘such a very inferior quality’’ that it was

impossible to work with. Such difficulties underscored a distinct and important difference

between the popular literary culture of war in the North and in the South: whereas in the North

the war was imagined visually in Harper’s Weekly, Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, in

dozens of other publications and forms of print ephemera, as well as in photographs exhibited

in galleries such as Matthew Brady’s New York gallery, in the South the literary war remained

primarily a war of words, not pictures; of poetic images and oratorical flourishes, rather than

painted or engraved representations.42

This was not for Southern lack of interest in a visual war: within a large city such as Richmond,

newspapers advertised theatrical attractions such as Lee Mallory’s ‘‘Pantechnoptomon,’’
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consisting of ‘‘War Illustrations Exhibiting the Soldier’s Life in Camp, March, Bivouac,

Battle.’’ Mallory himself advertised that he needed ‘‘Sketches of Scenes and Incidents

connected with our army, such as Views of Camps, Battle-Fields, Maps, etc.,’’ and that ‘‘any

drawings that will be interesting to the public, will be promptly acknowledged and paid for.’’ In

mid-1862 a ‘‘Confederate Reading Room’’ advertised ‘‘yankee pictorials of the war giving

all the scenes and illustrations of the recent great battles and portraits of the most promising

actors.’’ These had been ‘‘just received, by special order, through a party just arrived from the

North.’’ Monthly subscribers paid fifty cents, while a single admission – ‘‘good for all day’’ –

cost ten cents.43

As this last advertisement revealed, war hardly annihilated interest in Northern periodicals,

despite the expressed hopes of numerous Southern publications. Indeed, war may have

intensified interest in Northern ‘‘pictorials.’’ Not only were they virtually the only visual

representations of the war available in the South, but they were so scarce as to be especially

valuable commodities. Certainly numerous Southerners recorded the receipt of a Northern

‘‘pictorial’’ as a signal, noteworthy event.44

In a myriad ways Northern literature continued to hold power for Southern readers, writers,

and publishers. The Richmond Whig advertised for ‘‘Northern Journals’’ in December 1862,

saying that ‘‘any person arriving from the states north of the Potomac, and bringing Northern

or European newspapers,’’ would ‘‘confer a favor upon the Editors of the Whig by leaving or

sending the same’’ to the Whig office. In the Magnolia Weekly in 1863, the columnist

‘‘Refugitta’’ (Constance Cary) confessed to missing ‘‘that charming Atlantic.’’ Despite the

blockade, and despite Southern calls for a boycott of Northern literature, at least one

Richmond firm advertised both Harper’s Monthly and the Atlantic Monthly for sale during the

summer of 1863. The Southern Illustrated News was scandalized that ‘‘loyal citizens of the State

and the Confederacy should encourage the sale of this pernicious trash.’’ Yet the News itself

secretly borrowed liberally from Northern periodicals for its own contents, republishing at

least four Harper’s Weekly war romances during 1863 and 1864.45

At the same time, though the News excoriated the ‘‘Yankees’’ at every opportunity, it

nonetheless also sometimes measured its worth in a Northern mirror, professing to be jubilant,

for instance, when Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper gave it a negative notice. Leslie’s had

reprinted one of the News’s diatribes against the North, sarcastically commenting that ‘‘the

South is going to have an art as well as a literature of its own’’ and noting that the Southern

Illustrated News was ‘‘called illustrated, because it has one picture – an archaic portrait of

‘Stonewall Jackson.’ ’’46

Yet the Southern Illustrated News claimed to be delighted at this notice. ‘‘We ask no greater

triumph,’’ the News said, ‘‘than that of knowing we have excited the ire of these immaculate

Yankees, the Harpers and Leslie, for with the advent of the ‘Southern Illustrated Newspaper’

they clearly perceive that the prospect for the circulation of their miserable sheets ever again in

the South, is poor indeed. Hence, we welcome their criticism and abuse of us as a bright

harbinger.’’ TheNews even claimed, falsely, that ‘‘inNewEngland andNewYork, the exigencies

of the war, and the closing up of the Southern market, have well nigh extinguished authorship

and its lights, from the little farthing candle ofMr. James Russell Lowell to the bright gas burner

of Dr. Oliver Wendell Holmes.’’ In contrast, ‘‘the publishing house of West & Johnston’’ had

‘‘issued more new books from original mss. during the past year, than any firm in Yankee land,

not excepting our friends Sharper & Brothers of New York.’’ The News concluded with

satisfaction that ‘‘there has been a healthy stimulus given to literary production among us.’’47

It was true that war stimulated Southern literary production. By late 1862 the Southern

Illustrated News reflected with some satisfaction (and a good deal of boosterism) on a changed
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literary world: ‘‘A Southern book, at one time, was a dreg in the market,’’ the News said, but

‘‘now it immediately springs into popularity and is eagerly sought after.’’ Southern authors had

once ‘‘looked to the Harpers, the Appletons, and others of a like character, to publish their

books for them,’’ but now they relied on

those enterprising merchants, Messrs. West and Johnston, who are extensively engaged in the

publishing business. We have now upon our table a variety of military and other works gotten up in

a very superior manner by these gentlemen. The typography will compare favorably with the

Harpers, while the binding and general getting up is not inferior, and in many respects superior, to

any work ever issued from the press of any Northern publishing house. Thus we will no longer be

compelled to read the trashy productions of itinerant Yankees, worthless as their hearts are black;

but will, in future, have Southern books, written by Southern gentlemen, printed on Southern

type, and sold by Southern publishing houses.48

This was promotional rhetoric, of course. Not only was the West and Johnston list, consisting

of mostly military books, minuscule by Northern standards, but there were other publishers

operating in Richmond as well. Still, such a statement was an important indication of the

considerable ambitions of many Southern authors, publishers, and periodicals.

In 1863 in particular, during an extended period of confidence in Confederate war fortunes,

several new publications were established. The first issue of the humorous weekly the Southern
Punch appeared in Richmond on August 15, and two other humorous periodicals, the Griffin,

Georgia, Bugle Horn of Liberty and the Mobile, Alabama, Confederate Spirit and Knapsack of

Fun, were announced during the summer and fall. At Christmastime the first issue of a new

Richmond periodical, the Bohemian, appeared. In April 1864 William B. Smith began to

publish the Raleigh Mercury after a hiatus of three years. In May the publishers of theMagnolia

Weekly began a monthly periodical called Smith and Barrow’s Monthly. The editors of such

journals often talked of unrealistically ambitious plans for the future: the Southern Punch, for

instance, planned to issue ‘‘a monthly supplement, consisting of a series of Historical

Engravings, Equestrian Portraits of Generals, etc., printed on fine proof sheet paper, in the

highest style of the art.’’49

By 1864, however, several commentators provided a more realistic assessment of the state of

Southern popular literature. ‘‘It is useless to attempt to disguise the fact,’’ theMagnolia Weekly

stated, that ‘‘in spite of our boasted desire to make our literary enterprises succeed, the combined

circulation of all the literary journals in the South does not equal the circulation in the South of the

New York Ledger, before the War.’’ Not only had Southern periodicals not gained the audience

they desired, but throughout the conflict war threatened their very existence. The Southern
Monthly, located in Memphis, Tennessee, had alerted its readers in April 1862 that it had

moved to Grenada, Mississippi, as the ‘‘occupation of Memphis by the Abolitionists’’ was

‘‘within the bounds of possibility.’’ It promised, nevertheless, that theMonthly ‘‘will cease but

with the Confederacy that gave it birth.’’ Instead it ceased publication, forever, the next month.

‘‘But for the capture of Nashville by the Yankees, whereby the large stereotype foundry of that

city was lost to us for the war,’’ the Southern Illustrated News informed its readers in November

1862, ‘‘many valuable fresh books and new editions of old ones would have been brought out in

a style highly creditable to the taste and enterprise of the South.’’ Fear of invasion underlay a

move by Charleston publisher Evans and Cogswell in 1864, but there was high irony in its

choice of Columbia, South Carolina, as a safe haven.50

The war stymied the projects of numerous authors, as well. John R. Thompson collected

poems for a volume of war poetry that he hoped would be published by a British publisher, but

this project never came to pass. In January 1862 William Gilmore Simms wrote to several
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correspondents suggesting an elaborate plan for the publication of a ‘‘Library of the

Confederate States,’’ including ‘‘new works to be interspersed as prepared, and a wholesome

variety to be sought in History, Biography, Statesmanship, Poetry & Fiction.’’ But this plan

remained only an idea. In mid-1863 the Southern Illustrated News announced that George

William Bagby, the editor of the Southern Literary Messenger, was ‘‘collecting materials for two

books, to be entitled respectively, ‘Southern Heroes and Heroic Incidents,’ and ‘Humorous

Anecdotes of the War.’ ’’ Neither book was published. In early 1865 the poet John Henry

Boner wrote that he had been solicited to contribute to a volume compiled ‘‘from the writings

of different authors of the confederacy – something, as I understand it, in the style of

Griswold’s ‘Poets of America’ ’’ (a popular Northern anthology). But this project, too, never

came to fruition.51

Several authors commented on the havoc war wrought with their literary careers. ‘‘My

occupation utterly gone, in this wretched state of war & confusion, I have no refuge in my

wonted employments,’’ William Gilmore Simms lamented, adding, ‘‘Nobody reads nowadays,

and no one prints. My desks are already filled with MS.S. Why add to the number?’’ Paul

Hamilton Hayne remarked in 1864 that ‘‘all social, intellectual pleasures [had] been ruthlessly

destroyed’’ by the war. ‘‘One cannot think calmly; the sympathies, fears, passions of the heart

being abnormally excited, there is hardly any chance left for that cool, consistent mental action,

essential to Artistic success.’’ The poet James Wood Davidson, who fought with the

Thirteenth Regiment SC Volunteers, simply said, ‘‘War is a very unliterary thing,’’ telling a

correspondent, ‘‘My lyric harp I rarely touch – One cannot easily carry a harp in addition to the

usual outfit of a camp dweller!’’52

In January 1863, four months after beginning publication, the Southern Illustrated News

congratulated itself on having survived the difficulties it faced. At the time of its first issue, it

commented, ‘‘Such was the scarcity of materials that the oldest, ablest, most widely circulated

journals in the Confederacy were printed on dingy sheets, which in time of peace would hardly

have passed muster as wrapping paper.’’ At the same time ‘‘the printing ink then in use was of a

quality which we doubt not so soiled the hands of every reader as to have left an indelible

impression on every mind.’’ Paper was ‘‘so scarce that many deemed it impossible to obtain

enough to print a decent edition of a new paper.’’ Moreover, ‘‘we had to ransack every State for

artists and the materials which artists use – box-wood being then, as now, exceedingly scarce;

so much so, indeed, that we had to discover some other wood to supply the deficiency.’’ While

the News had found the best supplies and artists that it could in the South, it had also ‘‘sent

agent after agent into the lines of the enemy to purchase what could not be obtained at home’’

and in ‘‘more than one instance’’ had been ‘‘twiddled out of large sums by blockade runners.’’53

Still, even the enterprising News could not overcome the difficulties of war entirely. As

problems with paper and ink supplies, machinery, and personnel became increasingly

desperate during the war, it, like many other periodicals, sometimes suspended publication.

Although the Southern Literary Messenger early in the war had boasted that it had not been

forced to resort to double issues, in contrast to De Bow’s Review, in fact it began to publish on a

bimonthly basis in 1862. In October 1862 it informed its readers, ‘‘The present double number

would have contained as much matter as the last, had not the government seized the paper mills

in this city and we failed to get paper in North Carolina.’’ In August 1864 theMagnolia Weekly
explained to subscribers who complained of missing issues that in fact the Weekly had only

been published three times during the last three months ‘‘owing to the calls made upon the

employees of this office for military duty.’’ Under the exigencies of war the Southern Literary

Messenger was sold in January 1864 and published its last issue in June that same year. Most

popular publications quietly folded with the defeat of the Confederacy.54
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In April 1863 the Southern Field and Fireside, commenting that ‘‘the condition of the country

[was] not favorable to literature,’’ warned, ‘‘However violent may be our animosity against the

North now, the possibility of our again becoming subservient to Northern pens, and Northern

publications is not so unlikely as one might at first imagine.’’ In August the Southern Illustrated

News, indignantly noting the sale of ‘‘Yankee’’ magazines in Richmond, expressed a fear that

‘‘such was the slavishness of the South,’’ that ‘‘the old patrons of the Yankee weeklies and

monthlies would buy them at any price.’’ In February 1864 the Southern Punch mentioned a

letter from a correspondent who feared that ‘‘ ‘when this cruel war is over,’ the Southern

people will again patronise Yankee flash weeklies and monthlies’’ such as theNew York Ledger,

Harper’s Weekly, and Harper’s Magazine. The Southern Punch used this letter as the occasion

for another spirited call for ‘‘literary independence’’ from the North. But in the event the letter

writer was prescient. With the end of the conflict both Southern readers and authors returned,

however ironically, to their dependence on Northern literature.55
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Questions to consider

. What were some of the things Northern and Southern readers had in common

during the Civil War? In what ways was the North different from the South?

. Does the failure of the South to sustain a separate literary culture suggest anything

about the failure of the Confederate cause generally? Conversely, would you say that

the South has managed to create a distinct literary (and general popular) culture

generally? Is there a paradox here?

. ‘‘The act of reading itself now took on a strongly ideological cast,’’ Fahs writes at one

point. What does she mean by this? Is there any sense in which reading today is an

‘‘ideological’’ act? What does your reading lately say about you?
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Chapter 29

The Written War: Primary Sources

The Great Army of the Sick

Walt Whitman

During the Civil War, Walt Whitman (1819–92) was not quite the ‘‘Good Gray

Poet’’ he would later become to a small, but rapidly growing, group of devotees in the

closing decades of the nineteenth century. Though he had admirers (among them Ralph

Waldo Emerson, at least until Whitman annoyed Emerson by publishing the latter’s

praise of Leaves of Grass in the second edition of that book in 1856), Whitman

scandalized at least as many people as he impressed with his often explicitly erotic

poetry. Though he had been a Democrat before the war, Whitman, who lived in

Washington for much of the struggle, became deeply engaged in the Union effort and a

particular fan of Abraham Lincoln, who he observed coming and going from the White

House and who he would later memorialize in a series of poems included in Leaves

of Grass.

For much of his life, Whitman made his living as a journalist. In this 1863 piece for the

New York Times, he tries to convey life and death in army hospitals, where he spent a

great deal of time volunteering to help the sick. How would you describe the strategies

he uses to bring this piece of reporting to life? Is there anything poetic here?

Walt Whitman, ‘‘The Great Army of the Sick’’, in New York Times (February 26, 1863), in The

Real War Will Never Get in the Books: Selections from Civil War Writers, ed. Louis Masur (New York:

Oxford University Press, 1995). Pp. 258–9.

Themilitary hospitals, convalescent camps, &c. inWashington and its neighborhood sometimes

contain over fifty thousand sick and wounded men. Every form of wound, (the mere sight of

some of them having been known to make a tolerably hardy visitor faint away,) every kind

ofmalady, like a long procession, with typhoid fever and diarrhoea at the head as leaders, are here



in steady motion. The soldier’s hospital! how many sleepless nights, how many woman’s tears,

how many long and aching hours and days of suspense, from every one of the Middle, Eastern

and Western States, have concentrated here! Our own New-York, in the form of hundreds and

thousands of her youngmen,may consider herself here – Pennsylvania, Ohio, Indiana and all the

West and North-west the same – and all the New-England States the same.

Upon a few of these hospitals I have been almost daily calling as a missionary, on my own

account, for the sustenance and consolation of some of the most needy cases of sick and dying

men, for the last two months. One has much to learn in order to do good in these places. Great

tact is required. These are not like other hospitals. By far the greatest proportion (I should say

five-sixths) of the patients are American young men, intelligent, of independent spirit, tender

feelings, used to a hardy and healthy life; largely the farmers are represented by their sons –

largely the mechanics and workingmen of the cities. Then they are soldiers. All these points

must be borne in mind.

People through our Northern cities have little or no idea of the great and prominent feature

which these military hospitals and convalescent camps make in and around Washington. There

are not merely two or three or a dozen, but some fifty of them, of different degrees of capacity.

Some have a thousand or more patients. The newspapers here find it necessary to print every

day a directory of the hospitals; a long list, something like what a directory of the churches

would be in New-York, Philadelphia or Boston. . . .

A Sight in Camp in the Daybreak Gray and Dim

Walt Whitman

In December 1862, Whitman left New York for Virginia in a successful quest to find his

brother George, who had been wounded near Fredericksburg (largely as a result of this

trip he would spend the next eleven years in the nation’s capital). His experiences at the

front made a deep impression on him, which he incorporated into his work. This poem

was included in his 1865 book Drum Taps, which was later incorporated into Leaves of

Grass. How would you describe his depiction of death?

Walt Whitman, ‘‘A Sight in Camp in the Daybreak Gray and Dim,’’ in Drum Taps (New York:

Bunce & Huntington, 1865), p. 48.

A sight in camp in the daybreak gray and dim,

As from my tent I emerge so early sleepless,

As slow I walk in the cool fresh air the path near by the hospital tent,

Three forms I see on stretchers lying, brought out there untended lying,

Over each the blanket spread, ample brownish woolen blanket,

Gray and heavy blanket, folding, covering all.

Curious I halt and silent stand,

Then with light fingers I from the face of the nearest the first just lift

the blanket;
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Who are you elderly man so gaunt and grim, with well-gray’d hair,

and flesh all sunken about the eyes?

Who are you my dear comrade?

Then to the second I step – and who are you my child and darling?

Who are you sweet boy with cheeks yet blooming?

Then to the third – a face nor child nor old, very calm, as of beautiful

yellow-white ivory;

Young man I think I know you – I think this face is the face of the

Christ himself,

Dead and divine and brother of all, and here again he lies.

Battle Hymn of the Republic

Julia Ward Howe

The epitome of Yankee abolitionism, Julia Ward Howe (1819–1910) embraced the Civil

War as a crusade for justice (her husband, Samuel Gridley Howe, had been one of

the ‘‘Secret Six’’ who funded John Brown’s freedom fighter/terrorist operations of the

1850s). One night in 1861, while visiting an army camp near Washington, DC with

the party of Governor Andrew of Massachusetts, Howe found herself unable to sleep.

In a flurry of creative activity, she wrote the following poem in the dark of her tent,

setting its cadences to the rhythm of ‘‘John Brown’s Body,’’ a popular abolitionist song.

‘‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’’ was published – on the cover – of the February,

1862 edition of The Atlantic Monthly. What is its vision of the war? If you knew this song

before, do you see it differently now?

Julia Ward Howe, ‘‘Battle Hymn of the Republic,’’ in The Atlantic Monthly vol. 9, no. 52 (February

1862).

Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord:

He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored;

He hath loosed the fateful lightning of His terrible swift sword:

His truth is marching on.

I have seen Him in the watch-fires of a hundred circling camps,

They have builded Him an altar in the evening dews and damps;

I can read His righteous sentence by the dim and flaring lamps;

His day is marching on.

I have read a fiery gospel writ in burnished rows of steel:

‘‘As ye deal with my contemners, so with you my grace shall deal;

Let the Hero, born of woman, crush the serpent with his heel,

Since God is marching on.’’
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He has sounded forth the trumpet that shall never call retreat;

He is sifting out the hearts of men before His judgment seat;

Oh, be swift, my soul, to answer Him! be jubilant my feet!

Our God is marching on.

In the beauty of the lillies Christ was born across the sea,

With a glory in his bosom that transfigures you and me;

As He died to make men holy, let us die to make men free,

While God is marching on.

John Lamar

Rebecca Harding Davis

In many ways, Rebecca Harding Davis (1831–1910) lived her life in an ambivalent neutral

zone between North and South. Born in Pennsylvania, Harding spent her early

childhood in Alabama before her family moved to Wheeling, Virginia, an Ohio River

border town poised between the agricultural South and the rapidly industrializing

North. (This strongly Unionist section of Virginia would become part of the new state

of West Virginia in 1863.) Harding’s first novella, Life in the Iron Mills (1861) was

published in The Atlantic Monthly and is now recognized as one of the founding texts of

the movement literary historians know as realism. One year later, The Atlantic Monthly

published another of what would be a string of Davis stories, ‘‘John Lamar,’’ a tale of an

escaped slave that suggests that the Civil War was far from a simple struggle of good

against evil.

Rebecca Harding Davis, ‘‘John Lamar,’’ in The Atlantic Monthly, April 1862, 411–23.

The guard-house was, in fact, nothing but a shed in the middle of a stubble-field. It had been

built for a cider-press last summer; but since Captain Dorr had gone into the army, his

regiment had camped over half his plantation, and the shed was boarded up, with heavy wickets

at either end, to hold whatever prisoners might fall into their hands from Floyd’s forces. It was

a strong point for the Federal troops, his farm, – a sort of wedge in the Rebel Cheat counties of

Western Virginia. Only one prisoner was in the guard-house now. The sentry, a raw boat-hand

from Illinois, gaped incessantly at him through the bars, not sure if the ‘‘Secesh’’ were limbed

and headed like other men; but the November fog was so thick that he could discern nothing

but a short, squat man, in brown clothes and white hat, heavily striding to and fro. A negro was

crouching outside, his knees cuddled in his arms to keep warm: a field-hand, you could be sure

from the face, a grisly patch of flabby black, with a dull eluding word of something, you could

not tell what, in the points of eyes, – treachery or gloom. The prisoner stopped, cursing him

about something: the only answer was a lazy rub of the heels.

‘‘Got any ’baccy, Mars’ John?’’ he whined, in the middle of the hottest oath.

The man stopped abruptly, turning his pockets inside out.

‘‘That’s all, Ben,’’ he said, kindly enough. ‘‘Now begone, you black devil!’’
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‘‘Dem’s um, Mars’! Goin’ ’mediate,’’ – catching the tobacco, and lolling down full length as

his master turned off again.

Dave Hall, the sentry, stared reflectively, and sat down.

‘‘Ben? Who air you next?’’ – nursing his musket across his knees, baby-fashion.

Ben measured him with one eye, polished the quid in his greasy hand, and looked at it.

‘‘Pris’ner o’ war,’’ he mumbled, finally, – contemptuously; for Dave’s trousers were in rags

like his own, and his chilblained toes stuck through the shoe-tops. Cheap white trash, clearly.

‘‘Yer master’s some at swearin’. Heow many, neow, hes he like you, down to Georgy?’’

The boatman’s bony face was gathering a woful pity. He had enlisted to free the Uncle

Toms, and carry God’s vengeance to the Legrees. Here they were, a pair of them.

Ben squinted another critical survey of the ‘‘miss’able Linkinite.’’

‘‘How many wells hev yer poisoned since yer set out?’’ he muttered.

The sentry stopped.

‘‘How many ’longin’ to de Lamars? ’Bout as many as der’s dam’ Yankees in Richmond

’baccy-houses!’’

Something in Dave’s shrewd, whitish eye warned him off.

‘‘Ki yi! yer white nigger, yer!’’ he chuckled, shuffling down the stubble.

Dave clicked his musket, – then, choking down an oath into a grim Methodist psalm,

resumed his walk, looking askance at the coarse-moulded face of the prisoner peering through

the bars, and the diamond studs in his shirt, – bought with human blood, doubtless. The man

was the black curse of slavery itself in the flesh, in his thought somehow, and he hated him

accordingly. Our men of the Northwest have enough brawny Covenanter muscle in their

religion to make them good haters for opinion’s sake.

Lamar, the prisoner, watched him with a lazy drollery in his sluggish black eyes. It died out

into sternness, as he looked beyond the sentry. He had seen this Cheat country before; this very

plantation was his grandfather’s a year ago, when he had come up from Georgia here, and

loitered out the summer months with his Virginia cousins, hunting. That was a pleasant

summer! Something in the remembrance of it flashed into his eyes, dewy, genial; the man’s

leather-covered face reddened like a child’s. Only a year ago, – and now –. The plantation was

Charley Dorr’s now, who had married Ruth. This very shed he and Dorr had planned last

spring, and now Charley held him a prisoner in it. The very thought of Charley Dorr warmed

his heart. Why, he could thank God there were such men, True grit, every inch of his little

body! There, last summer, how he had avoided Ruth until the day when he (Lamar) was going

away! – then he told him he meant to try and win her. ‘‘She cared most for you always,’’ Lamar

had said, bitterly; ‘‘why have you waited so long?’’ ‘‘You loved her first, John, you know.’’ That

was like a man! He remembered that even that day, when his pain was breathless and sharp, the

words made him know that Dorr was fit to be her husband.

Dorr was his friend. The word meant much to John Lamar. He thought less meanly of

himself, when he remembered it. Charley’s prisoner! An odd chance! Better that than to have

met in battle. He thrust back the thought, the sweat oozing out on his face, – something within

him muttering, ‘‘For Liberty! I would have killed him, so help me God!’’

He had brought despatches to General Lee, that he might see Charley, and the old place, and

– Ruth again; there was a gnawing hunger in his heart to see them. Fool! what was he to them?

The man’s face grew slowly pale, as that of a savage or an animal does, when the wound is deep

and inward.

The November day was dead, sunless: since morning the sky had had only enough life in it to

sweat out a fewmuddy drops, that froze as they fell: the cold numbed hismouth as he breathed it.

This stubbly slope was where he and his grandfather had headed the deer: it was covered with
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hundreds of dirty, yellow tents now. Around there were hills like uncouth monsters, swathed in

ice, holding up the soggy sky; shivering pine-forests; unmeaning, dreary flats; and the Cheat,

coiled about the frozen sinews of the hills, limp and cold, like a cord lying a dead man’s jaws.

Whatever outlook of joy orworship this region had borne on its face in time gone, it turned to him

to-day nothing but stagnation, a great death. He wondered idly, looking at it, (for the old

Huguenot brain of the man was full of morbid fancies,) if it were winter alone that had deadened

color and pulse out of these full-blooded hills, or if they could know the colder horror crossing

their threshold, and forgot to praise God as it came.

Over that farthest ridge the house had stood. The guard (he had been taken by a band of

Snake-hunters, back in the hills) had brought him past it. It was a heap of charred rafters.

‘‘Burned in the night,’’ they said, ‘‘when the old Colonel was alone.’’ They were very willing

to show him this, as it was done by his own party, the Secession ‘‘Bush-whackers’’; took him to

the wood-pile to show him where his grandfather had been murdered, (there was a red mark)

and buried, his old hands above the ground. ‘‘Colonel said ’t was a job fur us to pay up; so we

went to the village an’ hed a scrimmage,’’ – pointing to gaps in the hedges where the dead

Bush-whackers yet lay unburied. He looked at them, and at the besotted faces about him,

coolly. Snake-hunters and Bush-whackers, he knew, both armies used in Virginia as tools for

rapine and murder: the sooner the Devil called home his own, the better. And yet, it was not

God’s fault, surely, that there were such tools in the North, any more than that in the South

Ben was – Ben. Something was rotten in freer States than Denmark, he thought.

One of the men went into the hedge, and brought out a child’s golden ringlet as a trophy.

Lamar glanced in, and saw the small face in its woollen hood, dimpled yet, though dead for

days. He remembered it. Jessy Birt, the ferryman’s little girl. She used to come up to the house

every day for milk. He wondered for which flag she died. Ruth was teaching her to write. Ruth!

Some old pain hurt him just then, nearer than even the blood of the old man or the girl crying

to God from the ground. The sergeant mistook the look. ‘‘They’ll be buried,’’ he said, gruffly.

‘‘Ye brought it on yerselves.’’ And so led him to the Federal camp.

The afternoon grew colder, as he stood looking out of the guard-house. Snow began to whiten

through the gray. He thrust out his arm through the wicket, his face kindling with childish

pleasure, as he looked closer at the fairy stars and crowns on his shaggy sleeve. If Floy were here!

She never had seen snow.When the flakes hadmelted off, he took a case out of his pocket to look

at Floy. His sister, – a little girl who had no mother, nor father, nor lover, but Lamar. The man

among his brother officers in Richmond was coarse, arrogant, of dogged courage, keen palate at

the table, as keen eye on the turf. Sickly little Floy, down at home, knew the way to something

below all this: just as they of the Rommany blood see below themuddy boulders of the streets the

enchanted land of Boabdil bare beneath. Lamar polished the ivory painting with his breath,

remembering that he had drunk nothing for days. A child’s face, of about twelve, delicate, –

a breath of fever or cold would shatter such weak beauty; big, dark eyes, (her mother was pure

Castilian,) out of which her little life looked irresolute into the world, uncertain what to do there.

The painter, with an unapt fancy, had clustered about the Southern face the Southern emblem,

buds of themagnolia, unstained, as yet, as pearl. It angeredLamar, remembering how the creamy

whiteness of the full-blown flower exhaled passion of which the crimsonest rose knew nothing, –

a content, ecstasy, in animal life. Would Floy – Well, God help them both! they needed help.

Three hundred souls was a heavy weight for those thin little hands to hold sway over, – to lead to

hell or heaven. UpNorth they could have worked for her, and gained only her money. So Lamar

reasoned, like a Georgian: scribbling a letter to ‘‘My Baby’’ on the wrapper of a newspaper, –

drawing the shapes of the snowflakes, – telling her he had reached their grandfather’s plantation,

but ‘‘have not seen our Cousin Ruth yet, of whom you may remember I have told you, Floy.

324 the written war



When you grow up, I should like you to be just such a woman; so remember, my darling, if I’’ –.

He scratched the last words out: why should he hint to her that he could die? Holding his life

loose in his hand, though, had brought things closer to him lately, – God and death, this war, the

meaning of it all. But he would keep his brawny body between these terrible realities and Floy,

yet awhile. ‘‘I want you,’’ he wrote, ‘‘to leave the plantation, and go with your old maumer to the

village. It will be safer there.’’ He was sure the letter would reach her. He had a plan to escape to-

night, and he could put it into a post inside the lines. Ben was to get a small hand-saw that would

open the wicket; the guards were not hard to elude. Glancing up, he saw the negro stretched by a

camp-fire, listening to the gaunt boatman, who was off duty. Preaching Abolitionism, doubtless:

he could hear Ben’s derisive shouts of laughter. ‘‘And so, good bye, BabyFlorence!’’ he scrawled.

‘‘I wish I could send you some of this snow, to show you what the floor of heaven is like.’’

While the snow fell faster without, he stopped writing, and began idly drawing a map of

Georgia on the tan-bark with a stick. Here the Federal troops could effect a landing: he knew

the defences at that point. If they did? He thought of these Snake-hunters who had found in the

war a peculiar road for themselves downward with no gallows to stumble over, fancied he saw

them skulking through the fields at Cedar Creek, closing around the house, and behind them a

mass of black faces and bloody bayonets. Floy alone, and he here, – like a rat in a trap! ‘‘God

keep my little girl!’’ he wrote, unsteadily. ‘‘God bless you, Floy!’’ He gasped for breath, as if he

had been writing with his heart’s blood. Folding up the paper, he hid it inside his shirt and

began his dogged walk, calculating the chances of escape. Once out of this shed, he could baffle

a blood-hound, he knew the hills so well.

His head bent down, he did not see a man who stood looking at him over the wicket. Captain

Dorr. A puny little man, with thin yellow bair, and womanish face: but not the less the hero of

his men, – they having found out, somehow, that muscle was not the solidest thing to travel on

in war-times. Our regiments of ‘‘roughs’’ were not altogether crowned with laurel at Manassas!

So the men built more on the old Greatheart soul in the man’s blue eyes: one of those souls

born and bred pure, sent to teach, that can find breath only in the free North. His hearty

‘‘Hillo!’’ startled Lamar.

‘‘How are you, old fellow?’’ he said, unlocking the gate and coming in.

Lamar threw off his wretched thoughts, glad to do it. What need to borrow trouble? He liked

a laugh, – had a lazy, jolly humor of his own. Dorr had finished drill, and come up, as he did

every day, to freshen himself with an hour’s talk to this warm, blundering fellow. In this dismal

war-work, (though his whole soul was in that, too,) it was like putting your hands to a big blaze.

Dorr had no near relations; Lamar – they had played marbles together – stood to him where a

younger brother might have stood. Yet, as they talked, he could not help his keen eye seeing

him just as he was.

Poor John! he thought: the same uncouth-looking effort of humanity that he had been at Yale.

No wonder the Northern boys jeered him, with his slothways, his mouthed English, torpid eyes,

and brain shut up in that worst ofmudmoulds, – belief in caste. Even now, going up and down the

tan-bark, his step was dead, godden, like that of a man in whose life God had not yet wakened

the full live soul. It was wakening, though, Dorr thought. Some pain or passion was bringing the

man in him out of the flesh, vigilant, alert, aspirant. A different man from Dorr.

In fact, Lamar was just beginning to think for himself, and of course his thoughts were

defiant, intolerant. He did not comprehend how his companion could give his heresies such

quiet welcome, and pronounce sentence of death on them so coolly. Because Dorr had gone

farther up the mountain, had he the right to make him follow in the same steps? The right, –

that was it. By brute force, too? Human freedom, eh? Consequently, their talks were stormy

enough. To-day, however, they were on trivial matters.
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‘‘I’ve brought the General’s order for your release at last, John. It confines you to this

district, however.’’

Lamar shook his head.

‘‘No parole for me! My stake outside is too heavy for me to remain a prisoner on anything

but compulsion. I mean to escape, if I can. Floy has nobody but me, you know, Charley.’’

There was a moment’s silence.

‘‘I wish,’’ said Dorr, half to himself, ‘‘the child was with her cousin Ruth. If she could make

her a woman like herself!’’

‘‘You are kind,’’ Lamar forced out, thinking of what might have been a year ago.

Dorr had forgotten. He had just kissed little Ruth at the door-step, coming away: thinking,

as he walked up to camp, how her clear thought, narrow as it was, was making his own higher,

more just; wondering if the tears on her face last night, when she got up from her knees after

prayer, might not help as much in the great cause of truth as the life he was ready to give. He

was so used to his little wife now, that he could look to no hour of his past life, nor of the future

coming ages of event and work, where she was not present, – very flesh of his flesh, heart of his

heart. A gulf lay between them and the rest of the world. It was hardly probable he could see

her as a woman towards whom another man looked across the gulf, dumb, hopeless, defrauded

of his right.

‘‘She sent you some flowers, by the way, John, – the last in the yard, – and bade me be sure

and bring you down with me. Your own colors, you see? – to put you in mind of home,’’ –

pointing to the crimson asters flaked with snow.

The man smiled faintly: the smell of the flowers choked him: he laid them aside. God knows

he was trying to wring out this bitter old thought: he could not look in Dorr’s frank eyes while

it was there. He must escape to-night: he never would come near them again, in this world, or

beyond death, – never! He thought of that like a man going to drag through eternity with half

his soul gone. Very well: there was man enough left in him to work honestly and bravely, and to

thank God for that good pure love he yet had. He turned to Dorr with a flushed face, and began

talking of Floy in hearty earnest, – glancing at Ben coming up the hill, thinking that escape

depended on him.

‘‘I ordered your man up,’’ said Captain Dorr. ‘‘Some canting Abolitionist had him open-

mouthed down there.’’

The negro came in, and stood in the corner, listeningwhile they talked. A gigantic fellow, with

a gladiator’s muscles. Stronger than that Yankee captain, he thought, – than either of them:

better breathed, – drawing the air into his brawny chest. ‘‘A man and a brother.’’ Did the fool

think he didn’t know that before? He had a contempt for Dave and his like. Lamar would have

told you Dave’s words were true, but despised the man as a crude, unlicked bigot. Ben did the

same, with no words for the idea. The negro instinct in him recognized gentle blood by any of its

signs, – the transparent animal life, the reticent eye, the mastered voice: he had better men than

Lamar at home to learn it from. It is a trait of serfdom, the keen eye tomeasure the inherent rights

of a man to be master. A negro or a Catholic Irishman does not need ‘‘Sartor Resartus’’ to help

him to see through any clothes. Ben leaned, half-asleep, against the wall, some old thoughts

creeping out of their hiding-places through the torpor, like rats to the sunshine: the boatman’s

slang had been hot and true enough to rouse them in his brain.

‘‘So, Ben,’’ said his master, as he passed once, ‘‘your friend has been persuading you to

exchange the cotton-fields at Cedar Creek for New-York alleys, eh?’’

‘‘Ki!’’ laughed Ben, ‘‘white darkey. Mind ole dad, Mars’ John, as took off in der swamp? Um

asked dat Linkinite ef him saw dad up Norf. Guess him’s free now. Ki! ole dad!’’

‘‘The swamp was the place for him,’’ said Lamar. ‘‘I remember.’’
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‘‘Dunno,’’ said the negro, surlily: ‘‘him’s dad, af’er all: tink him’s free now,’’ – and mumbled

down into a monotonous drone about

‘‘Oh yo, bredern, is yer gwine ober Jordern?’’

Half-asleep, they thought, – but with dull questionings at work in his brain, some queer

notions about freedom, of that unknown North, mostly mixed with his remembrance of his

father, a vicious old negro, that in Pennsylvania would have worked out his salvation in the

under cell of the penitentiary, but in Georgia, whipped into heroism, had betaken himself into

the swamp, and never returned. Tradition among the Lamar slaves said he had got off to Ohio,

of which they had as clear an idea as most of us have of heaven. At any rate, old Kite became a

mystery, to be mentioned with awe at fish-bakes and barbecues. He was this uncouth wretch’s

father, – do you understand? The flabby-faced boy, flogged in the cotton-field for whining

after his dad, or hiding away part of his flitch and molasses for months in hopes the old man

would come back, was rather a comical object, you would have thought. Very different his,

from the feeling with which you left your mother’s grave, – though as yet we have not invented

names for the emotions of those people. We’ll grant that it hurt Ben a little, however. Even the

young polypus, when it is torn from the old one, bleeds a drop or two, they say. As he grew up,

the great North glimmered through his thought, a sort of big field, – a paradise of no work, no

flogging, and white bread every day, where the old man sat and ate his fill.

The second point in Ben’s history was that he fell in love. Just as you did, – with the

difference, of course: though the hot sun, or the perpetual foot upon his breast, does not make

our black Prometheus less fierce in his agony of hope or jealousy than you, I am afraid. It was

Nan, a pale mulatto house-servant, that the field-hand took into his dull, lonesome heart to

make life of, with true-love defiance of caste. I think Nan liked him very truly. She was lame

and sickly, and if Ben was black and a picker, and stayed in the quarters, he was strong, like a

master to her in some ways: the only thing she could call hers in the world was the love the

clumsy boy gave her. White women feel in that way sometimes, and it makes them very tender

to men not their equals. However, old Mrs. Lamar, before she died, gave her house-servants

their free papers, and Nan was among them. So she set off, with all the finery little Floy could

give her: went up into that great, dim North. She never came again.

The North swallowed up all Ben knew or felt outside of his hot, hated work, his dread of a

lashing on Saturday night. All the pleasure left him was, possum and hominy for Sunday’s

dinner. It did not content him. The spasmodic religion of the field-negro does not teach

endurance. So it came, that the slow tide of discontent ebbing in everybody’s heart towards

some unreached sea set in his ignorant brooding towards that vague country which the only two

who cared for him had found. If he forgot it through the dogged, sultry days, he remembered it

when the overseer scourged the dull tiger-look into his eyes, or when, husking corn with the

others at night, the smothered negro-soul, into which their masters dared not look, broke out in

their wild, melancholy songs. Aimless, unappealing, yet no prayer goes up to God more keen in

its pathos. You find, perhaps, in Beethoven’s seventh symphony the secrets of your heart made

manifest, and suddenly think of a Somewhere to come, where your hope waits for you with late

fulfilment. Do not laugh at Ben, then, if he dully told in his song the story of all he had lost, or

gave to his heaven a local habitation and a name.

From the place where he stood now, as his master and Dorr walked up and down, he could

see the purplish haze beyond which the sentry had told him lay the North. The North/Just

beyond the ridge. There was a pain in his head, looking at it; his nerves grew cold and rigid, as

yours do when something wrings your heart sharply: for there are nerves in these black
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carcasses, thicker, more quickly stung to madness than yours. Yet if any savage longing,

smouldering for years, was heating to madness now in his brain, there was no sign of it in his

face. Vapid, with sordid content, the huge jaws munching tobacco slowly, only now and then

the beady eye shot a sharp glance after Dorr. The sentry had told him the Northern army had

come to set the slaves free; he watched the Federal officer keenly.

‘‘What ails you, Ben?’’ said his master. ‘‘Thinking over your friend’s sermon?’’

Ben’s stolid laugh was ready.

‘‘Done forgot dat, Mars’. Wouldn’t go, nohow. Since Mars’ sold dat cussed Joe, gorry good

times’t home. Dam’ Abolitioner say we ums all goin’ Norf,’’ – with a stealthy glance at Dorr.

‘‘That’s more than your philanthropy bargains for, Charley,’’ laughed Lamar.

The men stopped; the negro skulked nearer, his whole senses sharpened into hearing. Dorr’s

clear face was clouded.

‘‘This slave question must be kept out of the war. It puts a false face on it.’’

‘‘I thought one face was what it needed,’’ said Lamar. ‘‘You have too many slogans. Strong

government, tariff, Sumter, a bit of bunting, eleven dollars a month. It ought to be a vital truth

that would give soul and vim to a body with the differing members of your army. You, with

your ideal theory, and Billy Wilson with his ‘Blood and Baltimore!’ Try human freedom.

That’s high and sharp and broad.’’

Ben drew a step closer.

‘‘You are shrewd, Lamar. I am to go below all constitutions or expediency or existing rights,

and tell Ben here that he is free? When once the Government accepts that doctrine, you, as a

Rebel, must be let alone.’’

The slave was hid back in the shade.

‘‘Dorr,’’ said Lamar, ‘‘you know I’m a groping, ignorant fellow, but it seems to me that

prating of constitutions and existing rights is surface talk; there is a broad common-sense

underneath, by whose laws the world is governed, which your statesmen don’t touch often.

You in the North, in your dream of what shall be, shut your eyes to what is. You want a

republic where every man’s voice shall be heard in the council, and the majority shall rule.

Granting that the free population are educated to a fitness for this, – (God forbid I should grant

it with the Snake-hunters before my eyes!) – look here!’’

He turned round, and drew the slave out into the light: he crouched down, gaping vacantly

at them.

‘‘There is Ben. What, in God’s name, will you do with him? Keep him a slave, and chatter

about self-government? Pah! The country is paying in blood for the lie, to-day. Educate him for

freedom, by putting a musket in his hands? We have this mass of heathendom drifted on our

shores by your will as well as mine. Try to bring them to a level with the whites by a wrench,

and you’ll waken out of your dream to a sharp reality. Your Northern philosophy ought to be

old enough to teach you that spasms in the body-politic shake off no atom of disease, – that

reform, to be enduring, must be patient, gradual, inflexible as the Great Reformer. ‘The mills

of God,’ the old proverb says, ‘grind surely.’ But, Dorr, they grind exceeding slow!’’

Dorr watched Lamar with an amused smile. It pleased him to see his brain waking up, eager,

vehement. As for Ben, crouching there, if they talked of him like a clod, heedless that his face

deepened in stupor, that his eyes had caught a strange, gloomy treachery, – we all do the same,

you know.

‘‘What is your remedy, Lamar? You have no belief in the right of Secession, I know,’’ said

Dorr.

‘‘It’s a bad instrument for a good end. Let the white Georgian come out of his sloth, and the

black will rise with him. Jefferson Davis may not intend it, but God does. When we have our
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Lowell, our New York, when we are a self-sustaining people instead of lazy landprinces, Ben

here will have climbed the second of the great steps of Humanity. Do you laugh at us?’’ said

Lamar, with a quiet self-reliance. ‘‘Charley, it needs only work and ambition to cut the brute

away from my face, and it will leave traits very like your own. Ben’s father was a Guinea fetich-

worshipper; when we stand where New England does, Ben’s son will be ready for his

freedom.’’

‘‘And while you theorize,’’ laughed Dorr, ‘‘I hold you a prisoner, John, and Ben knows it is

his right to be free. He will not wait for the grinding of the mill, I fancy.’’

Lamar did not smile. It was womanish in the man, when the life of great nations hung in

doubt before them, to go back so constantly to little Floy sitting in the lap of her old black

maumer. But he did it, – with the quick thought that to-night he must escape, that death lay in

delay.

While Dorr talked, Lamar glanced significantly at Ben. The negro was not slow to

understand, – with a broad grin, touching his pocket, from which projected the dull end of a

hand-saw. I wonder what sudden pain made the negro rise just then, and come close to his

master, touching him with a strange affection and remorse in his tired face, as though he had

done him some deadly wrong.

‘‘What is it, old fellow?’’ said Lamar, in his boyish way. ‘‘Homesick, eh? There’s a little girl

in Georgia that will be glad to see you and your master, and take precious good care of us when

she gets us safe again. That’s true, Ben!’’ laying his hand kindly on the man’s shoulder, while

his eyes went wandering off to the hills lying South.

‘‘Yes, Mars’,’’ said Ben, in a low voice, suddenly bringing a blacking-brush, and beginning

to polish his master’s shoes, – thinking, while he did it, of how often Mars’ John had interfered

with the overseers to save him from a flogging, – (Lamar, in his lazy way, was kind to his

slaves,) – thinking of little Mist’ Floy with an odd tenderness and awe, as a gorilla might of a

white dove: trying to think thus, – the simple, kindly nature of the negro struggling madly with

something beneath, new and horrible. He understood enough of the talk of the white men to

know that there was no help for him, – none. Always a slave. Neither you nor I can ever know

what those words meant to him. The pale purple mist where the North lay was never to be

passed. His dull eyes turned to it constantly, – with a strange look, such as the lost women

might have turned to the door, when Jesus shut it: they forever outside. There was a way to

help himself? The stubby black fingers holding the brush grew cold and clammy, – noting

withal, the poor wretch in his slavish way, that his master’s clothes were finer than the

Northern captain’s, his hands whiter, and proud that it was so, – holding Lamar’s foot daintily,

trying to see himself in the shoe, smoothing down the trousers with a boorish, affectionate

touch, – with the same fierce whisper in his ear, Would the shoes ever be cleaned again? Would

the foot move to-morrow?

It grew late. Lamar’s supper was brought up from Captain Dorr’s, and placed on the bench.

He poured out a goblet of water.

‘‘Come, Charley, let’s drink. To Liberty! It is a war-cry for Satan or Michael.’’

They drank, laughing, while Ben stood watching. Dorr turned to go, but Lamar called him

back, – stood resting his hand on his shoulder: he never thought to see him again, you know.

‘‘Look at Ruth, yonder,’’ said Dorr, his face lighting. ‘‘She is coming to meet us. She

thought you would be with me.’’

Lamar looked gravely down at the low field-house and the figure at the gate. He thought he

could see the small face and earnest eyes, though it was far off, and night was closing.

‘‘She is waiting for you, Charley. Go down. Good night, old chum!’’

If it cost any effort to say it, Dorr saw nothing of it.

pr imary sources 329



‘‘Good night, Lamar! I’ll see you in the morning.’’

He lingered. His old comrade looked strangely alone and desolate.

‘‘John!’’

‘‘What is it, Dorr?’’

‘‘If I could tell the Colonel you would take the oath? For Floy’s sake.’’

The man’s rough face reddened.

‘‘You should know me better. Good bye.’’

‘‘Well, well, you are mad. Have you no message for Ruth?’’

There was a moment’s silence.

‘‘Tell her I say, God bless her!’’

Dorr stopped and looked keenly in his face, – then, coming back, shook hands again, in a

different way from before, speaking in a lower voice, –

‘‘God help us all, John! Good night!’’ – and went slowly down the hill.

It was nearly night, and bitter cold. Lamar stood where the snow drifted in on him, looking

out through the horizonless gray.

‘‘Come out o’dem cold, Mars’ John,’’ whined Ben, pulling at his coat.

As the night gathered, the negro was haunted with a terrified wish to be kind to his master.

Something told him that the time was short. Here and there through the far night some tent-

fire glowed in a cone of ruddy haze, through which the thick-falling snow shivered like flakes of

light. Lamar watched only the square block of shadow where Dorr’s house stood. The door

opened at last, and a broad, cheerful gleam shot out red darts across the white waste without;

then he saw two figures go in together. They paused a moment; he put his head against the

bars, straining his eyes, and saw that the woman turned, shading her eyes with her hand, and

looked up to the side of the mountain where the guard-house lay, – with a kindly look, perhaps,

for the prisoner out in the cold. A kind look: that was all. The door shut on them. Forever: so,

good night, Ruth!

He stood there for an hour or two, leaning his head against the muddy planks, smoking.

Perhaps, in his coarse fashion, he took the trouble of his manhood back to the same God he

used to pray to long ago. When he turned at last, and spoke, it was with a quiet, strong voice,

like one who would fight through life in a manly way. There was a grating sound at the back of

the shed: it was Ben, sawing through the wicket, the guard having lounged off to supper.

Lamar watched him, noticing that the negro was unusually silent. The plank splintered, and

hung loose.

‘‘Done gone, Mars’ John, now,’’ – leaving it, and beginning to replenish the fire.

‘‘That’s right, Ben. We’ll start in the morning. That sentry at two o’clock sleeps regularly.’’

Ben chuckled, heaping up the sticks.

‘‘Go on down to the camp, as usual. At two, Ben, remember! We will be free to-night, old

boy!’’

The black face looked up from the clogging smoke with a curious stare.

‘‘Ki! we’ll be free to-night, Mars’!’’ – gulping his breath.

Soon after, the sentry unlocked the gate, and he shambled off out into the night. Lamar, left

alone, went closer to the fire, and worked busily at some papers he drew from his pocket: maps

and schedules. He intended to write until two o’clock; but the blaze dying down, he wrapped

his blanket about him, and lay down on the heaped straw, going on sleepily, in his brain, with

his calculations.

The negro, in the shadow of the shed, watched him.A vague fear beset him, – of the vast, white

cold, – the gloweringmountains, – of himself; he clung to the familiar face, like aman drifting out

into an unknown sea, clutching some relic of the shore. When Lamar fell asleep, he wandered
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uncertainly towards the tents. The world had grown new, strange; was he Ben, picking cotton in

the swamp edge? – plunging his fingers with a shudder in the icy drifts. Down in the glowing

torpor of the Santilla flats, where the Lamar plantations lay, Ben had slept off as maddening

hunger for life and freedom as this of to-day; but here, with the winter air stinging every nerve to

life, with the perpetual mystery of the mountains terrifying his bestial nature down, the strength

of theman stood up: groping, blind, malignant, it may be; but whose fault was that? He was half-

frozen: the physical pain sharpened the keen doubt conquering his thought. He sat down in the

crusted snow, looking vacantly about him, a man, at last, – but wakening, like a new-born soul,

into a world of unutterable solitude. Wakened dully, slowly; sitting there far into the night,

pondering stupidly on his old life; crushing down and out the old parasite affection for his

master, the old fears, the old weight threatening to press out his thin life; the muddy blood

heating, firing with the same heroic dream that bade Tell and Garibaldi lift up their hands to

God, and cry aloud that they were men and free: the same, –God-given burning in the imbruted

veins of a Guinea slave. To what end? May God be merciful to America while she answers the

question! He sat, rubbing his cracked, bleeding feet, glancing stealthily at the southern hills.

Beyond them lay all that was past; in an hour he would followLamar back to – what?He lifted his

hands up to the sky, in his silly way sobbing hot tears. ‘‘Gor-a’mighty, Mars’ Lord, I’se tired,’’

was all the prayer he made. The pale purple mist was gone from the North; the ridge behind

which love, freedom waited, struck black across the sky, a wall of iron. He looked at it drearily.

Utterly alone: he had always been alone. He got up at last, with a sigh.

‘‘It’s a big world,’’ – with a bitter chuckle, – ‘‘but der’s no room in it fur poor Ben.’’

He dragged himself through the snow to a light in a tent where a voice in a wild drone, like

that he had heard at negro camp-meetings, attracted him. He did not go in: stood at the tent-

door, listening. Two or three of the guard stood around, leaning on their muskets; in the vivid

fire-light rose the gaunt figure of the Illinois boatman, swaying to and fro as he preached. For

the men were honest, God-fearing souls, members of the same church, and Dave, in all

integrity of purpose, read aloud to them, – the cry of Jeremiah against the foul splendors of the

doomed city, – waving, as he spoke, his bony arm to the South. The shrill voice was that of a

man wrestling with his Maker. The negro’s fired brain caught the terrible meaning of the

words, – found speech in it: the wide, dark night, the solemn silence of the men, were only

fitting audience.

The man caught sight of the slave, and, laying down his book, began one of those strange

exhortations in the manner of his sect. Slow at first, full of unutterable pity. There was room

for pity. Pointing to the human brute crouching there, made once in the image of God, – the

saddest wreck on His green footstool: to the great stealthy body, the revengeful jaws,

the foreboding eyes. Soul, brains, – a man, wifeless, homeless, nationless, hawked, flung from

trader to trader for a handful of dirty shinplasters. ‘‘Lord God of hosts,’’ cried the man, lifting

up his trembling hands, ‘‘lay not this sin to our charge!’’ There was a scar on Ben’s back where

the lash had buried itself: it stung now in the cold. He pulled his clothes tighter, that they

should not see it; the scar and the words burned into his heart: the childish nature of the man

was gone; the vague darkness in it took a shape and name. The boatman had been praying for

him; the low words seemed to shake the night:

‘‘Hear the prayer of Thy servant, and his supplications! Is not this what Thou hast chosen:

to loose the bands, to undo the heavy burdens, and let the oppressed go free? O Lord, hear!

O Lord, hearken and do! Defer not for Thine own sake, O my God!’’

‘‘What shall I do?’’ said the slave, standing up.

The boatman paced slowly to and fro, his voice chording in its dull monotone with the

smothered savage muttering in the negro’s brain.
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‘‘The day of the Lord cometh; it is nigh at hand. Who can abide it? What saith the prophet

Jeremiah? ‘Take up a burden against the South. Cry aloud, spare not. Woe unto Babylon, for

the day of her vengeance is come, the day of her visitation. Call together the archers against

Babylon; camp against it round about; let none thereof escape. Recompense her: as she hath

done unto my people, be it done unto her. A sword is upon Babylon: it shall break in pieces the

shepherd and his flock, the man and the woman, the young man and the maid. I will render

unto her the evil she hath done in my sight, saith the Lord.’ ’’

It was the voice of God: the scar burned fiercer; the slave came forward boldly, –

‘‘Mars’er, what shall I do?’’

‘‘Give the poor devil a musket,’’ said one of the men. ‘‘Let him come with us, and strike a

blow for freedom.’’

He took a knife from his belt, and threw it to him, then sauntered off to his tent.

‘‘A blow for freedom?’’ mumbled Ben, taking it up.

‘‘Let us sing to the praise of God,’’ said the boatman, ‘‘the sixty-eighth psalm,’’ lining it out

while they sang, – the scattered men joining, partly to keep themselves awake. In old times

David’s harp charmed away the demon from a human heart. It roused one now, never to be laid

again. A dull, droning chant, telling how the God of Vengeance rode upon the wind, swift to

loose the fetters of the chained, to make desert the rebellious land; with a chorus, or refrain, in

which Ben’s wild, melancholy cry sounded like the wail of an avenging spirit:

‘‘That in the blood of enemies

Thy foot imbrued may be:

And of thy dogs dipped in the same

The tongues thou mayest see.’’

The meaning of that was plain; he sang it lower and more steadily each time, his body swaying

in cadence, the glitter in his eye more steely.

Lamar, asleep in his prison, was wakened by the far-off plaintive song: he roused himself,

leaning on one elbow, listening with a half-smile. It was Naomi they sang, he thought, – an old-

fashioned Methodist air that Floy had caught from the negroes, and used to sing to him

sometimes. Every night, down at home, she would come to his parlor-door to say good-night:

he thought he could see the little figure now in its white night-gown, and hear the bare feet

pattering on the matting. When he was alone, she would come in, and sit on his lap awhile, and

kneel down before she went away, her head on his knee, to say her prayers, as she called it. Only

God knew how many times he had remained alone after hearing those prayers, saved from

nights of drunken debauch. He thought he felt Floy’s pure little hand on his forehead now, as if

she were saying her usual ‘‘Good night, Bud.’’ He lay down to sleep again, with a genial smile

on his face, listening to the hymn.

‘‘It’s the same God,’’ he said, – ‘‘Floy’s and theirs.’’

Outside, as he slept, a dark figure watched him. The song of the men ceased. Midnight,

white and silent, covered the earth. He could hear only the slow breathing of the sleeper. Ben’s

black face grew ashy pale, but he did not tremble, as he crept, cat-like, up to the wicket, his

blubber lips apart, the white teeth clenched.

‘‘It’s for Freedom, Mars’ Lord!’’ he gasped, looking up to the sky, as if he expected an

answer. ‘‘Gor-a’mighty, it’s for Freedom!’’ And went in.

A belated bird swooped through the cold moonlight into the valley, and vanished in the far

mountain-cliffs with a low, fearing cry, as though it had passed through Hades.
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They had broken down the wicket: he saw them lay the heavy body on the lumber outside, the

black figures hurrying over the snow. He laughed low, savagely, watching them. Free now! The

best of them despised him; the years past of cruelty and oppression turned back, fused in a

slow, deadly current of revenge and hate, against the race that had trodden him down. He felt

the iron muscles of his fingers, looked close at the glittering knife he held, chuckling at the

strange smell it bore. Would the Illinois boatman blame him, if it maddened him? And if Ben

took the fancy to put it to his throat, what right has he to complain? Has not he also been

a dweller in Babylon? He hesitated a moment in the cleft of the hill, choosing his

way, exultantly. He did not watch the North now; the quiet old dream of content was gone;

his thick blood throbbed and surged with passions of which you and I know nothing: he had a

lost life to avenge. His native air, torrid, heavy with latent impurity, drew him back: a fitter

breath than this cold snow for the animal in his body, the demon in his soul, to triumph and

wallow in. He panted, thinking of the saffron hues of the Santilla flats, of the white, stately

dwellings, the men that went in and out from them, quiet, dominant, – feeling the edge of his

knife. It was his turn to be master now! He ploughed his way doggedly through the snow, –

panting, as he went, – a hotter glow in his gloomy eyes. It was his turn for pleasure now:

he would have his fill. Their wine and their gardens and – He did not need to choose a wife

from his own color now. He stopped, thinking of little Floy, with her curls and great listening

eyes, watching at the door for her brother. He had watched her climb up into his arms and kiss

his check. She never would do that again! He laughed aloud, shrilly. By God! she should keep

the kiss for other lips! Why should he not say it?

Up on the hill the night-air throbbed colder and holier. The guards stood about in the snow,

silent, troubled. This was not like a death in battle: it put them in mind of home, somehow. All

that the dying man said was, ‘‘Water,’’ now and then. He had been sleeping, when struck, and

never had thoroughly wakened from his dream. Captain Poole, of the Snake-hunters, had

wrapped him in his own blanket, finding nothing more could be done. He went off to have the

Colonel summoned now, muttering that it was ‘‘a damned shame.’’ They put snow to Lamar’s

lips constantly, being hot and parched; a woman, Dorr’s wife, was crouching on the ground

beside him, chafing his hands, keeping down her sobs for fear they would disturb him. He

opened his eyes at last, and knew Dorr, who held his head.

‘‘Unfasten my coat, Charley. What makes it so close here?’’

Dorr could not speak.

‘‘Shall I lift you up, Captain Lamar?’’ asked Dave Hall, who stood leaning on his rifle.

He spoke in a subdued tone, Babylon being far off for the moment. Lamar dozed again

before he could answer.

‘‘Don’t try to move him – it is too late,’’ said Dorr, sharply.

The moonlight steeped the mountain and sky in a fresh whiteness. Lamar’s face, paling

every moment, hardening, looked in it like some solemn work of an untaught sculptor. There

was a breathless silence. Ruth, kneeling beside him, felt his hand grow slowly colder than the

snow. He moaned, his voice going fast, –

‘‘At two, Ben, old fellow! We’ll be free to-night!’’

Dave, stooping to wrap the blanket, felt his hand wet: he wiped it with a shudder.

‘‘As he hath done unto My people, be it done unto him!’’ he muttered, but the words did not

comfort him.

Lamar moved, half-smiling.

‘‘That’s right, Floy. What is it she says? ‘Now I lay me down’ – I forget. Good night. Kiss

me, Floy.’’
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He waited, – looked up uneasily. Dorr looked at his wife: she stooped, and kissed his lips.

Charley smoothed back the hair from the damp face with as tender a touch as a woman’s. Was

he dead? The white moonlight was not more still than the calm face.

Suddenly the night-air was shattered by a wild, revengeful laugh from the hill. The

departing soul rushed back, at the sound, to life, full consciousness. Lamar started from their

hold, – sat up.

‘‘It was Ben,’’ he said, slowly.

In that dying flash of comprehension, it may be, the wrongs of the white man and the black

stood clearer to his eyes than ours: the two lives trampled down. The stern face of the boatman

bent over him: he was trying to stanch the flowing blood. Lamar looked at him: Hall saw no

bitterness in the look, – a quiet, sad question rather, before which his soul lay bare. He felt the

cold hand touch his shoulder, saw the pale lips move.

‘‘Was this well done?’’ they said.

Before Lamar’s eyes the rounded arch of gray receded, faded into dark; the negro’s fierce

laugh filled his ear: some woful thought at the sound wrung his soul, as it halted at the gate. It

caught at the simple faith his mother taught him.

‘‘Yea,’’ he said aloud, ‘‘though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no

evil: for Thou art with me.’’

Dorr gently drew down the uplifted hand. He was dead.

‘‘It was a manly soul,’’ said the Northern captain, his voice choking, as he straightened the

limp hair.

‘‘He trusted in God? A strange delusion!’’ muttered the boatman.

Yet he did not like that they should leave him alone with Lamar, as they did, going down for

help. He paced to and fro, his rifle on his shoulder, arming his heart with strength to

accomplish the vengeance of the Lord against Babylon. Yet he could not forget the murdered

man sitting there in the calm moonlight, the dead face turned towards the North, – the dead

face, whereon little Floy’s tears should never fall. The grave, unmoving eyes seemed to the

boatman to turn to him with the same awful question. ‘‘Was this well done?’’ they said. He

thought in eternity they would rise before him, sad, unanswered. The earth, he fancied, lay

whiter, colder, – the heaven farther off; the war, which had become a daily business, stood

suddenly before him in all its terrible meaning. God, he thought, had met in judgment with His

people. Yet he uttered no cry of vengeance against the doomed city. With the dead face before

him, he bent his eyes to the ground, humble, uncertain, – speaking out of the ignorance of his

own weak, human soul.

‘‘The day of the Lord is nigh,’’ he said; ‘‘it is at hand; and who can abide it?’’

Questions to consider

. How does Davis’s geographic background inform the setting and logic of this story?

. ‘‘John Lamar’’ complicates and reinforces racial and gender stereotypes: how is it like

the work of Harriet Beecher Stowe (Part I) and Louisa May Alcott (Part XI) in that

way?

. Who, here, is to blame for John Lamar’s death? What does this story suggest about

the relationship between blacks and whites, and the legacy and meaning of slavery?
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Part XIII

Victory and Defeat

Plate 15 No Place Like (This) Home: Appomattox Court House, Appomattox, VA, circa 1865. The

house was owned by Wilbur McLean, who moved here after the First Battle of Bull Run in 1861 to get

away from the fighting. Four years later, Lee surrendered to Grant in his parlor. (Photo by Timothy H.

O’Sullivan; Selected Civil War photographs, Library of Congress)



Chapter 30

The Same Holy Cause

James M. McPherson

It’s one thing to justify going to war, the topic of Part II. It’s another to actually fight it, as

discussed in Part III. It’s still another to feel satisfied in having done so, particularly amid

shifting objectives and emotional and physical trauma. Indeed, there is a long tradition of

hostility toward wars on the part of those who have fought in them, a tradition that was

extended, and even intensified, by the Vietnam War, which cast a long shadow over

those that followed. And yet it is also true that many veterans, including those who

suffered defeat, nevertheless believed in the cause they fought for.

In terms of the cost of human life – for survivors as well as the dead – no war was

more costly to Americans than the Civil War. To those who lived through it, the results

were astounding, not only in terms of the devastation, but also in terms of the war’s

outcome: a Union preserved and slavery destroyed. Though the latter was not a stated

goal, its accomplishment was the most important to come out of any American war.

Amid these results, and the struggle to prevent them, lay another powerful, yet more

elusive justification for fighting: honor. It’s a word that sounds archaic to modern ears,

and yet has a durable history that long preceded, and will no doubt long follow, the birth

and death of this republic.

In this excerpt from his 1997 book For Cause and Comrades, Princeton University’s

James McPherson, widely regarded as the dean of Civil War historians, limns the

surprising, even moving, idealism of the Civil War soldier.

James McPherson, ‘‘The Same Holy Cause,’’ in For Cause and Comrades: Why Men Fought in the

Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997), pp. 167–78. Copyright f 1997 by Oxford

University Press, Inc. Used by permission of Oxford University Press, Inc.

[ . . . ]

On July 1, 1864, a captain in the 103rd Illinois, which had suffered grievous casualties in the

assault at Kennesaw Mountain four days earlier, told his sister that ‘‘this campaign is coming

down to a question of muscle and nerve. It is the 62d day for us, over 50 of which we have



passed under fire. I don’t know anything more exhausting. One consolation is that the Rebels

are a good deal worse off than we are. . . .We’ll wear them out yet.’’1

Perhaps hewas right. At least oneRebel, a private in the 40thAlabama, wasworse off if one can

judge from a poem hewrote in his diary in April 1864, before the fighting that year began for him:

I am weary of war, of powder [and] ball

I am weary & sick of the glory & all. . . .

Too much blood has already flowed like a river

Too many fond hearts have been parted forever

Too many farewells with tears have been spoken

Too many fond circles already been broken

Footsore and weary over paths steep and rough

We have fought, we have bled, we have suffered enough.2

Yet this bard fought on through another and more terrible year of war. What kept him going?

What made the Illinois captain so confident that his side would wear out the enemy in the end?

For many of the volunteers of 1861 and 1862, who did most of the fighting and suffered most

of the casualties, the answer was pride and conviction. These words summed up the values of

duty, honor, courage, and belief in the Cause that had initially propelled them into the army.

The interpretation advanced here that these values persisted to the end is not universally

accepted. Gerald Linderman’s study of Civil War soldiers argued precisely the opposite: their

harrowing adventures turned them into hardened skeptics who experienced a ‘‘harsh

disillusionment’’ that caused them ‘‘to abandon many of the war’s initial tenets.’’ Another

student influenced by Linderman maintained that ‘‘whatever idealism the soldiers brought

with them into the army faded’’ in the latter part of the war. By then they fought not for a cause

or for honor, but to stay alive and get the job done so they could go home – or even to go home

without getting the job done.3

This conclusion seems consistent with common sense. How could soldiers sustain a high

level of ideological commitment or belief in noble ideals through the grim experiences of

disease, exhaustion, frustration, and death as the war ground on through its fourth year? The

weary cynicism of Bill Mauldin’s Willie and Joe in World War II, the bitter alienation of the

‘‘grunt’’ in Vietnam, must have had their counterparts in the Civil War. They did. Desertion

rates rose in the latter part of the war. Many of the conscripts, substitutes, and bounty men who

made up an increasing proportion of both armies were motivated marginally if at all by duty,

honor, or ideology. The tone of some soldiers’ letters as well as their behavior did take on a

more negative, cynical, callous, even brutal quality as time went on. Without question there

was a decline in the romantic flag-waving rhetoric of the war’s first two years.

But this is not the whole story. Indeed, it is not the most important part of the story. For the

fighting soldiers who enlisted in 1861 and 1862 the values of duty and honor remained a crucial

component of their sustaining motivation to the end. Their rhetoric about these values was the

same in the war’s last year as in its first. In a letter of January 12, 1865, summarizing his three

and a half years in the army, a young Illinois cavalryman used the word ‘‘duty’’ five times in a

single sentence. A Maine veteran who reenlisted for a second three-year term explained why:

‘‘Do your duty is my motto even though it may clash with my own personal life.’’4 The mother

of a soldier in the 89th Illinois urged him to get a medical discharge after he was wounded at

Pickett’s Mills in May 1864. She had already lost one son killed in action and did not want to

lose another. But he insisted on returning to the ranks in August. ‘‘Because I have done my

Duty for the last 23 months,’’ he wrote, ‘‘that is no reason why I should not return to the
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regiment and do my Duty again.’’ After more than two years of fighting, a captain in the 28th

Mississippi Cavalry was convinced that war was ‘‘an unmixed evil [of] . . . blood, butchery,

death, desolation, robbery, rapine, selfishness, violence, wrong . . . palliated only when waged

in self defence.’’ He was ‘‘heartily sick’’ of it – and ‘‘sustained alone by a strong sense of duty.’’5

The belief in honor also remained alive and well for many soldiers to the end. To give up the

Cause because of reverses, wrote a Tennessee cavalry officer in 1864, would mean ‘‘disgrace,

dishonor, and slavery forever.’’ When both the mother and wife of an officer in the 40th

Tennessee urged him in 1864 to resign because he had done enough for the Confederacy, he

rebuked them: ‘‘Youknowme toowell to evermention that tome todesertmycountry at this time

would be awful. I had better die, by that I would not disgrace myself nor the woman I have sworn

to love, cherish, & honor. . . . I want to be among the list who can return free from disgrace.’’6

These sentiments were not confined to officers. A private in the 27th North Carolina

scorned the ‘‘dishonor’’ of desertion in February 1865 even as the Army of Northern Virginia

melted around him. Likewise a private in the 11th Georgia told his mother proudly that for the

past four years he had done his ‘‘Deuty while in the Noble Army of Northern Va and if I were

to desert and lie out of this Strugle as many are doing I could not go any where but that the Eys

of man and Woman would look at me. . . . I would feel worse than a Sheep killing Dog.’’7

The language of honor also persisted in the letters of married Union officers whose wives

insisted that they had given enough to their country. ‘‘Darling you should not have done that,’’

responded a captain in the 2ndMinnesota to his wife in January 1865. ‘‘I have risked my life too

often for my own & Country’s honor to throw both recklessly away.’’ The major of the 10th

New York said that in the future his children would look back on the war ‘‘either with pride or

shame’’ in their father. This knowledge ‘‘has nerved me on & I would rather my children would

mourn a Fathers death than his disgrace.’’ When one of the Army of the Potomac’s most

celebrated soldiers, Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, proposed to return to the army after partial

recovery from a wound once thought to be fatal, his mother pleaded with him to reconsider:

‘‘Surely you have done & suffered & won laurels enough in this war.’’ He replied in February

1865 that ‘‘I am not scared or hurt enough yet to be willing to face the rear, when other men are

marching to the front.’’ To return was the only course ‘‘which honor and manliness prompt.’’

Surviving another life-threatening wound at White Oak Road on March 31, he fought through

the campaign to Appomattox where Grant designated him to receive the formal surrender of

the Army of Northern Virginia.8

For many Confederate soldiers in 1864–5 the motive of upholding honor blended with the

persistence of their ideological commitment to liberty, independence, and self-government as

the only alternatives to the ‘‘degradation’’ of ‘‘vassalage’’ to the Yankees. ‘‘The old Troops are

not as near whiped as the citizens at home,’’ wrote a veteran in the 32nd Mississippi in early

1864. ‘‘Let [the war] be long or short meat or no meat shoes or no shoes [we are] Resolved to

fight it out . . . for the sake of liberty . . . if we give it up now we will certainly be the most

degraded people on earth.’’ A sergeant in the 27th North Carolina admitted in September 1864

that ‘‘the soldiers are all tired of the war & would be glad for it to end,’’ but ‘‘they are for it

ending on honorable terms or none. . . . The south has lost too many of its noble sons to ever

submit to A black republican form of government & be striped of its property & rights.’’ If we

give up, wrote a planter serving as an officer in the 28th Mississippi, ‘‘we lose everything of

property – sacrifice our pride of character – of family – everything: – and descend to a depth

of degredation unmeasurably below that of the Helots of Greece.’’9

The theme of fighting for liberty remained seemingly as uncomplicated by the existence of

slavery in 1864–5 as it had been in 1861. ‘‘I went in for the ware,’’ wrote a private in the 47th

Alabama in March 1864, ‘‘and I do expect to fite till the last for fredom.’’ The last for him came

the same holy cause 339



two months later; he was killed at the Wilderness. Another Alabamian, an artillery captain,

continued through the final months of the war to fill his diary with references to ‘‘the dear

rights of freemen’’ and ‘‘the gigantic struggle for liberty,’’ while a private in the 23rd

Tennessee remained confident that he would see the ‘‘flag of liberty and peace floating to [the]

breeze of a united and happy Confederate people.’’10 At the end of 1864 a Mississippi officer

declared that he was still determined to ‘‘battle for freedom a little longer,’’ including the

freedom to keep his slaves, for ‘‘without slavery little of our territory is worth a cent.’’11

By the winter of 1864–5, however, some Confederate soldiers had come to a new view of the

relationship between slavery and liberty. ‘‘I can never bear to see the stars and stripes float over

this country again,’’wrote an officer in the 23rdMississippi. ‘‘Wewould simply be in adeplorable

condition of slavery. . . . Almost anything else I amwilling to accept, [even to] let the negro go.’’12

This soldier alluded to a great debate then occurring in the Confederacy: whether to arm

slaves to fight for the South. The origins of this drastic proposal went back to the previous

winter when General Patrick Cleburne had suggested that the Confederate army should

remedy its manpower shortage by freeing and arming slaves. This heretical suggestion was

squelched because, as one of Cleburne’s fellow officers said, ‘‘its propositions contravene the

principles on which we fight.’’ But it did not stay squelched. By the following winter,

discussions of the matter became widespread. In February 1865 Jefferson Davis and Robert

E. Lee threw their weight behind a measure to enroll a limited number of slaves in the army –

with the assumption, though not the explicit provision, that those enrolled would be freed.

This was a desperate move, but these were desperate times. As a Mississippi newspaper put it:

‘‘Although slavery is one of the principles that we started to fight for . . . if it proves an

insurmountable obstacle to the achievement of our liberty and nationality, away with it!’’13

After contentious debate, the Confederate Congress finally passed the Negro soldier bill on

March 13, 1865. The margin was three votes in the House and one in the Senate. Confederate

soldiers who commented on the issue in their letters and diaries mirrored this split: about half

reluctantly supported the measure and half angrily opposed it.

The latter condemned the proposal to arm slaves as one of ‘‘dishonor and humiliation,’’ in

the words of a Louisiana lieutenant. A South Carolina planter’s son wrote from the Petersburg

trenches that it ‘‘throw[s] away what we have toiled so hard to maintain.’’14 A Missouri

Confederate captain likewise reported that his men believed it contrary to ‘‘what they have

fought for the last four years.’’ A sergeant in the 17th North Carolina who had served through

the whole war said in February 1865 that many men in his company were deserting because of

the Negro soldier bill. He was thinking of deserting also if it passed. ‘‘Mother,’’ he wrote, ‘‘I did

not volunteer my services to fight for a free negroes country but to fight for a free white mans

country & I do not think I love my country well enough to fight with black soldiers.’’15

Soldiers who favored the arming of slaves saw it as the only alternative to defeat. ‘‘Fight

negro with negro,’’ wrote an officer on Longstreet’s staff, for it would be better even to free

them ‘‘to gain our independence than be subjugated and lose slaves, liberty, and all that makes

life dear.’’ ‘‘If we continue to lose ground as we have for the last 12 months,’’ reflected a

Louisiana sergeant in January 1865, ‘‘we will soon be defeated, and then slavery will be gone

any way, and I think we should give up slavery to gain our independence.’’ The son of a

wealthy Georgia planter still believed that ‘‘the negro’s happiest condition is in slavery’’ but

between abolition by the Yankees and emancipation by Confederates he was willing to take

‘‘the lesser of two evils.’’16 A Tennessee officer agreed in January 1865 that ‘‘slavery is lost or

will be, & we had better as well emancipate if we can make anything by it now. . . .We can

certainly live without negroes better than with yankees and without negroes both.’’ Perhaps

reflecting the views of his chief, Robert E. Lee’s adjutant Walter Taylor was willing to try the

‘‘experiment’’ of black Confederate soldiers. ‘‘It makes me sad however,’’ he told his fiancée,
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‘‘that the time honored institution will be no more, that the whole social organization of the

South will be revolutionized.’’17

The letters and diaries of manyUnion veterans in the later years of the war also reveal little if any

of the disillusionment with their ‘‘initial tenets’’ of patriotism and ideological commitment that

some historians have posited. ‘‘The cause [is] the same,’’ wrote a lieutenant in the 7th Indiana to

his fiancée who had urged him to secure a medical discharge because of his wound so they could

getmarried. ‘‘My country [is] as dear. . . .Why should I lay downmy arms? I love peace but I love

my country more. I am now wedded to war . . . until the issue comes.’’ An eighteen-year-old

Illinois private conceded in 1863 that ‘‘i dont like [the army] very Well, and they hant many

Does,’’ but ‘‘Mother, i feal like fighting for My Country as mutch as i ever did. i don’t play off

Sick like som do to git their Discharge.’’ The next year he was killed at Jonesboro. After more

than three years in the army, a lieutenant who commanded his company of the 57th New York

from theWilderness to Petersburg, losing two-thirds of his men, felt ‘‘as determined as the first

time I took one of the U. S.’s Enfield Rifle Muskets, Ca. .577 into my hands, for the purpose of

helping put down the Slave-holder’s Rebellion’’ because ‘‘I still love my country.’’18

A key test of this determination came during the winter of 1863–4. Because the three-year

terms of 1861 volunteers would soon expire, the Union army faced the dire prospect that many

of its best regiments would melt away before the war ended. To meet this exigency the War

Department offered several incentives for three-year veterans to reenlist: a $400 bounty (plus

state and local bounties in many cases), a thirty-five-day furlough, a ‘‘veteran volunteer’’

chevron to wear on their sleeves, and an appeal to unit pride by allowing a regiment to retain its

identity if three-quarters of its veterans reenlisted. This last provision put great pressure on

holdouts when a given regiment neared the three-quarters mark. The bounty also helped,

though many veterans hesitated to put a price on their lives. For some the furlough was the

greatest inducement; they told themselves in January 1864 that since their terms still had five

or more months to run, they stood a good chance of being killed anyway so why not seize the

opportunity to spend a month with family and friends?

But all of these incentives together do not explain why 136,000 veterans reenlisted – more

than half of those whose terms expired in 1864. The persistence of ideological convictions and a

determination to finish the job were crucial factors for many soldiers. A reenlisted veteran in

the 64th Ohio mentioned in his diary the bounty and furlough and a desire ‘‘to remain with my

old companions’’ as reasons for his decision, but ‘‘more weighty than any of these [is] love of

country and its institutions, and a determination to put down the rebellion.’’ At the end of his

reenlistment furlough, this soldier said goodbye to family and friends ‘‘to go forth with my life

in my hands to fight the battle of freedom for another term of years.’’ The parents of a

reenlisted veteran in the 90th New York had opposed his decision, but he explained that

although ‘‘it is hard to be separated from you so long . . . while duty calls me here and my

country demands my services I should be willing to make the sacrifice. . . . Our country needs

every man [now] in the service and as many more as possible.’’ A forty-four-year-old father of

three tried to assuage his wife’s anger when he reenlisted as a captain in the 91st New York, but

his choice of words may have made things worse: ‘‘I feel as keenly as any other the sacrifice

made of home and those I love’’ as well as the dangers of a soldier’s life, but these were ‘‘but

dust in the balance for my Country’s in the scale. . . .My children will remember me [proudly]

for having been found among those who challenge treason and battle for the right.’’19

On New Year’s Day in 1864, a reenlisted lieutenant in the 57th New York lamented the

50 percent of his comrades who had succumbed to bullets or disease during the past two and a

half years. ‘‘Amongst the survivors,’’ he wrote, ‘‘the excitement and enthusiasm of the early

days has long since passed away, but the resolve still remains.’’ They would need every ounce
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of this grim resolve during the coming campaigns. Writing from the trenches before Petersburg

and Atlanta and from active fronts elsewhere in 1864, enlisted men echoed the themes of

weariness coupled with determination to see it through. ‘‘There is nothing pleasant’’ about

soldiering, wrote a corporal in the 105th Ohio, but ‘‘I can endure its privations . . . for there is a

big idea which is at stake . . . the principles of Liberty, Justice, and of the Righteousness which

exalteth a Nation.’’20 A few months before he was killed at Fort Fisher, a sergeant in the 9th

New York reproved his brother that ‘‘this is no time to carp at things which, compared with the

success and reestablishment of the Republic, are insignificant.’’ And in letters to his mother, an

Irish-born sergeant in the 2nd New Jersey declared that neither the ‘‘horrors of the battlefield

[nor] the blind acts of unqualified generals’’ had ‘‘chilled my patriotism in the least.’’ ‘‘We are

still engaged in the same holy cause,’’ he wrote on the third anniversary of his enlistment, ‘‘we

have yet the same Country to fight for.’’21

Not all Union soldiers felt this way, of course. The beats, the skulkers, the bounty men,

substitutes, and draftees, the short-timers who had not reenlisted, the psychiatric casualties

who could not take any more – these soldiers wanted nothing so much as to go home or at least

to stay as far away from combat as possible. But there were enough who believed in the Cause

and were willing to keep risking their lives for it to turn the war decisively in favor of the North

in the fall of 1864. Their iron resolve underlay the message conveyed by a dispatch from the

American correspondent of the London Daily News to his paper in September. ‘‘I am

astonished,’’ he wrote, by ‘‘the extent and depth of the [Northern] determination to fight to the

last. . . . They are in earnest in a way 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, powder . . . and would fight on, though the grass were growing in Wall Street.’’22

This was chilling news to Southerners who had counted on a waning of the Northern will to

fight. Those Southerners might have experienced an even colder chill could they have read the

letters of Northern soldiers confirming the observations of the Daily News correspondent. ‘‘We

must succeed,’’ wrote an intenselyUnionistMissouri officer to hiswife inAugust 1864. ‘‘If not this

year, why then the next, or the next. And if it takes ten years, why then ten years itmust be, for we

never can give up, andhave aCountry andGovernment left.’’ A lieutenant in the 147thNewYork

wrote from thePetersburg trenches that ‘‘I would rather stay out here a lifetime (much as I dislike

it) than consent to a division of our country.’’When the wife of a captain in 28thWisconsin wrote

that shewould prefer having himhome towinning thewar, he replied angrily: ‘‘Carrie, don’t ever

again say you don’t care how they settle this war with the southern traitors – at least not to me. . . .

I would see the war last twenty years – yes, a lifetime, & while my poor life lasted I would serve

my country rather than see her dishonored by yielding to the demands of the wicked crew.’’23

The conviction of Northern soldiers that they fought to preserve the Union as a beacon of

republican liberty throughout the world burned as brightly in the last year of the war as in the

first. After marching up and down the Shenandoah Valley a couple of hundred miles in

Sheridan’s 1864 campaign, the last twenty-five miles bare-footed, a private in the 54th

Pennsylvania wrote to his wife from the hospital that he was ready to do it again if necessary,

for ‘‘I cannot believe Providence intends to destroy this Nation, this great asylum for the

oppressed of all other nations and build a slave oligarchy on the ruins thereof.’’ A Kansas

lieutenant who had spent more than a year in prison after his capture at Chickamauga longed

for release but, he wrote his fiancée, he did not want the war to end short of unconditional

victory, for if it did ‘‘the hope of the freedom of Nations and Millions in Europe and elsewhere

[will be] driven back and obscured for ages.’’ An Iowa officer who had risen from the ranks

during three years of service while his father and younger sister had died at home and his

brother was missing in action after the battle of Atlanta wrote to his distraught mother in

September 1864 that he could not resign his commission and come home while the war’s
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outcome remained in doubt. ‘‘Thank God,’’ he counseled her, ‘‘that you have children that will

support the Government that your Father supported in the Revolution.’’24

The 1864 presidential election shaped up as a decisive test of these convictions. The

Democrats nominated McClellan, who professed to stand for restoration of the Union by

military victory. But the Peace Democrats wrote the platform, whose crucial plank, drafted

by none other than Clement Vallandigham, branded the war a failure and called for an

armistice and peace negotiations. The vice presidential nominee George Pendleton was also a

Peace Democrat. Most Northern voters viewed the election as a referendum on the war. So did

many Confederates. If Lincoln won, the North would fight on to unconditional victory; if

McClellan won, most observers expected a peace short of Union victory.

The overwhelming majority of Northern soldiers saw it this way. Unless they came from

Illinois, Indiana, or New Jersey (states with Democratic legislatures) they could vote in camp

by absentee ballot. As the election approached, sometimes heated arguments dominated

soldiers’ campfire bull sessions. The diary entries of a sergeant in the 8th Ohio Cavalry offer a

typical chronicle:

Sept. 12, 1864: ‘‘Politics the principal topic of the day.’’

Sept. 13: ‘‘Spend a good portion of my time reading the news and argueing politics.’’

Sept. 21: ‘‘Politics keep up quite an excitement in our company.’’

The regiment then went on a raid (after all, there was a war on), but when they returned to

camp the arguments continued.

Oct. 15: ‘‘Some considerable excitement on politics in camp.’’

Nov. 8: The regiment voted 367 for Lincoln, 16 for McClellan.25

Peer pressure in this regiment no doubt coerced some of the minority to mark their tickets for

Lincoln. But a striking majority of all Union soldiers – 78 percent, compared with 53 percent

of the civilian vote – went for Lincoln. This was all the more remarkable because some 40 to

45 percent of soldiers had been Democrats (or came from Democratic families) in 1860, and

McClellan retained some residual popularity among old soldiers in the Army of the Potomac.

More than one of these veterans said, however, that while they still admired McClellan, they

did not like the company he kept. So half of the former Democrats voted for Lincoln. As one of

them explained it: ‘‘I can not vote for one thing and fight for another.’’26

McClellan’s letter accepting the nomination had pledged to proceed with peace negotiations

only on the condition of reunion. But most soldiers refused to take this seriously. It was the

platform that counted, and in the words of a New York lieutenant that platform proclaimed

the war ‘‘a miserable failure and ask[ed] for peace at the sacrifice of every sense of honor

and right. . . . I do not see how any soldier can vote for such aman, nominated on a platformwhich

acknowledges that we are whipped.’’ A corporal in the 19th Michigan explained to his mother

that ‘‘to ellectMcClellan would be to undo all that we have don in the past four years. . . . Old abe

is slow but sure, he will accept nothing but an unconditional surrender.’’27 The noted cavalry

commander Charles Russell Lowell feared that ‘‘McClellan’s election would [leave] this

country . . . in the condition of the South American republics, or worse. . . . Either half a dozen

little republics, or one despotism, must follow.’’ Lowell did not live to vote for Lincoln; he was

killed at Cedar Creek on October 19. But a private in the 122nd New York did live to ‘‘give the

rebelion another thump this fall by voting for old Abe. I cannot afford to give three years of my

life to maintaining this nation and then giving them Rebles all they want.’’28

While service in the army converted many Northern Democrats into Lincoln voters, some

of their families back home remained in the McClellan camp. This led to epistolary quarrels.
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A Connecticut artillery private could scarcely believe that his brother intended to vote

Democratic. How could he ‘‘countenance such disloyalty? such infamy and such open insult to

the patriots and soldiers of our land and to the martyred dead who have fallen – they say for

nothing – but we say to save our country’s freedom and liberty and . . . the universal cause of

liberty and right throughout the world.’’ An Ohio artilleryman sent word to his brother that if

he voted for McClellan, ‘‘I will never speak to him. . . . He had better go and join the rebel army

and have done with it at once.’’ Another Ohioan, an infantry private who was too young to vote,

told his father point blank that ‘‘when you vote for Mc & Pendleton you put yourself down and

go to the ballot box hand in hand with the vilest trators that America ever knew.’’29

When he learned the news of Lincoln’s reelection, a naval officer wryly expressed his

gratification that ‘‘McClellan meets with no better success as a politician than as a general.’’

A private in the 17th Connecticut rejoiced that ‘‘our nation has been given new life and vigor and

our glorious institutions [are] to be perpetuated.’’30 When Lincoln reaffirmed at the Hampton

Roads conference in February 1865 that his conditions for peace were unconditional surrender

and the end of slavery, a private in the 1st New York Artillery was convinced that the sacrifice of

his friends who ‘‘died fighting against cruelty and oppression’’ had been worth it, for ‘‘we shall

come forth from the fire of trial and have proven to the world that the American people can and

will govern themselves and that our country is indeed the land of the free and the home of the

brave.’’ After Lee surrendered at Appomattox, a fifty-one-year-old New Jersey colonel wrote to

his wife that he could now comehome proud that ‘‘it has been our privilege to live and take part in

the struggle that has decided for all time to come that Republics are not a failure.’’31

On the third anniversary of his enlistment, which also happened to be his thirty-first birthday,

a carpenter who had risen to a captaincy in the 47th Ohio wrote to his ten-year-old son

congratulating him on a neatly written birthday letter to the daddy he had scarcely seen during

the past three years: ‘‘It tells me that while I am absent from home, fighting the battels of our

country, trying to restore law and order, to our once peaceful & prosperous nation, and

endeavoring to secure for each and every American citizen of every race, the rights garenteed to

us in the Declaration of Independence . . . I have children growing up that will be worthy of the

rights that I trust will be left for them.’’32

Americans at the end of the twentieth century are also children of that heritage. Whether we

are worthy of it will remain a matter of constant reexamination. Civil War soldiers willingly

made extraordinary sacrifices, even of life itself, for the principles they perceived to be at stake

in the war. Whether Americans today would be willing to make similar wartime sacrifices is

unanswerable. One hopes that it will remain unanswered.
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Questions to consider

. How did Confederate soldiers square their quest for independence for themselves

and bondage for slaves?

. How would you describe McPherson’s attitude toward the veterans he describes?

Would you say his stance toward Confederates is essentially the same as toward

Union soldiers? (Do historians have an obligation to have similar stances toward their

opposing subjects when analyzing war?)

. Do you think Americans today are willing to make sacrifices comparable to those of

Civil War soldiers? Are you? Under what circumstances, if any?
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Chapter 31

Victory and Defeat: Primary Sources

Diary Entry

Sarah Morgan Dawson

Sarah Morgan (later Dawson), 1842–1909, a native of Louisiana, was truly from a house

divided: her oldest brother was a Unionist, and three others fought for the

Confederacy (two died of disease during the War). In this diary entry, which covers

the surrender of Lee to Grant and the assassination of Abraham Lincoln, Morgan

captures the widespread despair of many Southerners at the dawn of their defeat. How

would you describe her attitude toward Lincoln’s death? Do you believe she’s right in

her speculation about the hypothetical response to the murder of Jefferson Davis?

Sarah Morgan Dawson, ‘‘Diary Entry for April 19, 1865’’, in A Confederate Girl’s Diary, ed. J. I.

Robertson, Jr. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1960), pp. 435–7.

No. 211 Camp St.,

April 19th, 1865.

‘‘All things are taken from us, and become portions and parcels of the dreadful pasts.’’ . . .

Thursday the 13th came the dreadful tidings of the surrender of Lee and his army on the

9th. Everybody cried, but I would not, satisfied that God will still save us, even though all

should apparently be lost. Followed at intervals of two or three hours by the announcement of

the capture of Richmond, Selma, Mobile, and Johnston’s army, even the stanchest Southerners

were hopeless. Every one proclaimed Peace, and the only matter under consideration was

whether Jeff Davis, all politicians, every man above the rank of Captain in the army and above

that of Lieutenant in the navy, should be hanged immediately, or some graciously pardoned.

Henry Ward Beecher humanely pleaded mercy for us, supported by a small minority. Davis

and all leading men must be executed; the blood of the others would serve to irrigate the



country. Under this lively prospect, Peace, blessed Peace! was the cry. I whispered, ‘‘Never!

Let a great earthquake swallow us up first! Let us leave our land and emigrate to any desert spot

of the earth, rather than return to the Union, even as it Was!’’

Six days this has lasted. Blessed with the silently obstinate disposition, I would not dispute,

but felt my heart swell, repeating, ‘‘God is our refuge and our strength, a very present help in

time of trouble,’’ and could not for an instant believe this could end in an overthrow.

This morning, when I went down to breakfast at seven, Brother read the announcement of

the assassination of Lincoln and Secretary Seward.

‘‘Vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord.’’ This is murder! God have mercy on those

who did it!

Charlotte Corday killed Marat in his bath, and is held up in history as one of Liberty’s

martyrs, and one of the heroines of her country. To me, it is all murder. Let historians extol

blood-shedding; it is woman’s place to abhor it. And because I know that they would have

apotheosized any man who had crucified Jeff Davis, I abhor this, and call it foul murder,

unworthy of our cause – and God grant it was only the temporary insanity of a desperate man

that committed this crime! Let not his blood be visited on our nation, Lord!

Across the way, a large building, undoubtedly inhabited by officers, is being draped in black.

Immense streamers of black and white hang from the balcony. Downtown, I understand, all

shops are closed, and all wrapped in mourning. And I hardly dare pray God to bless us, with

the crape hanging over the way. It would have been banners, if our President had been killed,

though!

Letter from Richmond

Chaplain Garland H. White

In early April 1865, the Confederate capital of Richmond – for four years the unrealized

goal of Federal armies – finally fell into Union hands. This was perhaps the most exciting

event in the Union since the war began; Abraham Lincoln himself visited the city, and

savored the experience of sitting in Jefferson Davis’s chair at the Confederate White

House. But perhaps not even Lincoln, who makes a cameo appearance in the letter that

follows, experienced the happiness of Chaplain Garland H. White, who accompanied

the first troops – which happened to be African American – into the city. His

remarkable story suggests the way in which the public and private dramas of the Civil

War could resolve themselves in deeply personal, and deeply moving, ways. What

meaning does this moment have for White, given all that has preceded it?

Garland H. White, (April 12, 1865), in A Grand Army of Black Men: Letters from African-American

Soldiers in the Union Army, 1861–1865, ed. Edwin S. Redkey (New York: Cambridge University

Press, 1992), pp. 175–8. Reprinted by permission of Cambridge University Press.

I have just returned from the city of Richmond; my regiment was among the first that entered

that city. I marched at the head of the column, and soon I found myself called upon by the

officers and men of my regiment to make a speech, with which, of course, I readily complied.

348 v ictory and defeat



A vast multitude assembled on Broad Street, and I was aroused amid the shouts of ten

thousand voices, and proclaimed for the first time in that city freedom to all mankind. After

which the doors of all the slave pens were thrown open, and thousands came out shouting and

praising God, and Father, or Master Abe, as they termed him. In this mighty consternation

I became so overcome with tears that I could not stand up under the pressure of such fullness of

joy in my own heart. I retired to gain strength, so I lost many important topics worthy of note.

Among the densely crowded concourse there were parents looking for children who had

been sold south of this state in tribes, and husbands came for the same purpose; here and there

one was singled out in the ranks, and an effort was made to approach the gallant and marching

soldiers, who were too obedient to orders to break ranks.

We continued our march as far as Camp Lee, at the extreme end of Broad Street, running

westwards. In camp the multitude followed, and everybody could participate in shaking the

friendly but hard hands of the poor slaves. Among the many broken-hearted mothers looking

for their children who had been sold to Georgia and elsewhere, was an aged woman, passing

through the vast crowd of colored, inquiring for [one] by the name of Garland H. White, who

had been sold from her when a small boy, and was bought by a lawyer named Robert Toombs,

who lived in Georgia.1 Since the war has been going on she has seen Mr. Toombs in Richmond

with troops from his state, and upon her asking him where his body-servant Garland was, he

replied: ‘‘He ran off fromme at Washington, and went to Canada. I have since learned that he is

living somewhere in the State of Ohio.’’ Some of the boys knowing that I lived in Ohio, soon

found me and said, ‘‘Chaplain, here is a lady that wishes to see you.’’ I quickly turned,

following the soldier until coming to a group of colored ladies. I was questioned as follows:

‘‘What is your name, sir?’’

‘‘My name is Garland H. White.’’

‘‘What was your mother’s name?’’

‘‘Nancy.’’

‘‘Where was you born?’’

‘‘In Hanover County, in this State.’’

‘‘Where was you sold from?’’

‘‘From this city.’’

‘‘What was the name of the man who bought you?’’

‘‘Robert Toombs.’’

‘‘Where did he live?’’

‘‘In the State of Georgia.’’

‘‘Where did you leave him?’’

‘‘At Washington.’’

‘‘Where did you go then?’’

‘‘To Canada.’’

‘‘Where do you live now?’’

‘‘In Ohio.’’

‘‘This is your mother, Garland, whom you are now talking to, who has spent twenty years of

grief about her son.’’

I cannot express the joy I felt at this happy meeting of my mother and other friends. But

suffice it to say that God is on the side of the righteous, and will in due time reward them.

I have witnessed several such scenes among the other colored regiments.

Late in the afternoon, we were honored with his Excellency, the President of the United

States, Lieutenant-General Grant, and other gentlemen of distinction.2 We made a grand

parade through most of the principal streets of the city, beginning at Jeff Davis’s mansion, and
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it appeared to me that all the colored people in the world had collected in that city for that

purpose. I never saw so many colored people in all my life, women and children of all sizes

running after Father, or Master Abraham, as they called him. To see the colored people, one

would think they had all gone crazy. The excitement at this period was unabated, the tumbling

of walls, the bursting of shells, could be heard in all directions, dead bodies being found, rebel

prisoners being brought in, starving women and children begging for greenbacks and hard tack,

constituted the order of the day. The Fifth [Massachusetts] Cavalry, colored, were still dashing

through the streets to protect and preserve the peace, and see that no one suffered violence,

they having fought so often over the walls of Richmond, driving the enemy at every point.

Among the first to enter Richmond was the 28th USCT – better known as the First Indiana

Colored Volunteers. . . .

Some people do not seem to believe that the colored troops were the first that entered

Richmond. Why, you need not feel at all timid in giving the truthfulness of my assertion to the

four winds of the heavens, and let the angels re-echo it back to the earth, that the colored soldiers

of the Army of the James were the first to enter the city of Richmond. I was with them, and am still

with them, and am willing to stay with them until freedom is proclaimed throughout the world.

Yes, we will follow this race of men in search of liberty through the whole Island of Cuba. All

the boys are well, and send their love to all the kind ones at home.

Notes

1 Toombs was a US senator and a Confederate secretary of state and general.

2 Lincoln visited Richmond on April 4, 1865.
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Part XIV

Reconstruction

Plate 16 Working Solutions: The Freedmen’s Union Industrial School, Richmond, Virginia, from a

sketch by James E. Taylor, published in Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper, 1866. Northern reformers –

particularly women – placed great faith in occupational training as a means for economic, social, and

political advancement for former slaves. Were such views naı̈ve or far-sighted?



Chapter 32

‘‘Privilege’’ and ‘‘Protection’’: Civil and Political
Rights During Reconstruction

Laura F. Edwards

Most people would agree that the North won the Civil War. Not quite as many people

would agree that it won the peace. To be sure, the conflict destroyed slavery and left the

old Southern economy in ruins in ways from which it would take decades to recover.

And it is a truism that winners write history. Yet the South showed tremendous

resilience in the aftermath of the Civil War – as noted earlier it is now arguably the

leading economic region in the United States – and has repeatedly been able to

represent its point of view compellingly through channels that range from academic

histories to some of the most beloved works of popular culture of all time.

The Southern way of life has proven durable in other ways as well. As a legal matter,

slavery ended in 1865, but the tenant farming system that replaced it was for many

African Americans virtually bondage in another form. Ironically, the relative racial

integration that slavery required was replaced by the separatism of the Jim Crow laws

that became common by the 1890s, which allowed different means to the same end:

racial supremacy for whites. Leading Southerners used tremendous ingenuity to

perpetrate this system, which lasted through the first half of the twentieth century. Of

course, as Southern lawyers observed, the South couldn’t do it alone: many postwar Jim

Crow statutes borrowed their language and intent from prewar Northern ones. In fact,

the Southern way of life was in many ways essentially the same as the Northern way of

life. The only real difference, you might say, was the accent.

Historians generally describe the dozen years that followed the end of the war in

1865 as ‘‘Reconstruction.’’ Reconstruction was a complex process, whose features and

outcomes continue to be hotly debated. Yet there is general agreement that it

proceeded in three distinct phases. The first of these, ‘‘Presidential Reconstruction,’’

actually began before the war was over and ended by 1868. Presidential Reconstruction

was begun by Abraham Lincoln around 1863 in Federal-controlled Union territory in

Arkansas and Louisiana. Lincoln took a relatively lenient stance with former

Confederates, an approach that reflected his temperament as well as his reading of

the political situation. Upon his death, Andrew Johnson tried to continue Lincoln’s



policies. But changed circumstances led long-chafing abolitionist Republicans, now

known as Radicals, to challenge Johnson’s control over the process. (Johnson was

impeached over the firing of his Secretary of War; though not convicted of what was a

questionable offense, he was nevertheless rendered politically impotent until replaced

by Ulysses S. Grant in 1869.) Radical Reconstruction, which lasted into the mid-1870s,

was marked by a military occupation and a tougher stance toward Southern

intransigence (embodied most vividly by the rise of the Ku Klux Klan), as well as

active party-building collaboration with African American politicians that was

alternatively enlightened and corrupt. Radical Reconstruction weakened over the

course of the decade as waning Northern will and rising Southern energy led to

the third phase of Reconstruction, ‘‘Redemption.’’ This phase, in which white

supremacists regained control over state governments, began as early as 1869 in

Virginia and was completed after the contested presidential election of 1876, in which

Southern Democrats acquiesced in the victory of Rutherford B. Hayes, who did not win

the popular vote, in return from a withdrawal of all Union forces in the South.

The various overlapping phases of Reconstruction should not obscure the broader

patterns that can be traced through the period – and long after. Among these are

the sustained efforts by African Americans to gain autonomy over their lives, and the

determined efforts of some to prevent this. Crucial to this struggle were the definitions

of words like ‘‘freedom’’ and distinctions made within it (As Lincoln himself observed

before the war, freedom is by no means the same as equality.) In this selection from her

influential 1997 book Gendered Strife and Confusion: The Political Culture of Reconstruction,

Laura F. Edwards explores the various strategies of North Carolinians, white and black,

male and female, to make sense of what was theoretically a new social order.

Laura Edwards, ‘‘ ‘Privilege’ and ‘Protection’: Civil and Political Rights during Reconstruction,’’

in Gendered Strife and Confusion: The Political Culture of Reconstruction (Urbana: University of Illinois

Press, 1997), pp. 184–98.

As Bella Newton’s daughter and son, Susan and William, were walking home one afternoon

in 1869, Alexander Noblin, a white neighbor, attempted to assault Susan sexually. Although

frustrated in his attempt by William, who pitched a rock at his head, Noblin fired a parting

volley. In William’s words, he ‘‘shook his penis at us and called me a dam little nigger.’’ With

this gesture, Noblin symbolically reasserted his power over both children. After learning of the

incident, Bella Newton’s first response was in keeping with community traditions. She

publicized her complaint in the neighborhood and then made an informal bargain with Noblin

agreeing not to prosecute in exchange for one dollar and ten pounds of bacon. Noblin delivered

the goods, but Newton did not fulfill her end of the deal. Instead of remaining quiet, she filed

charges with the local justice of the peace, an extremely bold move for this poor black woman.

In so doing, she challenged the privilege of a white man of some prominence. She also chose a

course of action that had been closed to her during slavery, when both formal and informal

practices sanctioned violence against African-American and, to a lesser extent, poor white

women. Much to his chagrin, Alexander Noblin learned that his recent actions carried much

different consequences than they had before the war.1

Only a small fraction of women launched legal proceedings like this one. But Bella Newton

and her daughter did resemble the vast majority of southern women in that they did
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not measure up to elite white standards of womanhood. And like Bella Newton, these women

believed that they deserved the same social respect and legal protection as elite white

women, even if they did not live in a domestic setting that would pass muster with Sarah

A. Elliott. Newton also insisted on the right to air her grievances in court, demanding that

state institutions recognize her legal rights as a woman. Newton challenged not only

antebellum conservative political principles that positioned people in relation to public

power along racial and class lines but also the postwar reincarnations that articulated the

same hierarchies in the language of individual character. In the process she gave substance

to the Republican party’s lofty principles. Republicans stretched traditional notions of

universality to argue that full citizenship rights ‘‘naturally’’ belonged to all men simply

because they were men. Thus empowered, men could secure to their women the privileges

of maintenance and protection. Of course, party leaders at the state and national levels left

their words in places where historians could find them easily. People like Bella Newton did

not. Yet, she and other women of both races joined the front lines of political struggle, even

though they were excluded from ballot boxes, political podiums, legislative floors, and

even party rhetoric.

Poor African Americans and common whites altered the content of public debate, infusing it

with their own ideas about men’s and women’s rights and social roles. But they could not

completely reframe these issues, even if they wanted to. By emphasizing gender differences

deeply rooted within a patriarchal family structure, they left key components of the antebellum

power structure in place. Ultimately, conservatives would use this same scaffolding to rebuild

racial and class hierarchies and to constrict the public arena.

Households and Public Power

At the time of southern surrender, it was clear to North Carolina’s conservative leaders that all

men were not equal. In their minds, men fell out in hierarchical order based on the gradations

of independence and dependence created in the private sphere. Among white men, property

measured both private and public competence. Property ‘‘purchased’’ a stake in society, the

size of which varied directly with the value of the estate. ‘‘The acquisition of property,’’ in

the words of Jonathan Worth, ‘‘proved that [men] had intelligence and interest in the well-

being of society.’’ Propertylessness, by contrast, signaled both private and public

irresponsibility. ‘‘That class,’’ planter John Stafford sniffed in 1860, ‘‘possess but little else

than moral polution having no property to destroy, no conscience to overcome, no God to

fear.’’ Ruled by their passions and improvident of the future, such men were not only poor,

they were poor providers. Ineptitude at family governance disqualified them from public

power. Even the most honest and well-intentioned of this class would succumb to lures of wily

demagogues, or so conservatives believed.2

When racial ideology combined with class hierarchy, the result was even more virulent.

Conservative whites considered African Americans a permanently dependent race even less

politically fit than propertyless whites. The inadequacies of African Americans, unlike those of

poor whites, adhered in their very nature. As long as blacks remained under the supervision

of their white masters, they were happy, ineffectual minors who needed the guidance of their

white masters to survive. Once Sambo and Mammy ventured out on their own, however, their

characters changed dramatically. They became the menacing, oversexed black male rapist and

black female seductress, images that conveyed the extent to which whites believed African

Americans to be incapable of self-governance.3

civ i l and pol it ical r ights during reconstruction 355



Emancipation only confirmed conservatives’ suspicions that the nation was poised too

precariously on the slippery slope of universal rights and strengthened their resistance to

democratic change. The first state constitution bore the mark of their intransigence, not only

excluding blacks from the political process but also restricting the political power of common

whites. Even then, many conservatives still saw ominous signs in the few privileges allowed to

common whites, particularly those without property. Fighting to keep power out of the hands

of those they considered unqualified to exercise it, conservatives opposed the direct election of

judges, the abolition of property requirements for office, and the repudiation of Confederate

debts. They even reopened the question of free white manhood suffrage. The new

apportionment system was also too democratic for the most dogmatic among them. Where

the antebellum constitution had counted slaves as three-fifths of a white person, thus favoring

slaveholders, the new one based legislative representation on the number of whites only.

Thomas Ruffin, the eminent antebellum jurist, scoffed at the new scheme precisely because it

implied that political rights were universal. Everyone, according to Ruffin, knew otherwise.

Civil rights, which ensured ‘‘security in person and property by the Constitution and the laws

made under it,’’ were ‘‘natural.’’ But political rights, which ‘‘consist, not in the rights . . . as

held under the law, but of the powers over the Constitution and laws,’’ were not. Rights to

change and amend the laws, Ruffin argued, should be distributed ‘‘according to the sense of the

Community of the fitness of particular classes.’’ Political rights, then, were particular, derived

from a person’s position within the community. Given Ruffin’s emphasis on protecting the

property of the ‘‘intelligent, virtuous, and valuable portion of the population,’’ only those men

with wealth and white skin possessed the ‘‘fitness’’ to rule. Other conservatives shared Ruffin’s

fears of the democratic tendencies in the new constitution. As Jonathan Worth maintained, the

‘‘tendency’’ of democratic government ‘‘is to ignore virtue and property and intelligence – and

to put the powers of government into the hands of mere numbers.’’ When the constitution came

to a vote in August 1866, conservatives were instrumental in its defeat.4

If rule by ‘‘mere numbers’’ rankled the sensibilities of white conservatives, then rule by

African Americans was completely inconceivable. Jonathan Worth voiced widely held

convictions with his assertion that ‘‘the Caucasian race always has been and always will be

superior to the negro race.’’ ‘‘I know from observation of history,’’ he elaborated, ‘‘that the

African left to its own self-control, is so indolent and improvident, that he will not – indeed

I think he cannot be made a good citizen.’’ His characterization of Henderson Cooper and

William Cooper, the two black men accused of raping Susan Daniel, relied on these

assumptions. To him they were brutal ‘‘monsters,’’ incapable of either understanding or

controlling their actions. In fact, it was so difficult for him to imagine African Americans as

independent political actors that he remained completely blind to the black community’s role

in stopping Henderson Cooper’s execution and removing him from local jurisdiction. Instead,

he lay the blame at the feet of northern military officials, claiming that it was they who created

the commotion by ‘‘allow[ing]’’ Henderson Cooper ‘‘to go unpunished.’’ In his mind, only

wealthy white men could initiate and sustain such weighty political conflicts. The actions of a

dependent people, by contrast, carried no public import.5

Thomas Ruffin made the association between race and dependency explicit, likening all

African Americans to other household dependents. For the same reasons it was ‘‘impolitic and

unsafe’’ to grant white women and children political power, the state should bar black men

from suffrage ‘‘for all time to come, if not forever.’’ B. F. Moore, the principal architect of the

state’s Black Code, fused class and race in one image of dependency and forecasted doom if

African-American men could vote: ‘‘The race, long degraded by servitude, ignorant of the

politics of government, very low in its grade of morals, and wholly dependent for a living on the
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ability of the wealthier class of society, would, if allowed to vote, consult their material aid, and

speadily engender among the whites, hosts of vile and reckless demagogues.’’ To men of like

mind, the state’s Black Code granted a dependent race far too many privileges already. These

conservatives absolutely refused to consider the possibility of political rights.6

When propertyless whites provided the reference point, however, the sharp racial contrasts

softened considerably. For conservatives, race never functioned in isolation from other

relations of power. Instead, race combined with class and gender to anchor a hierarchical

worldview in which the primary line of demarcation separated those who could sustain

households from those who could not. Despite all their other differences, neither poor white

nor black men were fit for public power. Indeed, this political categorization often caused

conservatives to exaggerate the unity of interest and the potential for political cooperation

between the two groups. The specter of biracial revolt haunted Jonathan Worth, who described

the ‘‘majority in all times and in all countries’’ as ‘‘improvident and without property.’’

Without the guidance of the ‘‘better class,’’ they would soon degenerate into ‘‘a great mob ruled

by the will of the hour.’’7 He even used racial imagery to describe poor white men, referring to

‘‘the black and white negro’’ and ‘‘negroes and albinoes.’’ With these labels, Worth

distinguished between the races, while simultaneously destabilizing the racial identity of poor

whites to highlight the similarities among all those he considered politically incompetent.

‘‘Albinoes’’ and ‘‘white negroes’’ were only nominally white. In their relation to public power,

they occupied a place closer to African Americans than to propertied white men like himself.

But the least reliable of all poor white men were those who refused to toe the conservative

line and quietly accept their subordinate place in the political order. It was actually politically

active poor whites who were the ‘‘albinoes’’ and ‘‘white negroes’’ Worth so scorned – and

so feared.8

Whereas the likes of Thomas Ruffin and Jonathan Worth dug in their heels, moderate white

North Carolinians accepted the inevitability of change and counseled prudent compromise.

Some hoped to avoid more radical measures brewing in the North.9 Others took their cue from

unrest within their counties, where angry whites demonstrated their unwillingness to resurrect

a social and political order that had so recently betrayed them. As propertyholders and

household heads many common white men could identify with some pieces of conservative

ideology, but they had never been enthusiastic about some of its more hierarchical elements.

The Civil War only solidified their opposition. The burden of the Confederacy’s war policies

fell heavily on yeoman and poor white families, some of whom had opposed the war in the first

place. As their fortunes declined, so did their enthusiasm for the war effort. Locating the

problems in a political system that appeared to respond only to the interests of the wealthy,

they resorted to extralegal activity. Even those from solid yeoman families often collaborated

with propertyless whites, free blacks, and slaves, finding common ground in their opposition to

the Confederacy’s leaders and their policies.10

The bitterness dissipated slowly. At war’s end, unionists trumpeted the dawn of a new

political regime. According to the Wilmington Herald, a unionist newspaper that began

publication during the war, the South had not gone down in defeat, only the ‘‘aristocrats who

desired a government that would give them exclusive privileges and the benefits of caste’’ had.

But now ‘‘their political and social influence has departed and they will be left high and dry in

the future management of the state and general government, while the ‘poor whites,’ those

whom they have looked down on and despised, will assume the reins, and henceforth led by

such men as Andrew Johnson and Wm. W. Holden, moral courage and intellectual capacity

and brain will govern the country, and the pure democratic principle will prevail.’’ Agreeing

with these sentiments, many moderate white leaders openly opposed conservatives’ fiscal and
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political policies. Clearly, the same white people who suffered so much during the war now

formed a formidable political force that conservatives ignored at their own peril.11

Yet, even as moderates sharply criticized conservatives’ stubborn refusal to concede any new

ground, they still accepted some of the same conservative ideas about independence and

dependence. All men, they admitted, deserved full civil rights, which conferred the means to

protect person and property and thus ensured ‘‘life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.’’

However oppressive the state’s Black Code was, it would have been that much worse if not for

moderates committed to the idea that certain natural rights extended even to African Americans.

While not completely victorious, they did manage to secure key concessions, most notably the

right of freedpeople to testify in court, if only in cases where they were directly involved. A few

moderates took the next step, including political rights under the rubric of universal rights. But

many found the intellectual leap difficult. Unable to see African Americans as anything but

helpless dependents requiring constant supervision, white moderates felt far more comfortable

advocating the political interests of common white men. As the editor of theWilmington Herald

wrote in 1865: ‘‘The freed negro is not a citizen in the full sense of the term.’’ Instead, he is ‘‘a

denizen . . . having only the right to hold property, do business, and being at the same time

subject to criminal taxation, and other laws, and without the privilege of voting or eligibility to

office.’’ Even William W. Holden, who would become one of the state’s most fiery Republican

leaders, initially opposed granting suffrage to black men.12

Like the Wilmington Herald editor, most moderates placed suffrage in a different category

from civil rights, defining it as a privilege that men earned by meeting certain standards of

responsible citizenship, generally property ownership and education. Although drawing

heavily on the hierarchical particularism of Jonathan Worth and Thomas Ruffin, they did part

ways from conservatives in the emphasis on individual merit, which implied that African-

American men might eventually meet the criteria for suffrage, if they applied themselves. The

same Wilmington Herald editorial that opposed universal suffrage, for instance, also urged the

state legislators ‘‘to do every thing that they can to elevate this race, and the time may come,

when, by giving indications of improvement and advancement, their claims for the right of

suffrage will be granted by our State.’’ Even then, those who admitted this possibility often

pushed it so far in the distant future that they effectively limited the vote to white men or, as

some quietly added, to propertied white men. ‘‘In our opinion’’ the editor of theHerald assured

his readers, black male suffrage ‘‘cannot occur during the present, or perhaps the next

generation, and consequently we need not give ourselves any uneasiness about it.’’ Moderates,

in other words, arrived at the same destination as conservatives, but by a different path. Many

did not find the conservatives distasteful enough to jump ship and join the Republican party,

but those who did ultimately consigned themselves to the reality of universal manhood

suffrage, whether they agreed with it in principle or not.13

Within the North Carolina Republican party, other whites, both natives and emigrés,

challenged the political significance attached to the categories of independence and dependence.

Turning conservative logic on its head, they argued that the denial of full civil and political rights

to freedpeople would make a mockery of the nation’s founding principles. One of the most

forceful proponents was Albion Tourgée, a northern abolitionist who moved to North Carolina

after the war and worked actively for the Republican party there. Tourgée believed that the

future of the newly reformedUnion hung in the balance. But, unlike conservatives who believed

that disaster could be averted only through the strict control of freedpeople, Tourgéemaintained

that the nation’s survival depended on granting ‘‘equal civil and political rights upon all men,

without regard to previous rank or station.’’ WilliamW. Coleman, a substantial North Carolina

planter and antebellum legislator, underscored the point with a tragic allusion. ‘‘It can easily be
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shown,’’ he thundered, ‘‘that if [freedpeople] are not to be allowed equality before the law, then

the principles laid down in the Declaration of Independence upon which our government is

based are words ‘full of sound and fury signifying nothing.’ ’’14

Implicitly linking the interests of African Americans to those of whites, these Republicans

charted a new political course in which all men, regardless of race and class, stood as equals in

the public sphere. Yet even the most idealistic among them could not completely transcend the

influence of class and, more particularly, race. The dangers of which they spoke always seemed

to threaten the nation in the abstract, leaving unacknowledged the hazards that freed people

alone faced. Furthermore, the focus on the nation’s well-being allowed white Republicans to

avoid confronting their thoughts about freedpeople’s fitness for public governance. Behind

their color-blind rhetoric, many white Republicans clearly held reservations about African

Americans in general. Even those whites most ardently committed to universal manhood

suffrage and biracial political cooperation often depicted blacks as children in need of guidance

and as passive recipients of rights they did not yet fully understand or deserve.15

The politics of North Carolinian Benjamin Hedrick capture the internal contradictions of

Republicans who preached racial equality in theory, but found it difficult to accept in practice.

Before the war, Hedrick had opposed the extension of slavery into the territories, a position so

unpopular that he resigned his professorship at the University of North Carolina and left the

state. With reasoning similar to that of Thomas Jefferson, whom he claimed as an intellectual

mentor, Hedrick maintained that slavery corrupted the nation, jeopardizing its republican

institutions and damaging the prospects of white freeholders. He did not concern himself with

the plight of slaves, who, if anything, only contributed to society’s degeneration through their

presence. After emancipation, however, Hedrick advocated the extension of full civil and

political rights to African Americans as free people. Given ‘‘ ‘Republican Theory,’ ’’ he wrote

to JonathanWorth in 1867, ‘‘it is a political fallacy to deprive any class of full franchise.’’ Yet he

still questioned the actual practicality of granting the vote to a people he considered socially

irresponsible and politically ignorant, admitting that it may well be ‘‘inexpedient and

injurious.’’ In fact, Hedrick ultimately found it impossible to reconcile his deep distrust of

African Americans with his theoretical principles. Some of the time theory prevailed, for ‘‘as

soon as you take the ground of political expediency almost anything may be defended, for

instance monarchy, despotism, aristocracy, or any other system that has its admirers and

supporters.’’ Having taken this uncompromising stand, Hedrick then fell back on expediency

himself: ‘‘If it shall be found on fair trial that universal suffrage is not conductive to the public

weal, it can then be changed.’’ With the doctrine of racial inferiority and dependency firmly

ingrained in the minds of so many white Republicans, it was difficult for even the most

progressive among them to include African Americans unconditionally within the rubric of

universal rights, let alone accept them as equals.16

Most African Americans harbored no such doubts.17 They believed freedom guaranteed their

independence, the establishment and maintenance of which required full civil and political

rights. As a group of black men from Goldsboro, North Carolina, wrote: ‘‘From a live-long

experience as slaves of the men who now administer the laws, we cannot convince ourselves that

equal justice will be meted out to us by them; but, on the contrary, we have in a year’s experience

of freedom, every reason to believe that without the freedmen’s bureau, or some similar

protection, we shall not be permitted to live even in peace, and our condition thus becomes really

worse than when wewere slaves and did not expect justice.’’ Although cautiously phrased, theirs

was no small claim. These freedmen challenged the idea that their interests coincided with the

men who employed them. Since their employers could not represent them and the Freedmen’s

Bureau was a temporarymeasure, only one logical solution remained: they should be granted the
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public power necessary to defend themselves. Others were even more direct. At a mass meeting

inNewBern, freedpeople denounced ‘‘themany atrocities committed upon our people in almost

every section of our country’’ and ‘‘the enforcement of the old code of slave laws’’ that denied

them equal protection under the law. Without public power, their lives would be impossible:

Although ‘‘our condition has been changed from slavery to that of freedom, we are not insensible

as to how unprotected and insecure we are left in the perpetuation of that freedom, without the

elective franchise to sustain it.’’18

Black leaders and freedpeople themselves often framed such demands explicitly in the

language of universal rights. In so doing, they consciously invoked a long tradition of protest that

reached back to the Revolutionary period, when slaves and free blacks appropriated the rhetoric

of the time to support their own struggle for freedom. Afterwards, black abolitionists continued

to insist that the principles animating the nation’s revolt knew no racial bounds, but justified the

destruction of slavery andultimately the extension of full civil andpolitical rights to all free blacks

as well. ‘‘We see no recognition of color or race in the organic law of the land,’’ a black delegation

headed by Frederick Douglass informed President Andrew Johnson in 1866: ‘‘It knows no

privileged class, and therefore we cherish the hope that we may be fully enfranchised.’’19

In the postemancipation South, freedpeople as well as free blacks wielded these ideas in their

efforts to counter efforts to limit or completely deny freedpeople’s access to public power.

Defining the public interest narrowly, conservatives and even some white Republicans feared

that the inclusion of freedpeople within the body politic would introduce conflict into the

public arena and endanger social order. For them, ‘‘universal’’ rights extended only to a

particular group, delimited by race, gender, and often class as well. In response, African

Americans used the political symbols of the nation’s founding to pull at the boundaries of

universality and, more boldly, to argue that attention to their well-being served the public

interest. Quoting directly from the Declaration of Independence, the delegates to an 1866

North Carolina freedmen’s convention rebuked the state’s conservative leaders for ignoring

freedpeople’s rights and thus subverting the nation’s founding principles. After all, they asked,

was it not a white man who said that ‘‘all men are born free and equal’’ and ‘‘are endowed by

their Creator with inalienable rights’’? In the first few years of freedom, the words of the

Declaration reverberated across the South, gaining authority with each repetition. Politicians,

preachers, and publishers saw no need to rephrase what had already been stated so well and

regularly worked pieces of the document into their speeches, sermons, and articles.20 Like the

delegates to the freedmen’s convention, they held up a mirror to the nation. The reflection,

they argued, told as much about the future of the country as it did about the rights of

freedpeople, for the two were one and the same.

African Americans also reworked national icons. Their reading of history openly challenged

conservative views by celebrating the role African Americans had played in realizing the

promise of the Revolution. Where those like Jonathan Worth and Thomas Ruffin denied

African Americans any place in the public arena, black speakers insisted that they had always

been there. Henry McNeal Turner, a prominent leader in Georgia, included freedpeople’s

forefathers among the white founding fathers in a widely republished speech: ‘‘The first blood

spilt in the revolution for the nation’s freedom, was that of Crispus Attucks, a full blooded

negro. A negro, then, was the pioneer of that liberty which the American people hold so dear.’’

Attucks was only the first of many who had given their lives for the same principles. The

delegates to an 1866 freedmen’s convention in Raleigh completed the story, placing African

Americans at the center of the Revolution, the War of 1812, and, finally, ‘‘in the bloody

struggle through which we have just passed.’’ If black people were now free, the delegates

insisted, it was because they had fought so hard to free themselves.21
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Within Granville County, African Americans made the Fourth of July one of their major

holidays, thus connecting their own freedom to the nation’s founding principles. July Fourth,

theOxford Torchlightmoaned in 1879, ‘‘has well nigh ‘played out’ with the whites, and has been

taken up by the colored people.’’ According to the newspaper, the festivities lasted all day.

Early in the morning, people from the surrounding countryside poured into Oxford, where

they took over the downtown, decorating the streets, listening to speeches, parading, and

picnicking. The Methodists served a meal in the Granville Tobacco Warehouse, while the

Baptists dined in Taylor’s Warehouse. According to the Torchlight, there was quite a ‘‘rivalry

between the two factions, and each side labored hard’’ to attract the largest crowd. Pushed aside

by African Americans who claimed this ‘‘time-honored national holiday’’ as their own, white

Democrats stayed home.22

They did not do so willingly. Five years earlier, the county’s blackmilitia paraded through the

streets ofOxford to celebrate emancipation day.The officers,mounted on horses andwith sabers

at their sides, led the rest of the uniformed company to the call of fife and drums and

the admiration of an enthusiastic crowd. At the request of several white businessmen, the

Democratic mayor ordered the procession to stop. The leaders of the march, however, promptly

initiated a suit to test the legality of the mayor’s order. They emerged victorious. One year later,

the North Carolina Supreme Court upheld their right to peaceable assembly and delivered a

pointed lesson in postemancipation civics to Oxford officials. ‘‘In a popular government like

ours,’’ the court declared, ‘‘the laws allow great latitude to public demonstrations, whether

political, social or moral.’’ To condemn this assembly would set a dangerous precedent that

might end ‘‘all public celebrations, however innocent or commendable the purpose.’’ It seems

only fitting that a parade honoring emancipation provided the vehicle through which African

Americans in Granville County demanded recognition of their rights.23

As this case suggests, the idea that rights adhered in the individual swept aside racial and

class distinctions that were so central to the ideology of those who sought to define freedpeople

as something less than full citizens. ‘‘If the abstract right to vote inheres in every citizen,’’ asked

Benjamin Wood, a prominent white abolitionist quoted in theWilmington Herald, ‘‘why not in

the native black man?’’ Echoing these sentiments, an assembly of freedpeople in Alabama

announced: ‘‘We claim exactly the same rights, privileges and immunities as are enjoyed by white

men,’’ for ‘‘the law no longer knows white nor black, but simply men.’’ Or, as Henry McNeal

Turner asked in the same speech that celebrated African-American contributions to the task of

nation building, ‘‘Was it then because we were not really human that we have not been

recognized as a member of the nation’s family?’’ If so, then the proposition was easily refuted,

since at the level of ‘‘bones, muscles, nerves, veins, organs and functions’’ all men were clearly

the same.24 This idea of equality actually assumed the presence of racial and class difference: all

people should have the same rights even though they did not occupy the same social position or

share the same cultural heritage. According to the final stanza of a poem that also appeared in

the Augusta Colored American:

Fair Afric’s free and valiant sons

Shall join with Europe’s band

To celebrate in varied tongues

Our free and happy land.25

As the polity expanded to embrace the ‘‘varied tongues’’ of those from different racial and class

positions, the ‘‘valiant sons’’ of Africa would stand shoulder to shoulder with their brothers

from Europe.
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The emphasis on ‘‘valiant sons,’’ however, suggests that other differences retained their

importance. If all men resembled each other and all women resembled each other, men and

women still remained different at the level of ‘‘bones, muscles, nerves, veins, organs

and functions.’’ Depicting men as courageous defenders of their families’ interests, Henry

McNeal Turner underscored the importance of this role by portraying ‘‘our ladies’’ as the

sexual prey of white slaveholders. The rights of freedom gave black men new power that

enabled them to remove the women and children in their families from the exploitative grasp of

whites. Black women, by implication, would also experience a new measure of control over

their bodies and their lives, but through the protective efforts of their menfolk. Indeed, many

African-American leaders referred to political rights in terms of their manhood. Demanding

the vote for black men, James T. Rapier, a Republican congressman from Alabama, insisted

that ‘‘nothing short of a complete acknowledgement of my manhood will satisfy me.’’ As we

have seen, African Americans and poor whites did not define the roles of men and women

in the same way as more affluent whites. But even those who went so far as to advocate

equal civil and political rights for women rarely challenged the basic importance attached to

gender difference.26

In a struggle that reached back across the nineteenth century, first class and then race,

although far less completely, ceased to define which men could legitimately exercise public

power. In neutralizing the importance of these differences, reformers advanced a literal

definition of manhood rights, emphasizing the commonalities among men. Nonetheless,

assuming the mantle of manhood was no easy task, particularly for African-American men,

whose proximity to slavery made them appear as perpetual minors in the eyes of many whites.

To counter these perceptions, black leaders and their white supporters offered up their military

service, their possession of taxable property, and their labor in building the South as proof of

their masculinity. Whether in the battlefields or the tobacco fields, black men had worked as

courageously and as diligently as white men to support their country.27

The presence of families, however, provided the most inclusive defense of manhood and the

most compelling justification for full civil and political rights. Regardless of race or class, men

could acquire responsibility for dependents as heads of households. All men thus shed the

vestiges of dependency and assumed independent status through their essential difference from

women, who relied on men for support and protection. Indeed, all men deserved access to

public power simply because they were men. Summoning existing laws governing domestic

relations that linked familial obligations to public rights, this logic carried great power. After

all, the same body of law that required heads of households to support their families also

granted them the civil rights and political power necessary to do so. Similarly, women could

make claims on the state as dependent wives and daughters. African Americans thus harnessed

a traditional definition of the household to serve radical ends. They placed the institution that

had once buttressed slavery and defined African Americans as dependents at the center of their

efforts to create a very different social order.

African-American men often began their demands for political rights with the same refrain

used by the delegates to the 1865 freedmen’s convention: ‘‘Our first and engrossing

concern . . . is how we may provide shelter and an honorable subsistence for ourselves and

families.’’ With it, they asserted their position as independent men and affirmed their status as

full citizens in a way that they had never been able to use before. ‘‘We wish to work and take

care of our selfs and familys and benefit the Contary all we can and live upright just and

honorable,’’ wrote a group of men from Gates County. ‘‘How can we,’’ they asked, when ‘‘we

hav . . . no protection and no privilege?’’28 In other words, how could they without the civil

rights and the political power necessary to enforce recognition of their rights?
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In 1865, civil rights and the vote seemed sufficient. ‘‘What we want,’’ demanded the editor

of the Raleigh Journal of Freedom in the fall of that year, ‘‘is law to protect our homes, our

families and all that is dear to us. When brutal ruffians stalk into our peaceful dwelling[s],

insulting our wives and daughters, we want law to bring those ruffians to justice, and the right

to call black men to the witness stand to testify against them. . . .When we have these rights,

and not till then, will justice have been vindicated.’’29

Not coincidentally, the extension of civil and political rights prompted another round of

violent actions against African Americans. The hooded vigilantes struck at the structural

foundations of black power: their households. Bursting in on families in the dead of night, the

Klan destroyed their belongings, burned their houses, and then beat, raped, tortured, and

murdered their members. During the 1868 elections, the Klan raged with particular intensity

in Granville County. ‘‘The kukulks klan,’’ Moses M. Hester, Joseph Coley, and Jacob Winston

wrote in desperation to Governor Holden, ‘‘is shooting out famlys and beeting them

notoriously we do not know what to do.’’ Elaborating on the situation, another group claimed

that the violence ‘‘is geting to be a General thing’’: ‘‘on thursdy night last they went to a

Colored mans house and Got him out and Beet him [illegible word] and beet his wife and cut

her Dress open and tied her to a tree then told Them if ever they told it or told who it was They

would kill them. They then went to another ones house and comence tarring [tearing] the top

of his house off . . . [they] Got hold of his wife . . . and she Got Loose and ran and they shot her

In the back and by [the] side of the face and she now lies in a low state of helth and a Few nights

ago they went to a nother colored Mans house and treeted him the same.’’ In this way,

vigilantes dealt a double blow. The terror might keep African-American men from voting. If

not, the Klan still scored a victory, because the vote meant little as long as black men lacked

power to protect their families.30

Some African Americans began to doubt that the vote or civil rights would ever amount to

anything. A group from Halifax County, for instance, decided to throw in the towel and make a

new home for themselves in Liberia. Writing Congressman Elihu Washburne for financial

assistance, the men who represented the group explained that they had endured material

deprivation and physical violence only to conclude that their hopes for a bare subsistence were

illusory: ‘‘Some of us have not been paid for our work for two year back & they will not pay us for

our work. . . . The blackman haves his family and feed himself & . . . [he] must Starve next winter

he cannot live.’’ At this point, they no longer wanted the land ‘‘because it is poluted with our

blood.’’ In a place where compensation for their labor came in the form of starving families and

the likelihood of being ‘‘shot likemaddogs,’’ they could never bemen. Instead, these blackmenof

Halifax County wished ‘‘to get home to our forefathers land.’’ As the proliferation of emigration

societies across the South suggests,many other AfricanAmericans arrived at a similar decision.31

The vast majority, however, determined to stay and fight. By the 1870s, the struggle had

acquired a distinctly militant cast. In 1876, for instance, John W. Johnson wrote to Republican

governor Curtis Brogden requesting arms for his volunteer militia of sixty African-American

men. ‘‘Those that have Guns,’’ he explained, ‘‘had to take their hard earned dimes and dollars to

buy themwith owing to the hardness of times there are but few that have purchased guns.We are

very anxious forGuns andwould like to have improved guns if there is any possible chance for us

to get them.’’ African Americans in Granville County organized a similar company. The reports

of brutal racial violence that filled every Reconstruction governor’s correspondence leave little

question as towhy thesemen felt the need to arm themselves.32 To the extent that justice actually

was vindicated, the daily struggles of African Americans contributed as much as Johnson’s guns.

These people not only worked to realize the principles set down in law but also aimed to revise

their content. In this arena, it was women like Bella Newton who often took the lead.
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17 There were, however, important differences in strategy among African Americans. Conservatives,

for instance, advocated hard work and cooperation with southern whites, while shunning political

rights, property redistribution, and other more militant claims that radical leaders supported. Many

black leaders fell out somewhere between the two poles, with moderates emphasizing civil and

political rights, but not the economic issues supported by poorer blacks in rural areas. For

discussions of these issues, see R. Alexander, North Carolina Faces the Freedmen, pp. 15–20; Foner,

Reconstruction, pp. 110–19; T. Holt, Black over White; and Reidy, From Slavery to Agrarian

Capitalism, pp. 179–80, 192–9, 208–9.

18 Quotes from North Carolina Faces the Freedmen, p. 80; and Raleigh Semi-Weekly Record, 2 Sept.

1865. The editor of the Nashville Colored Tennessean echoed these sentiments, arguing that true

freedom was impossible without the public power to protect it; reprinted in the Raleigh Journal of

Freedom, 30 Sept. 1865.
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19 North Carolina Standard, 14 Feb. 1866. For black abolitionists, see Horton, ‘‘Double Consciousness’’

in Free People of Color; Litwack and Meier, Black Leaders of the Nineteenth Century; Martin, The

Mind of Frederick Douglass; and Nash, Race and Revolution, pp. 57–87, 167–201. Frederick Douglass,

who believed that the emphasis on racial differences obscured the inclusive brotherhood of man

implied in the spirit of natural rights, worked fully within the ideology of universal humanism, as

WaldoMartin has termed it. Other black leaders placed more importance on the distinctive ways race

had shaped the history and identity of African Americans. But the basic principles of universal rights

still influenced their arguments, even those who advocated emigration. However much race mattered

in their social, economic, and political agendas, they still maintained that all people deserved not just

freedom from slavery but also the right to determine the course of their own destiny and the shape of

the society in which they lived. Few white abolitionists envisioned the kind of racial equality

proposed by black leaders, but they too grounded their opposition to slavery in the ideology of

universal rights. Yet white abolitionists tended to see grateful, younger siblings who would then

follow the lead of their white patrons, rather than claim their own voice and participate on equal

footing in the nation’s social and political institutions. See C. Hall, ‘‘Missionary Stories’’ and

‘‘Competing Masculinities’’ in White, Male, and Middle Class. Nonetheless, the image of brothers

and sisters carried very different implications than the dominant southern one of parent and child.

20 Quoted in R. Alexander, North Carolina Faces the Freedmen, 91. In North Carolina and across the

South, freedpeople used phrases from the Declaration of Independence and imagery from the

Revolution to carry their demands for racial equity. The delegates to the 1865 freedmen’s convention

hailed emancipation as the culmination of the nation’s purpose, describing it as ‘‘a triumph of just

principles, a practical assertion of the fundamental truths laid down in the great charter of

Republican liberty, the Declaration of Independence.’’ See Raleigh Journal of Freedom, 7 Oct. 1865.

In its previous issue, 30 Sept. 1865, the newspaper invoked the Declaration to justify full political

rights: ‘‘If the Declaration of Independence was not based on a lie,’’ then ‘‘one man or class can’t

legislate for another.’’ Often, a copy of the Declaration even graced Union League meetings; see

Foner, Reconstruction, p. 283. See also Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers, pp. 38, 84, 128, 137.

21 Quotes from the Augusta Colored American, 13 Jan. 1866; and R. Alexander,North Carolina Faces the

Freedmen, p. 91. For similar renderings of African Americans’ place in history, see Foner, Freedom’s

Lawmakers, pp. 36, 39, 40, 60, 106, 108, 110, 156, 201. See also Foner, Reconstruction, p. 288.

22 Oxford Torchlight, 8 July 1879. For Fourth of July celebrations in black communities elsewhere in the

South, see Reidy, From Slavery to Agrarian Capitalism, p. 179.

23 State v. Hughes et al., 1874, Criminal Action Papers, Granville County.

24 Quotes from Wilmington Herald, 8 July 1865; Foner, Reconstruction, p. 288; Turner quoted in

Augusta Colored American, 13 Jan. 1866. Black legislators’ opposition to measures disfranchising

former Confederates demonstrates their commitment to an inclusive definition of universal rights;

see Balanoff, ‘‘Negro Legislators in North Carolina,’’ pp. 32–3; Foner, Reconstruction, p. 324; Hume,

‘‘Negro Delegates,’’ 141–2; and Perman, The Road to Redemption, pp. 36–7. See also Foner,

Freedom’s Lawmakers, pp. 80, 131, 138, 176, 208, 231.

25 Poem quoted in a. Alexander, Ambiguous Lives, p. 140.

26 Quotes from Hodes, ‘‘The Sexualization of Reconstruction Politics,’’ p. 404; and Augusta Colored

American, 13 Jan. 1866. For similar statements linking manhood and political rights, see Foner,

Freedom’s Lawmakers, pp. 18, 22, 91, 137, 191, 215. First in the abolitionist movement and later during

Reconstruction, many black women, in particular, did work to include themselves in the universal

brotherhood of man, arguing for greater public rights. They were joined by a few of their male

counterparts, most prominently Frederick Douglass. A few southern African American leaders,

including Abraham H. Galloway and James E. O’Hara from North Carolina, supported women’s

rights. Even for those who supported women’s rights, however, the issue remained tied to the

movement for racial equality. In both the North and the South, the security of racial privilege allowed

middle-class white women to see gender as something distinct from race and led them to separate from

themen of their communities to agitate for their own rights. Such a strategymade less sense toAfrican-

American women because their own well-being so clearly rose and fell with that of the race as a whole.
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This did not mean, however, that black women remained silent on these issues. As Gilmore shows in

Gender and Jim Crow, black women actually began mobilizing for equal rights and the vote in North

Carolina before white women. But in doing so, they were careful not to jeopardize the political and

economic goals of theirmenfolk. See also Carby,ReconstructingWomanhood;Higginbotham,Righteous

Discontent; Horton, ‘‘Freedom’s Yoke’’; and Martin, The Mind of Frederick Douglass. For James E.

O’Hara and Abraham H. Galloway, see Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers, pp. 81–2, 164.

27 For references to taxes and military service, see Raleigh Journal of Freedom, 30 Sept. 1865, 7 Oct.

1865; and Raleigh Semi-Weekly Record, 2 Sept. 1865. See also Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers, pp. 60,

106, 110, 156 for military service; 36, 40, 201 for labor; and 18 for taxes.

28 Quotes from Raleigh Journal of Freedom, 7 Oct. 1865; and R. Alexander, North Carolina Faces the

Freedmen, 102. See also Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers, 88; Petition of the Freedmen in the Trent

Settlement to Thaddeus Stevens, in Padgett, ‘‘Reconstruction Letters from North Carolina: Part 1,’’

185–7.

29 Quote from Raleigh Journal of Freedom, 14 Oct. 1865.

30 Quotes from Moses M. Hester et al. to William W. Holden, 9 Oct. 1868, and Silas L. Curtis et al. to

William W. Holden, 11 Oct. 1868, both in Holden Papers. Hodes, in ‘‘The Sexualization of

Reconstruction Politics,’’ also argues that the Klan targeted households, raped women, and sexually

mutilated black men specifically to ‘‘unman’’ black men and thus push them out of the political

arena. Contemporary and secondary accounts not only testify to the role of the Klan and other

vigilante actions against African Americans in destroying the Republican party but also emphasize

that it sought to do so by targeting and destroying black households; see Evans, Ballots and Fence

Rails, pp. 69–73; Olsen, ‘‘The Ku Klux Klan’’; Testimony Taken by the Joint Select Committee to

Inquire into the Condition of Affairs in the Late Insurrectionary States; Tourgée, The Invisible Empire;

and Trelease, White Terror.

31 Petition by thirty-four Halifax County freedmen to Elihu Benjamin Washburne, in Padgett,

‘‘Reconstruction Letters from North Carolina: Part 4,’’ 395–6. For African-American emigration

from the South, see Cohen, At Freedom’s Edge; Painter, Exodusters; and Reidy, From Slavery to

Agrarian Capitalism, pp. 181–84, 230–32.

32 JohnW. Johnson to Curtis H. Brogden, 1876, Curtis H. Brogden, Governor’s Papers, North Carolina

Department of Archives and History, Raleigh NCDAH. For Granville County’s black military

company, see State v. Hughes et al., 1874, Criminal Action Papers, Granville County; and Oxford

Torchlight, 1 Apr. 1879. For black militias elsewhere, see Evans, Ballots and Fence Rails, pp. 101–2,

138–9; Foner, Freedom’s Lawmakers, pp. 119, 131, 223; and Reidy, From Slavery to Agrarian

Capitalism, pp. 205, 219.

Questions to consider

. How were the terms ‘‘privilege’’ and ‘‘protection’’ used by North Carolina

conservatives? What did the distinction between them imply?

. What does Edwards’s work suggest about the complicated intersection of blacks and

poor whites during Reconstruction?

. Thinking back to Part XI, how did ideas about gender shape the political language and

policy of Reconstruction in North Carolina?

. Additionally, how did conceptions of families shape conceptions of politics after the

Civil War? In what ways do ‘‘family values’’ continue to affect the electoral discourse?
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Chapter 33

Reconstruction: Primary Sources

Letter to Sarah Shaw

Lydia Maria Child

The ending of slavery in 1865 represented the realization of a lifelong dream for

abolitionist activist Lydia Maria Child. Yet Child could not help but be disturbed by what

she saw happening in the South in the year following Appomattox. In this letter to Sarah

Blake Sturgis Shaw, the militant abolitionist and mother of the slain Robert Gould Shaw

(who figures prominently in the 1989 film Glory), Child surveys the political situation and

presents her views. How compelling do you regard her assertion that President

Johnson is mistaken to continue the course of Abraham Lincoln?

Lydia Maria Child, ‘‘To Sarah Shaw,’’ in Lydia Maria Child: Selected Letters, 1817–1880, eds.,

Milton Meltzer, Patricia G. Holland, and Francine Krasno (Amherst: University of Massachusetts

Press, 1982), p. 463

Wayland, Sep. 7’th, 1866.

Darling Sarah,

[ . . . ]

You ask me what I would have Congress do. In the first place, I think they ought to have

done something to diminish the inflated currency of the country, which is having such an

unsettling and demoralizing influence. In the next place, I was vexed and grieved, beyond

measure, that they voted themselves such a large additional salary. They couldn’t have put a

worse weapon into the hands of Johnson’s party; besides, I hold it to be wrong in itself, and

dangerous as a precedent, for men to vote how much they themselves shall take out of the

public treasury. Thirdly, they ought to have repealed the power to grant amnesty, with which

they endowed Abraham Lincoln.1 Lincoln had a good motive for offering amnesty; for he

wanted to use it as a means of winning over rebels. But when the war was ended, by their defeat,



there was no longer any good use to be made of amnesty. Andy Johnson has made use of it, not

to lure rebels back to loyalty, but to encourage traitors in persistent treason; and Congress have

done nothing to stop his doing it. They ought to have confiscated the lands of rich rebels and

opened the way for freedmen to procure portions of the land on easy terms.2 Under Johnson

policy, the old slave holding nabobs hold their thousands of acres, and will not let the freedmen

have an acre. If the lands had been confiscated, and sold at low prices, it would also have done

more than anything else to gain over the poor whites to the side of the US; and the sale would

have helped considerably toward paying the national debt, while it would at the same time have

done justice to two much wronged classes. However, I stand by Congress, because they

have done a great deal that is good, and because there is nothing else to stand by.

Was there ever such a braying Ass as Johnson? I think that wily fox, Seward encourages him to

bray, on purpose to disgust the people, and so give himself a chance to saddle and ride the new

party. To think of a man like H.W. Beecher lending himself to the unprincipled schemes of that

tippling traitor, that boozy boaster, that devilish demagogue!3 What can be his motive? I don’t

thinkhe is ‘‘one of the devilsunaccountables,’’ but he is certainly one of theLord’sunaccountables.

Notes

1 Both Lincoln and Johnson had offered full pardon to all but a few Confederates. Early in 1866

Congress adopted a Reconstruction program that took away Johnson’s emergency powers and made

Congress supreme in this matter.

2 The abolitionists urged a land confiscation policy, but Congress, the president, and the army would all

fail to develop a sound land policy for the blacks. By the end of 1867 the chance to put through land

reform in the South had faded.

3 Radical abolitionists by now were squarely opposed to Johnson’s Reconstruction policies, but some

moderate Republicans who feared risking a split in their party still tagged along with the president.

The Freedmen’s Bureau

Margaret Mitchell

Margaret Mitchell (1900–49) was literally and figuratively a child of the South. Her 1936

novel Gone with the Wind – a book that is at least as much about Reconstruction as it is

the Civil War – remains the most famous book written by an American in the twentieth

century, and the film version is arguably the most beloved of all time. Significantly, the

only story that could challenge its appeal – the one it supplanted, in fact – was Harriet

Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin. Mitchell accomplished what Stowe’s Southern

contemporaries could not provide: a compelling alternative view of the region that

made Southern whites the victims, not the perpetrators, of injustice. And despite the

efforts of some very determined people in the academy and elsewhere, Mitchell’s view

continues to inform – perhaps even dominate – the national understanding of the war

and its aftermath. Consider, as you read, what Mitchell’s strategies are here and in what

ways they are effective.

Margaret Mitchell, Gone with the Wind (New York: Macmillan, 1936), pp. 655–6.
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[ . . . ] freedom became a never-ending picnic, a barbecue every day of the week, a carnival of

idleness and theft and insolence. Country negroes flocked into the cities, leaving the rural

districts without labor to make the crops. Atlanta was crowded with them and still they came by

the hundreds, lazy and dangerous as a result of the new doctrines being taught them. Packed

into squalid cabins, smallpox, typhoid and tuberculosis broke out among them. Accustomed to

the care of their mistresses when they were ill in slave days, they did not know how to nurse

themselves or their sick. Relying upon their masters in the old days to care for their aged and

their babies, they now had no sense of responsibility for their helpless. And the Bureau was far

too interested in political matters to provide the care the plantation owners had once given.

Abandoned negro children ran like frightened animals about the town until kind-hearted

white people took them into their kitchens to raise. Aged country darkies, deserted by their

children, bewildered and panic stricken in the bustling town, sat on the curbs and cried to the

ladies who passed: ‘‘Mistis, please Ma’m, write mah old Marster down in Fayette County dat

Ah’s up hyah. He’ll come tek dis ole nigger home agin. ’Fo Gawd, Ah done got nuff of dis

freedom!’’

The Freedmen’s Bureau, overwhelmed by the numbers who poured in upon them, realized

too late a part of the mistake and tried to send them back to their former owners. They told the

negroes that if they would go back, they would go as free workers, protected by written

contracts specifying wages by the day. The old darkies went back to the plantations gladly,

making a heavier burden than ever on the poverty-stricken planters who had not the heart to

turn them out, but the young ones remained in Atlanta. They did not want to be workers of any

kind, anywhere. Why work when the belly is full?

For the first time in their lives the negroes were able to get all the whisky they might want. In

slave days, it was something they never tasted except at Christmas, when each one received a

‘‘drap’’ along with his gift. Now they had not only the Bureau agitators and the Carpetbaggers

urging them on, but the incitement of whisky as well, and outrages were inevitable. Neither life

nor property was safe from them and the white people, unprotected by law, were terrorized.

Men were insulted on the streets by drunken blacks, houses and barns were burned at night,

horses and cattle and chickens stolen in broad daylight, crimes of all varieties were committed

and few of the perpetrators were brought to justice.

But these ignominies and dangers were as nothing compared with the peril of white women,

many bereft by the war of male protection, who lived alone in the outlying districts and on

lonely roads. It was the large number of outrages on women and the ever-present fear for the

safety of their wives and daughters that drove Southern men to cold and trembling fury and

caused the Ku Klux Klan to spring up overnight. And it was against this nocturnal organization

that the newspapers of the North cried out most loudly, never realizing the tragic necessity that

brought it into being. The North wanted every member of the Ku Klux hunted down and

hanged, because they had dared take the punishment of crime into their own hands at a time

when the ordinary processes of law and order had been overthrown by the invaders.

Here was the astonishing spectacle of half a nation attempting, at the point of bayonet, to

force upon the other half the rule of negroes, many of them scarcely one generation out of the

African jungles. The vote must be given to them but it must be denied to most of their former

owners. The South must be kept down and disfranchisement of the whites was one way to keep

the South down. Most of those who had fought for the Confederacy, held office under it or

given aid and comfort to it were not allowed to vote, had no choice in the selection of their

public officials and were wholly under the power of an alien rule. Many men, thinking soberly

of General Lee’s words and example, wished to take the oath, become citizens again and forget

the past. But they were not permitted to take it. Others who were permitted to take the oath,
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hotly refused to do so, scorning to swear allegiance to a government which was deliberately

subjecting them to cruelty and humiliation.

Scarlett heard over and over until she could have screamed at the repetition: ‘‘I’d have taken

their damned oath right after the surrender if they’d acted decent. I can be restored to the

Union, but by God, I can’t be reconstructed into it!’’

To the Reader

Thomas Dixon

Gone with the Wind continues to be a landmark reading experience of American girls.

But when Margaret Mitchell was a girl, the book she cherished was Thomas Dixon’s

1905 novel The Clansman (sequel to his equally popular The Leopard’s Spots published

in 1902 – the title referred to a belief that African Americans, no less than other

predators, were incapable of changing their essential natures). The two books were the

inspiration for D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation (1915), a film hailed as a landmark in the

history of cinema and denounced as the most racist film ever made. In this introductory

note to The Clansman, Dixon explains that the Ku Klux Klan emerged amid the chaos

that followed Lincoln’s assassination and the aggressive designs of people like Thaddeus

Stevens, the Radical Republican US Senator from Pennsylvania. How would you

describe his perspective?

The Ku Klux Klan was first organized in 1866 by former Confederate General

Nathan Bedford Forrest as an organization to protect the rights of white Southerners.

Forrest denounced the Klan’s evolution into a terrorist organization, and dissolved it

(an act referred to here), but it carried on, in a secret and decentralized fashion. In the

early twentieth century, the Klan revived – some attribute its resurgence to Birth of a

Nation – and widened its scope to include hatred of Catholics, Jews, and immigrants,

and made major incursions into Midwestern states like Indiana. How would you

compare the portrayal here to the one you typically hear about?

Thomas Dixon, ‘‘To the Reader,’’ in The Clansman (1905) n.p.

‘‘The Clansman’’ is the second book of a series of historical novels planned on the Race

Conflict. ‘‘The Leopard’s Spots’’ was the statement in historical outline of the conditions from

the enfranchisement of the Negro to his disfranchisement.

‘‘The Clansman’’ develops the true story of the ‘‘Ku Klux Klan Conspiracy,’’ which

overturned the Reconstruction régime.

The organisation was governed by the Grand Wizard Commander-in-Chief, who lived at

Memphis, Tennessee. The Grand Dragon commanded a State, the Grand Titan a

Congressional District, the Grand Giant a County, and the Grand Cyclops a Township

Den. The twelve volumes of Government reports on the famous Klan refer chiefly to events

which occurred after 1870, the date of its dissolution.

The chaos of blind passion that followed Lincoln’s assassination is inconceivable to-day. The

Revolution it produced in our Government, and the bold attempt of Thaddeus Stevens to
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Africanise ten great states of the American Union, read now like tales from ‘‘The Arabian

Nights.’’

I have sought to preserve in this romance both the letter and the spirit of this remarkable

period. The men who enact the drama of fierce revenge into which I have woven a double love-

story are historical figures. I have merely changed their names without taking a liberty with any

essential historic fact.

In the darkest hour of the life of the South, when her wounded people lay helpless amid rags

and ashes under the beak and talon of the Vulture, suddenly from the mists of the mountains

appeared a white cloud the size of a man’s hand. It grew until its mantle of mystery enfolded

the stricken earth and sky. An ‘‘Invisible Empire’’ had risen from the field of Death and

challenged the Visible to mortal combat.

How the young South, led by the reincarnated souls of the Clansmen of Old Scotland, went

forth under this cover and against overwhelming odds, daring exile, imprisonment, and a

felon’s death, and saved the life of a people, forms one of the most dramatic chapters in the

history of the Aryan race.

Thomas Dixon, jr.

Dixondale, Va., December 14, 1904.

Account of a Ku Klux Klan Visit

Emeline Brumfield

Emeline Brumfield was caring for her rheumatoid 64-year-old husband, Abraham, when

the Ku Klux Klan came knocking. Naturally, she and her husband were terrified. But as

this undated account suggests, some recipients of racial hatred were willing to stand

their ground. In this story, at least, the would-be victim gets the last word.

Emeline Brumfeld, We Are Your Sisters: Black Women in the Nineteenth Century, ed. Dorothy

Sterling (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 1984), p. 349.

[ . . . ]

They came to my house some time in March. Mr. Brumfield had been lying out for four

weeks; he came in all swelled up, and told me to make poultices and poultice his arms and

shoulders, and I did, and he laid down, and I laid on two chairs before the fire until midnight,

and then his poultice got cold, and he told me to warm it, and when I did, he says, ‘‘Now, you

go and lay down.’’ I went to bed and was woke up by the alarm of the dog. I seed persons

coming up through the woods, running and I says ‘‘Ku-Klux! Ku-Klux!’’ and he just throwed

the house ’twixt him and them and run back for the fence. They called for Brumfield, and

I says, ‘‘Brumfield ain’t here,’’ and a man that had come up says, ‘‘You’re a God-damned liar.’’

I throwed open the door and says, ‘‘If I am a God-damned liar, you may come in and get him.’’

He said ‘‘Now, you have got to tell me where he is; if you don’t I will blow your God-damned

brains out.’’ I says, ‘‘Then you will have me to shoot tonight.’’
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Part XV

Memory

Plate 17 Early Memory: (Union) flag-raising at Fort Sumter, South Carolina, April 14, 1865 – the

fourth anniversary of the fall of the fort to Confederates. Civil War commemoration began even before

the war ended, and has shown no sign of ebbing. (Prints and Photographs Division, Library of Congress)



Chapter 34

Quarrel Forgotten or Revolution
Remembered? Reunion and Race in the
Memory of the Civil War, 1875–1913

David W. Blight

One of the most prominent features on the landscape of the historical profession in the

closing decades of the twentieth century was the scholarly subdiscipline that has come

to be known as Memory. Scholars of Memory are less interested in describing events of

the past per se than in exploring accounts of those events – how they were made,

contested, and revised over time. As such, Memory is part of a broader current in

American culture generally known as Postmodernism – a movement which, among

other things, places a new emphasis on the old, in ways that range from classical accents

in public architecture to the sampling of old hits in hip-hop songs.

For American historians, there has been no more fertile field for Memory than

the Civil War. Indeed, you might say it has become a battleground in its own right. Yet to

Yale historian David Blight, a man who has devoted his career to the collective memory

of African Americans, that battle began long before the twentieth century. In fact, it

began before the war even ended. In this essay, forerunner to his magisterial 2001 book

Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory, Blight traces some of the sharp –

and twisted – stretches in the long road from Appomattox.

David Blight, ‘‘Quarrel Forgotten or Revolution Remembered? Reunion and Race in the

Memory of the Civil War, 1875–1913,’’ in Union and Emancipation: Essay on Politics and Race in

the Civil War Era (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 1997), pp. 151–79. With permission of

The Kent State University Press.

It’s gonna hurt now, anything dead coming back to life hurts.

Amy Denver to Sethe, while helping deliver Sethe’s baby, somewhere along

the Ohio River during the 1850s, in Toni Morrison’s Beloved, 1987



I believe that the struggle for life is the order of the world . . . if it is our business to fight, the book

for the army is a war-song, not a hospital sketch.

Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., ‘‘A Soldier’s Faith,’’ 1895

Americans . . . have the most remarkable ability to alchemize all bitter truths into an innocuous but

piquant confection and to transform their moral contradictions, or public discussion of such

contradictions into a proud decoration, such as are given for heroism on the field of battle.

James Baldwin, ‘‘Many Thousands Gone,’’ 1951

The historical memory of a people, a nation, or any aggregate evolves over time in relation to

present needs and ever-changing contexts. Societies and the groups within them remember and

use history as a source of coherence and identity, as a means of contending for power or place,

and as a means of controlling access to whatever becomes normative in society. For better and

worse, social memories – ceaselessly constructed versions of a group past – are the roots of

identity formation. In spite of all we would like to think we have learned about how culture is

invented, and how heritage is a social construct that ultimately defies fixed definition, people

jealously seek to own their pasts. The post-1989 world has demonstrated this dilemma with

tragic consequences. As historian John Gillis has aptly put it, ‘‘identities and memories are not

things we think about, but things we think with.’’1 As such, the historical, in the form of social

memory, becomes political.

The study of historical memory might be defined, therefore, as the study of cultural

struggle, of contested truths, interpretations, moments, events, epochs, rituals, or even texts in

history that thresh out rival versions of the past which are in turn put to the service of the

present. As recent events in world politics, curriculum debates, national and international

commemorations and anniversaries have shown, historical memories can be severely

controlled, can undergo explosive liberation or redefinition from one generation, or even

one year, to the next. The social, political, and psychological stakes of historical memory can be

high. The ‘‘public’’ that consumes history is vast, and the marketplace turbulent. Like it

or not, we live in an era in which the impulse to teach the young to have an open sense of

history is not enough; that sensibility will be challenged. The pragmatic, questioning sense

of history will encounter social memory – in the classroom, at the international negotiating

table, at the movies, and in the streets. This dilemma desperately calls for trained historians

seeking evidence, demanding verification, offering reasoned explanations of events. But the

truth is that historians, and their cousins in related disciplines, are only playing one part in this

drama. As Natalie Zemon Davis and Randolph Starn, among others, have cautioned,

‘‘whenever memory is invoked we should be asking: by whom, where, in which context, against

what?’’2

As the 1990 PBS film series ‘‘The Civil War,’’ by Ken Burns, demonstrated once again, one

of the most vexing questions in the formation of American historical memory has been to

understand the meaning and memory of the Civil War. The Civil War itself has long been the

object of widespread nostalgia and the subject of durable mythmaking in both North and

South. In the final episode of the film series scant attention is paid to the complicated story of

Reconstruction. The consequences of this American Iliad are only briefly assessed as viewers

(likely quite taken by an artistically brilliant and haunting film) are ushered from the surrender

at Appomattox through some fleeting discussion of Reconstruction politics, past Ulysses

S. Grant’s final prophecy of an ‘‘era of great harmony,’’ to Joseph E. Johnston’s bareheaded

encounter with pneumonia and quick death after attending the funeral in 1891 of his former

376 memory



battlefield rival, William Tecumseh Sherman, and finally to that irresistible footage of the old

veterans at the 1913 and 1938 Gettysburg Blue–Gray reunions. Along the way, the narrative is

punctuated by the Mississippi writer Shelby Foote informing us that the war ‘‘made us an is’’ (a
reference to how the United States ‘‘is’’ rather than ‘‘are’’ became a common expression) and

by historian Barbara Fields reminding us of William Faulkner’s claim that history is ‘‘not a was

but an is.’’ The film does leave one with a sense that the Civil War was an event with lasting

significance for the entire world, that the past and the present inform, even flow into, one

another, and that legacies have power over us. But it is a point made as much with feeling,

with music and sentiment, as it is with historical analysis. The ‘‘Blue’’ and the ‘‘Gray’’ – men

out of a distant past, who were once such familiar images at American train stations and on

town greens – became television images for the first time. They charmed millions of late-

twentieth-century viewers, their very presence at those picturesque reunions declaring that the

nation had survived all the carnage in the previous episodes. They looked at us reassuringly as

narrator David McCullough announces: ‘‘the war was over.’’3

‘‘The Civil War’’ is epic history converted into superb television. The series always

moves and instructs its varied audiences; it leaves indelible sounds and images in the hearts

and minds of viewers, and it teaches that the Civil War was a terrible passage through which

Americans emerged forever changed. Among the broad populace of history enthusiasts, and

in American and international classrooms, that film series is now the base of popular memory

about the Civil War. I have used this film series with many American students, as well as with

German students at the University of Munich. The reactions of German students were

especially interesting. They typically asked questions like: why are there so many sunsets and

moonrises in this film? Why is it so ‘‘sentimental’’? Some actually brought in their own

personal collections of Civil War ballad music or Negro spirituals. One student said ‘‘The

Battle Hymn of the Republic’’ had always been one of his favorite songs along with those of

Elvis Presley and Jimi Hendrix. But another German student asked me whether Americans had

ever considered comparing the devastation and sense of loss in their Civil War with that of the

Thirty Years’ War in Europe? To the latter question, a stretched analogy, I had to answer that

most Americans have never heard of the Thirty Years’ War. Sometimes, perspective is all.

Burns touched many heartstrings, and left some puzzlement among European viewers of his

film as well.

But some of these questions go to the heart of another problem: the American tendency

toward claims of exceptionalism and consensus in our historical consciousness. At the annual

meeting of the Association for the Study of Negro Life and History, in Durham, North

Carolina, in October 1961, John Hope Franklin reflected at length on the meaning of Civil War

memory. He worried about the persistent American tendency to dissolve the conflict at the

base of the war, and to constantly drum it into a ‘‘common unifying experience.’’ Franklin

characterized the semicentennial commemoration of the war (1911–15) as a time when the

nation collectively found it ‘‘convenient to remember that slavery had been abolished and to

forget that the doctrine of the superiority of the white race was as virulent as ever.’’ Moreover,

he characterized the centennial under way in 1961 as a ‘‘national circus,’’ and a public cultural

outpouring with a ‘‘studied lack of appreciation for the implications of the victory at

Appomattox.’’4 An ever troubled past flowed, indeed, into an ever sovereign present.

On one level, the ending of Burns’s remarkable film series offers a vivid reminder of just how

much interpretations of the Civil War provide an index of our political culture, of how much

the central issues of the war – union and slavery, reunion and racial equality, diversity as the

definition of America or as the source of its unraveling – remain for each succeeding generation

of Americans to grapple with. However, on another level, the ending of the film offers many
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Americans the legacy they find most appealing: the rapid transition from the veteran just

returned to his farm, standing on a corn wagon in 1865 (almost an image of a horn of plenty), to

the 1913 Gettysburg reunion is the stuff of earnest nostalgia, and it makes good fast-forward

history. As Richard Slotkin has written, ‘‘Burns evokes as well as anyone the paradoxical and

complex emotion of Civil War nostalgia, in which one recognizes the awful tragedy of the war,

yet somehow misses it.’’ In American collective memory, sectional reconciliation virtually

required that some of the deeper tragedies of that conflict be ‘‘missed.’’ Such an ending (in

Burns’s film) becomes transhistorical in American social memory: the time between the real

battle of Gettysburg and its fiftieth anniversary reunion is at once a great distance and no

distance at all. Time itself can be transcended; and in those mystical exchanges between

gracious old veterans on what seem ancient battlefields, one can entertain the notion that

American history endures all traumas in its troubled but inexorable path of progress, and that

the day may arrive when there will no longer be any need to think historically about long-term

consequences. Abraham Lincoln’s haunting passage about the ‘‘mystic chords of memory,

stretching from every battlefield and patriot grave . . . ’’ had, indeed, swelled ‘‘the chorus of the

Union,’’ and conquered time itself. The pleading poetry in Lincoln’s First Inaugural Address

in 1861 (from which Burns takes his title for the final episode, ‘‘The Better Angels of Our

Nature’’) was delivered, of course, in the midst of crisis and on the brink of war. But the deeper

conflicts and contradictions buried in the new ‘‘patriot graves’’ (after the Civil War) could be

finely displaced, comfortably forgotten, and truly ‘‘mystic’’ as Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain,

the hero of Little Round Top at the battle of Gettysburg (and one of Burns’s principal

‘‘characters’’), describes the 1913 reunion as a ‘‘transcendental experience’’ and a ‘‘radiant

fellowship of the fallen.’’ American history had ‘‘progressed’’ through Reconstruction, the

Gilded Age, the myriad crises of the 1890s, vicious racial violence, unprecedented labor strife, a

short foreign war with Spain, massive urbanization and industrialization to be a society divided

by a racial apartheid and seething with ethnic pluralism on the eve of World War I. Rarely was

there a more confirming context for William Dean Howells’s turn-of-the-century assertion

that ‘‘what the American public always wants is a tragedy with a happy ending.’’5

Explanations of the meaning and memory of the Civil War – whether expressed in fiction,

monuments, historiography, the movies, politics, journalism, public schooling, veterans’

organizations, the strongly gendered attractions of war-gaming, tourism, or reenactments –

have, intentionally or not, provided a means of assessing the elusive question of national self-

definition in America. Such constructions of the memory of our most divisive event have also

reflected the persistent dilemma of race in public policy, as well as our ongoing challenge to

build one political structure that can encompass the interests of the many. By and large, the

legions of Americans who transmit a fascination for the Civil War across generations still prefer

the drama of the immediate event to discussions of causes and consequences; they continue to

be enthralled with the fight as much as, if not more than, with its meanings. This is, of course,

partly a measure of human nature, of audiences, and of public tastes for history generally.

Burns effectively mixed the broad military struggle with the voices of ordinary people and the

perspectives of local communities. The influence of the new social history is altogether

apparent in the film. We learn that the Civil War was a ruthless and all-encompassing

experience in places like Clarksville, Tennessee, and Deer Isle, Maine. We hear the common

soldier’s syntax and the war’s meaning interpreted from the diaries of ordinary women. Burns

put slavery and emancipation at the center of the wartime story; Frederick Douglass’s

compelling voice commands attention at several turning points in the narrative. Emancipated

slaves are real people, and they too help to tell the story. But in the end, the film series is still a

narrative about the making and consequences of war (and the horror and destruction are
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unmistakable), told from headquarters and the perspectives of larger-than-life individuals. The

legends of such figures as Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, Nathan Bedford Forrest, William

Tecumseh Sherman, and Lincoln himself are well preserved in Burns’s self-conscious attempt

at documentary epic. For Burns, as a filmmaker/historian, all of these were, of course, artistic

as well as historical choices; at times he simply created what works best on film, with a clear

artifice in mind.6

For Americans broadly, the Civil War has been a defining event upon which we have often

imposed unity and continuity; as a culture, we have preferred its music and pathos to its

enduring challenges, the theme of reconciled conflict to resurgent, unresolved legacies. We

have displaced complicated consequences by endlessly focusing on the contest itself. We have

sometimes lifted ourselves out of historical time, above the details, and rendered the war safe in

a kind of Passover offering as we watch the Blue and the Gray veterans shake hands across the

little stone walls at Gettysburg. Like stone monuments, monumental films, as well as some

monumental books, are sometimes as much about forgetting as they are about remembering.

Deeply embedded in an American mythology of mission, and serving as a mother lode of

nostalgia for antimodernists and military history buffs, the Civil War remains very difficult to

shuck from its shell of sentimentalism. Historian Nina Silber has demonstrated how

‘‘a sentimental rubric took hold of the reunion process’’ during the three decades after the war.

Indeed, Silber shows how gender (conceptions of manliness and femininity, and the popular

literary ritual of intersectional marriage) provided a principal source of metaphor and imagery

through which sectional reconciliation was achieved.7

Through scholarship and schooling, much has changed in recent decades regarding the place

of the black experience in the era of the Civil War. But in the half century after the conflict, as

the sections reconciled, the races increasingly divided. The intersectional wedding that became

such a staple of mainstream popular culture had no interracial counterpart in the popular

imagination. Quite the opposite was the case. So deeply at the root of the war’s causes and

consequences, and so powerful a source of division in American social psychology, ‘‘race’’ –

and its myriad manipulations in American culture – served as the antithesis of a culture of

reconciliation. The memory of slavery, emancipation, and the Fifteenth Amendment never fit

well into a culture in which the Old and New South were romanticized and welcomed back to a

new nationalism. Persistent discussion of the ‘‘Race Problem’’ (or the ‘‘Negro Question’’),

across the political and ideological spectrum at the turn of the century, meant that American

society could not also remember a ‘‘Civil War problem,’’ or a ‘‘Blue–Gray problem.’’

Interpretations of the Civil War in the broad American culture continue to illustrate what

Daniel Aaron meant when he said that, among American writers, the conflict ‘‘has not been so

much unfelt, as it is unfaced.’’ And, if W. E. B. Du Bois was at all correct in his famous 1903

declaration that ‘‘the problem of the twentieth century is the problem of the color line,’’ then

we can begin to see how the problem of ‘‘reunion’’ and the problem of ‘‘race’’ were trapped in a

tragic, mutual dependence.8

The aim of this essay is to suggest in the broadest terms how American culture processed the

meaning and memory of the Civil War and Reconstruction down to World War I, with special

emphasis on these overlapping themes of reunion and race. In this process, black and white

voices spoke both to and completely around each other. In the introduction to the 1991 edition

of Imagined Communities, Benedict Anderson warns us about the delusion of ‘‘shedding’’

ourselves of the problem of nationalism in the modern world. ‘‘The ‘end of an era of

nationalism,’ so long prophesied,’’ writes Anderson, ‘‘is not remotely in sight. Indeed, nation-

ness is the most universally legitimate value in the political life of our time.’’ Moreover, in his

discussion of the function of ‘‘memory and forgetting’’ in the shaping of nationalism, Anderson
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left this telling comment about the American Civil War: ‘‘A vast pedagogical industry works

ceaselessly to oblige young Americans to remember/forget the hostilities of 1861–65 as a great

‘civil’ war between ‘brothers’ rather than between – as they briefly were – two sovereign

nation-states. (We can be sure, however, that if the Confederacy had succeeded in maintaining

its independence, this ‘civil war’ would have been replaced in memory by something quite

unbrotherly.’’9 There may never be an end to nationalism as we know it, just as there is no end

to history. But there are manifest breaks in the process of history, events and commemorations

of those events that expose how we use history.

In ‘‘The New Negro’’ (1925), philosopher Alain Locke believed he discerned one of those

turning points, both in black self-consciousness and in the nation’s race ‘‘problem.’’ And the

change had everything to do with memory and forgetting. ‘‘While the minds of most of us,

black and white, have thus burrowed in the trenches of the Civil War and Reconstruction,’’

wrote Locke, ‘‘the actual march of development has simply flanked these positions,

necessitating a sudden reorientation of view. We have not been watching in the right

direction; set North and South on a sectional axis, we have not noticed the East till the sun has

us blinking’’ (emphasis added). Preoccupied in remembering/forgetting the war as a North–

South fight, mired in the increasingly nostalgic details of a heroic war in a lost past, American

culture had lost sight of what the fight had been all about. Time would tell whether Locke’s

optimism about a new generation of blacks’ ‘‘spiritual coming of age’’ would be a solution to or

an evasion of these problems in American historical memory, whether the blinking of a new era

would turn to collective insight.10 For more than two decades before Locke wrote, the reform

fervor of the Progressive era, with its quests for order, honesty, and efficiency, and its impulse

against monopolism, compelled Americans to look inward and forward, but they did so in a

culture full of sentimentalized remembrance. Moreover, for at least the same twenty years,

black thinkers had been fashioning definitions of the ‘‘New Negro’’ for the new century. But

what would be the place of ‘‘New Negroes’’ at Blue–Gray reunions in the land of Jim Crow? In

a society inexorably looking ahead, the culture of sectional reconciliation would force millions,

consciously or not, to avert their eyes.

The chronological reach of this essay is long, and large aspects of the topic will, therefore,

have to be left to later explorations. Such aspects include the impact of popular literature (the

‘‘plantation school’’) on Northern readers and editors in the late nineteenth century, the post-

Reconstruction generation of black and white writers who wrote directly and indirectly about

the legacies of the Civil War and emancipation, the myriad ways sectional politics and the

emergence of Jim Crow (in law and life) melded into an uneasy national consensus from

the 1880s to World War I, and the cultural nostalgia rooted in the alienation born of rapid

industrialization.11 I have selected two ways to demonstrate the dialectic between race and

reunion as the memory of the Civil War evolved in American culture: first, an encounter

between two major African American leaders, Alexander Crummell and Frederick Douglass,

over how blacks should best remember slavery and the Civil War; and second, the 1913 fiftieth

anniversary Blue–Gray reunion at Gettysburg as a ritual of national reconciliation, an event

in which race, black participation in the war, indeed the very idea of slavery as cause and

emancipation as result of the warmight be said to be thunderously conspicuous by their absence.

In 1875, as the march away from radicalism and protection of African American rights

threatened to become a full retreat, Frederick Douglass gave a Fourth of July speech in

Washington, DC, entitled ‘‘The Color Question.’’ Events, both personal and national, had cast

a pall over the normally sanguine Douglass, forcing him to reflect in racialized terms on the

American Centennial, which was to be celebrated the following year. The nation, Douglass
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feared, would ‘‘lift to the sky its million voices in one grand Centennial hosanna of peace and

good will to all the white race . . . from gulf to lakes and from sea to sea.’’ As a black citizen, he

dreaded the day when ‘‘this great white race has renewed its vows of patriotism and flowed

back into its accustomed channels.’’ Douglass looked back upon fifteen years of unparalleled

change for his people, worried about the hold of white supremacy on America’s historical

consciousness, and asked the core question in the nation’s struggle over the memory of the

Civil War: ‘‘If war among the whites brought peace and liberty to the blacks, what will peace

among the whites bring?’’12 (emphasis added). For more than a century, through cycles of great

advancement and periods of cynical reaction in American race relations, Douglass’s question in

various forms has echoed through our political culture. Answers to Douglass’s question have

depended, of course, on context – on time, place, one’s positioning along the color line, the

available sources for scholars, access to power, the medium through which the history is

transmitted, and differing revisionist questions and agendas. But always, the answers have

emerged from the struggle over the content, meaning, and uses of the past. John Hope Franklin

recognized this in a 1979 essay on what he describes as the ‘‘enormous influence’’ of the

combination of Thomas Dixon’s novel The Clansman (1905), D. W. Griffith’s film Birth of a

Nation (1915), and Claude Bowers’s popular history The Tragic Era (1928), all produced within

the first three decades of the twentieth century. Franklin’s analysis of how history can be used

as ‘‘propaganda’’ in the shaping of a nation’s memory of itself echoed Ralph Ellison’s poignant

comment during the same year (1979). Nothing in our past, said Ellison, like the question of

race in the story of the Civil War and Reconstruction had ever caused Americans to be so

‘‘notoriously selective in the exercise of historical memory.’’13 All practice of historical memory

formation is, of course, selective. How some selections become or remain dominant, taking on

mythic dimensions, and others do not is the tale to be told.

The 1880s were a pivotal decade in the development of traditions and social memories of the

Civil War. The ‘‘Lost Cause’’ in the South, as well as a growing willingness among

Northerners to embrace sectional reconciliation, underwent cultural transformation. The

situation among black intellectuals was similar; an index of their struggle over how and if to

remember slavery and the Civil War era can be found in a debate between Alexander Crummell

and Frederick Douglass. Then as now, no single persuasion controlled African American

thought; black social memories were often as diverse as were debates within the Grand Army of

the Republic (GAR) or among advocates of the Lost Cause tradition. As editors, ministers,

community leaders, or writers, black intellectuals in the late nineteenth century were as

compelled as anyone else to engage in what became an intraracial debate over the meaning and

best uses of the age of emancipation. The contours of such debates were established well before

Booker T. Washington and W. E. B. Du Bois came to embody the classic division in black

thought over historical consciousness and political strategies.14

At Storer College, in Harpers Ferry, West Virginia, on May 30, 1885 (Memorial Day),

Alexander Crummell, one of the most accomplished and well-traveled black intellectuals of the

nineteenth century, gave a commencement address to the graduates of that black college, which

had been founded for freedmen at the end of the Civil War. Crummell, an Episcopal priest,

educated at the abolitionist Oneida Institute in Upstate New York and at Cambridge

University in England in the 1840s, had spent nearly twenty years as a missionary and an

advocate of African nationalism in Liberia (1853–71). Crummell later considered the Storer

address, entitled ‘‘The Need of New ideas and New Aims for a New Era,’’ to be the most

important he ever gave. Although Crummell could not resist acknowledging that Harpers

Ferry was a setting ‘‘full of the most thrilling memories in the history of our race,’’ his aim was

to turn the new generation of blacks, most of whom would have been born during the Civil
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War, away from dwelling ‘‘morbidly and absorbingly upon the servile past,’’ and toward an

embrace of the urgent economic and moral ‘‘needs of the present.’’ As a minister and

theologian, and as a social conservative, Crummell was concerned not only with racial uplift –

his ultimate themes were family, labor, industrial education, and moral values – but with the

unburdening of blacks from what he believed was the debilitating, painful memory of slavery.

Crummell made a careful distinction between memory and recollection. Memory, he

contended, was a passive, unavoidable, often essential part of group consciousness;

recollection, on the other hand, was active, a matter of choice and selection, and dangerous

in excess. ‘‘What I would fain have you guard against,’’ he told the graduates, ‘‘is not the

memory of slavery, but the constant recollection of it.’’ Such recollection, Crummell

maintained, would only degrade racial progress in the Gilded Age; for him, unmistakably,

‘‘duty lies in the future.’’15

Prominent in the audience that day at Harpers Ferry (probably in the front row or on the

stage) was Frederick Douglass, whom Crummell described as his ‘‘neighbor’’ from

Washington, DC. According to Crummell’s own account, his call to reorient African

American consciousness from the past to the future met with Douglass’s ‘‘emphatic and most

earnest protest.’’ Douglass rose to the occasion, as he did so many times in the 1880s on one

anniversary or Memorial Day after another, to assert an African-American/abolitionist

memory of the Civil War era, which almost always included an abiding reminder of the nature

and significance of slavery.16 No verbatim account of what Douglass said at Harpers Ferry

survives; but several other speeches from the 1880s offer a clear picture of what the former

abolitionist may have said. Douglass and Crummell shared a sense of the dangers and

limitations of social memory, especially for a group that had experienced centuries of slavery.

A healthy level of forgetting, said Douglass, was ‘‘Nature’s plan of relief.’’ But in season and

out, Douglass insisted that whatever the psychological need for avoiding the woeful legacy of

slavery, it would resist all human effort to suppress it. The history of black Americans, he said

many times in the 1880s, could ‘‘be traced like that of a wounded man through a crowd by the

blood.’’17 Better to confront such a history, he believed, than to wait for its resurgence.

Douglass’s many postwar speeches about the memory of the conflict typically began with an

acknowledgment of the need for healing and living. But then he would forcefully call his

audiences to remembrance of the origins and consequences, as well as the sacrifices, of the Civil

War. He would often admit that his own personal memory of slavery was best kept sleeping like

a ‘‘half-forgotten dream.’’ But he despised the politics of forgetting that American culture

seemed to necessitate in the 1880s. ‘‘We are not here to visit upon the children the sins of the

fathers,’’ Douglass told a Memorial Day audience in Rochester, New York, in 1883, ‘‘but we

are here to remember the causes, the incidents, and the results of the late rebellion.’’ Most of

all, Douglass objected to the historical construction that portrayed emancipation as a great

national ‘‘failure’’ or ‘‘blunder.’’ The argument that slavery had protected and nurtured blacks

and that freedom had gradually sent them ‘‘falling into a state of barbarism’’ forced Douglass to

argue for an aggressive use of memory. The problem was not merely the rise of the Lost Cause

myth of Southern virtue and victimization. The problem was ‘‘not confined to the South,’’

declared Douglass in 1888. ‘‘It [the theory of black degeneration coupled with historical

misrepresentations of emancipation and Reconstruction] has gone forth to the North. It has

crossed the ocean. It has gone to Europe, and it has gone as far as the wings of the press, and the

power of speech can carry it. There is no measuring the injury inflicted upon the negro by it.’’18

Such, Douglass understood, were the stakes of conflicts over rival versions of the past, when

combined with sociobiological theories of racial inferiority, and put to the service of the

present. Douglass died the year before the Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court decision. But he
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had lived long enough to peer across the horizon and see the society America was becoming in

the age of Jim Crow. In all discussion of the ‘‘race question’’ in America, Douglass had long

understood that the historical was always political.

Even before the most violent outbreaks of lynching and an increasingly radical racism took

hold in the South, there was good reason to be worried about the uses of the theory of black

degeneration. The theory would eventually be spread widely in popular literature, emerge full-

blown in minstrelsy, film, and cartoons, and, most tellingly, it gained many spokesmen in

academic high places. Produced by historians, statisticians in the service of insurance

companies, and scientists of all manner, a hereditarian and social Darwinist theory of black

capacity fueled racial policies of evasion and repression. By the turn of the century, the

negrophobia practiced in daily conversations among many ordinary whites was now buttressed

by highly developed, academic notions of blacks as a ‘‘vanishing race,’’ destined to lose the

struggle of natural selection.19

In 1900, Dr. Paul B. Barringer, chairman of the medical faculty at the University of Virginia,

gave the keynote address at a major symposium (on heredity and the Southern ‘‘Negro

problem’’) of the Tri-State Medical Society, in Charleston, South Carolina. Barringer began

with a discussion of dog species and habits, and the dangers of ‘‘indiscriminate breeding.’’ He

then found his central theme, the ‘‘habits of a race.’’ Barringer’s clinical analysis of his topic

demonstrates the structure of thought Douglass and others had good reason to fear. ‘‘Let us

apply this biological axiom to the human race, taking as our example . . . the Southern Negro,’’

declared the doctor:

I will show from the study of his racial history (phylogeny) that his late tendency to return to

barbarism is as natural as the return of the sow that is washed to her wallowing in the mire. I will

show that the degradation under which he was formed and the fifty centuries of historically

recorded savagery with which he came to us cannot be permanently influenced by one or two

centuries of enforced correction if the correcting force be withdrawn . . . when the correcting force

of discipline was removed he, like the released planet, began to fall . . . a motion as certain in its

results as the law of gravitation. Fortunately for us experience (history) shows that these savage

traits can be held down, and we have seen that if held down long enough, they will be bred out. In

this one fact lies the hope of the South.

With these words and more, Barringer demonstrated that for the sheer virulence of white

supremacy and racial demagoguery, some academics took no back seat to politicians.

Throughout, his speech mixed social with biological prescriptions. He predicted the worst:

‘‘unless a brake is placed upon the natural ontogeny of this savage, the South will be

uninhabitable for the white.’’ But Barringer preferred to place his hope in ‘‘education of trade

or industrial type’’ for blacks. ‘‘Then and not till then,’’ he concluded, ‘‘will the franchise

become for him [blacks] a reality and the Jim Crow car a memory.’’20

Although black intellectuals were by no means immune to notions of ‘‘race’’ as the source of

group characteristics and traits – such a conception was pervasive in turn-of-the-century

Western thought – they would, as a whole, denounce the Barringers and their ideas. Against

such racism, whether in this vicious, biological form or in a calmer, paternalistic mode, older

memories of emancipation had to contend with newer memories of segregation and lynch mobs

in black communities. Indeed, what African American historical memory faced in the new

century was not only a pedagogical and historiographical consensus about the ‘‘failure’’ of

Reconstruction that seemed to render further discussion of the Fourteenth and Fifteenth

Amendments moot; most bluntly, what the racial equalitarian legacy of the Civil War faced

was, as George Fredrickson has shown, the sense of permanence and determinism in white
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supremacist theory and practice.21 ‘‘Race’’ theory, whether held passively or advanced

aggressively, had everything to do with the way white Americans chose to remember

emancipation, or whether they chose to remember it at all. From such spokesmen as Barringer,

Douglass’s question – what will peace among the whites bring? – received some loud and

terrible answers.

Although Douglass and Crummell had great respect for each other, they spoke during their

Storer confrontation with different agendas, informed by different experiences and

representing different traditions. Crummell had never been a slave; he achieved a classical

education, was a missionary of evangelical Christianity, a thinker of conservative instincts, and

had spent almost the entire Civil War era in West Africa. He returned to the United States

twice during the war to recruit black Americans for possible emigration from America to

Liberia, while Douglass worked aggressively as an advocate of the Union cause, demanded

emancipation, and recruited approximately one hundred members of the Fifty-fourth

Massachusetts black regiment (two of whom were his sons Charles and Lewis). Crummell

represented a paradoxical brand of black nationalism, which survived through Marcus Garvey

and beyond: a combination of Western, European Christian civilizationism and race pride and

purity. Crummell contended that the principal problems faced by American blacks were moral

weakness, self-hatred, and industrial primitiveness. In the 1870s, Crummell became the

founding pastor of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church in Washington, DC, while Douglass became a

regular speaker at the middle-class Metropolitan AME Church in the same city.22

Douglass, the former slave, had established his fame by writing and speaking about the

meaning of slavery; his life’s work and his very identity were inextricably linked to the

transformations of the Civil War. The past made and inspired Douglass; there was no meaning

for him without memory, whatever the consequences of ‘‘recollection.’’ He believed he had

remade himself from slavery to freedom, and he believed that blacks generally had been

regenerated in the Second American Revolution of emancipation and the Civil War. The past

had also made Crummell; but his connection to many of the benchmarks of African American

social memory had been largely distant, and informed by African nationalism and Christian

mission. For Douglass, emancipation and the Civil War were truly felt history, a moral and

legal foundation upon which to demand citizenship and equality. For Crummell, they were the

potentially paralyzing memories to be resisted; they were not the epic to be retold, merely

the source of future needs. Crummell sought to redeem Africa, and to inspire moral values

in the freedpeople by the example of an elite black leadership. Douglass was devoted to the

same values and essentially the same model of leadership; he sought, preeminently, however, to

redeem the civil and political rights promised by the verdicts of Fort Wagner and Appomattox.

Both men believed that the talented had to uplift the ordinary, although they, certainly in

Douglass’s case, had fallen out of touch with much of the material plight of Southern

freedmen. Crummell had tried to be a founding father of Liberia; Douglass dearly wished to

see himself as a founding father of a reinvented American republic. Both were from the same

generation, had traveled far, seen great changes, and, at Storer College, were speaking to the

postfreedom generation. With different reasons and aims, Crummell and Douglass both sought

to teach this new generation how to understand and use the legacy of slavery and the Civil War

era, how to preserve yet destroy the past.

The contrast between them could be overdrawn in the pursuit of dualities in African

American thought. But such a comparison is suggestive of the recurring dilemma of black

intellectuals in American history. Is the black experience in America a racial memory, or is it

thoroughly intertwined with a collective, national memory? Is the core image of the black

experience in America represented by black institutions, cultural forms, and aesthetics that
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have flourished by rejecting American nationalism or European cultural forms, or by the black

Civil War soldier and the Fourteenth Amendment? By Booker T. Washington’s image of the

‘‘hand and the fingers,’’ or by Thurgood Marshall standing on the steps of the Supreme Court

after winning Brown v. Board of Education? In a Garvey-UNIA parade, or in the Selma march?

In Malcolm X at a Harlem street rally, or Martin Luther King at the Lincoln Memorial? Can

there be a single, core image at all? When does it matter how benchmark African American

memories are directly linked to the changing master narratives of American history, and when

does it not? Are there not multiple core images of African American historical memory –

jagged, diverse, regional, rural, and urban? These kinds of questions are, in part, what keeps

African American history at the center of research agendas in the new histories. Dichotomies

have sometimes blurred more truth than they have revealed. All such comparisons – among

scholars or in larger public uses of memory and history – must, of course, be historicized.

However politicized, romanticized, regionalized, or class-based these questions have become in

each succeeding generation, the answers have always been contested and complex. Rival

memories among black thinkers should be treated as equally dynamic as similar struggles in the

larger culture.23

As America underwent vast social changes in the late nineteenth century, and fought a foreign

war in 1898, so too the memory of the Civil War changed as it was transmitted to new

generations. This is a complex story, but one of the principal features of the increasingly

sentimentalized road to reunion was the celebration of the veteran, especially at Blue–Gray

reunions, which became important aspects of popular culture in an age that loved pageantry,

became obsessed with building monuments, and experienced a widespread revival of the

martial ideal.24 A brief focus on the fiftieth anniversary reunion at Gettysburg in 1913 may help

illuminate the relationship of race and reunion in Civil War memory.

As early as 1909 the state of Pennsylvania established a commission and began planning for

the 1913 celebration. In the end, the states appropriated some $1,750,000 to provide free

transportation for veterans from every corner of the country. Pennsylvania alone spent at least

$450,000, and the federal government, through Congress and the War Department,

appropriated approximately $450,000 to build the ‘‘Great Camp’’ for the ‘‘Great Reunion,’’

as it became known. A total of 53,407 veterans attended the reunion, and again as many

spectators were estimated to have descended upon the small town of Gettysburg for the July

1–4 festival of reconciliation.25

The railroad transportation of any Civil War veteran, living anywhere in the United States,

was paid for by public monies. Some one hundred veterans arrived in Gettysburg from

California, ten of them Confederates. Vermont sent 669 men, four of them listed as

Confederates. Nevada and Wyoming were the only states not accounted for at the reunion,

although New Mexico sent only one Union veteran. The whole event was an organizational,

logistical, and financial triumph. Not only did a small army of souvenir salesmen flood the

streets of the town of Gettysburg, but no fewer than forty-seven railroad companies operating

in or through Pennsylvania alone were paid a total of $142,282 for the transportation of

veterans. One hundred fifty-five reporters from the national and international press covered

the event, which was headlined (along with stunning photographs) in most newspapers during

the week of the reunion. Once the old men had arrived in their uniforms, decked out in

ribbons, and graced with silver beards, the tent city on the old battlefield became one of the

most photogenic spectacles Americans had ever seen. For most observers, the veterans were

men out of another time, images from the history beyond memory, icons that stimulated deep

feelings, a sense of pride, history, and idle amusement all at once. They were an irresistible
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medium through which Americans could see their inheritance, and be deflected from it at the

same time.26

Many reunions had been held and a vast array of monuments constructed at Gettysburg long

before 1913. But if social memory on the broadest scale is best forged and transmitted by

performed, ritual commemorations, as many anthropologists have argued, then the memory of

the Civil War as it stood in the general American culture in the early twentieth century never

saw a more fully orchestrated expression than at Gettysburg on the battle’s semicentennial.

The Great Camp, covering 280 acres, serving 688,000 ‘‘cooked meals’’ prepared by 2,170

cooks, laborers, and bakers using 130,048 pounds of flour, must have warmed the hearts of even

the most compulsive advocates of Taylorism. Frederick W. Taylor’s Principles of Scientific

Management had just been published in 1911, and the Taylor Society had been founded in the

same year as the Civil War semicentennial began. The forty-seven miles of ‘‘avenues’’ on the

battlefield, lighted by 500 electric arc lights, provided a perfect model of military mobilization

and mass production. Those thirty-two automatic ‘‘bubbling ice water fountains’’ throughout

the veterans’ quarters offered a delightful, if hardly conscious, experience with ‘‘incorpor-

ation.’’ Taylorite advocates of efficiency warmly approved the extraordinary ‘‘preparedness’’ of

the Red Cross and the army medical corps in their efforts to provide first-class hospital care for

the veterans during the encampment. The average age of veterans at the event was seventy-

four, and the Pennsylvania Commission’s report celebrated the fact that only nine of the old

fellows died during the reunion, a statistic many times lower than the national average for such

an age group. Moreover, efficiency enthusiasts could marvel at the ninety elaborate, modern

latrines (men’s and women’s) constructed all over the encampment. The commission’s report

was careful to include notes on the successful functioning of all latrine mechanisms, cleaning

procedures, and estimates of tonnage of waste material. The press was full of celebration of

such efficiency. The Philadelphia Inquirer marveled at the ‘‘more pains-taking care, more

scientific preparation and a better discipline than has ever before been known on such an

occasion.’’ The camp was ‘‘policed in a way,’’ observed the Inquirer, ‘‘that made it the

healthiest place on earth . . . there never was anything better done in our history.’’27

As one would expect, the theme of the reunion from the earliest days of its conception was

nationalism, patriotism, and harmony – the great ‘‘Peace Jubilee,’’ as the planning commission

had announced as early as 1910. Fifty years after Pickett’s charge (and the Emancipation

Proclamation, which was utterly ignored during the week’s ceremonies), Douglass’s question

received a full-throated answer. I have found only limited reference to the attendance of black

veterans at the 1913 reunion. In a book byWalter H. Blake, a New Jersey veteran who compiled

a narrative of anecdotes and personal reminiscences of his journey to the event, one finds the

claim that ‘‘there were colored men on both sides of the lines.’’ The Pennsylvania Commission

‘‘had made arrangements only for negroes from the Union side,’’ lamented the New Jersey

veteran, ‘‘forgetful of the fact that there were many faithful slaves who fought against their own

interests in their intense loyalty to their Southern masters.’’ Numerous black men worked as

camp laborers, building the tent city and distributing mess kits and blankets (they appear in

photographs published by the commission and elsewhere). Nowhere in its detailed, 281-page

published report does the Pennsylvania Commission indicate how many black veterans

attended the reunion. The commission was explicitly concerned that ‘‘only’’ those determined

to be ‘‘known veteran[s] of the Civil War’’ by their documented honorable discharges were to

receive free transportation. Presumably this included black GAR members; if so, further

research will reveal how many, if any, attended as well as how black veterans may have

responded to the reunion’s tone and purpose. One of Walter Blake’s anecdotes of the reunion

is what he calls a ‘‘very pretty little incident’’ in which ‘‘a giant of an old negro, Samuel
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Thompson,’’ was resting under a shade tree. Some Confederate veterans came up to shake

hands with ‘‘the old darky’’ and exchange greetings. It is not made clear whether Thompson

was a veteran or not. Blake declares this incident another triumph for kindness and concludes

without the slightest sense of irony: ‘‘no color line here.’’28

The reunion was to be a source of lessons transmitted between generations, as several

hundred Boy Scouts of America served the old veterans as aides-de-camp, causing scenes much

celebrated in the press. Like any event fraught with so much symbolism, the reunion also

became a ‘‘site’’ for contentious politics. Suffragists lobbied the veterans’ camp, asking that

they shout ‘‘votes for women’’ rather than the refurbished ‘‘rebel yell,’’ a scene much derided

by some of the press. Most of all, the reunion was a grand opportunity for America’s political

officialdom, as well as purveyors of popular opinion, to declare the meaning and memory of the

Civil War in the present. One does have to wonder if there had ever been an assembly quite like

this in the history of the modern world: can we imagine another event commemorated by so

many actual participants in so grand a manner, involving such imagery of past, present, and

future? Lafayette’s tour of America in 1827, the United States Centennial in 1876, and the

Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893, as well as other world’s fairs, come to mind as

possible comparisons. But for the transmission of a public, social memory of an epoch, such a

platform had rarely existed as that given the state governors and the president of the United

States on July 3 and 4, 1913.29

On the third day of the reunion the governors of the various states spoke. All,

understandably, asserted the themes of sectional harmony and national cohesion. As one

would expect, the soldiers’ valor was the central idea of such reunion rhetoric. Perhaps William

Hodges Mann, the governor of Virginia, struck the most meaningful chord of memory on that

occasion: ‘‘We are not here to discuss the Genesis of the war,’’ said Mann, ‘‘but men who have

tried each other in the storm and smoke of battle are here to discuss this great fight, which if it

didn’t establish a new standard of manhood came up to the highest standard that was ever set.

We came here, I say, not to discuss what caused the war of 1861–65, but to talk over the events of
the battle here as man to man’’ (emphasis added). The following day, July 4, in the great finale

of the reunion staged in a giant tent erected in the middle of the field where Pickett’s charge

had occurred, the Blue and the Gray gathered to hear what turned out to be a short address by

Woodrow Wilson, just recently inaugurated, the first Southern president elected since the

Civil War. ‘‘We are debtors to those fifty crowded years,’’ announced Wilson, ‘‘they have made

us all heirs to a mighty heritage.’’ What have the fifty years meant? Wilson asked. The answer

struck that mystic chord of memory that most white Americans, North and South, probably

desired to hear:

They have meant peace and union and vigor, and the maturity and might of a great nation. How

wholesome and healing the peace has been. 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 – except that we shall not forget the splendid valor, the manly devotion of the men then

arrayed against one another, now grasping hands and smiling into each other’s eyes. How complete

the Union has become and how dear to all of us, how unquestioned, how benign and majestic as

state after state has been added to this, our great family of free men! (emphasis added)30

That great ‘‘hosanna’’ that Douglass had anticipated forty years before had certainly come to

fruition. ‘‘Thank God for Gettysburg, hosanna!’’ declared the Louisville Courier-Journal. ‘‘God

bless us everyone, alike the Blue and the Gray, the Gray and the Blue! The world ne’er

witnessed such a sight as this. Beholding, can we say happy is the nation that hath no history?’’

In Ernest Renan’s famous essay, ‘‘What is a Nation?’’ (1882), he aptly described a nation as
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‘‘a large-scale solidarity . . . a daily plebiscite’’ constantly negotiated between ‘‘memories’’ and

‘‘present-day consent,’’ and requiring a great deal of ‘‘forgetting.’’ In varieties of irony, the

United States in 1913 fit Renan’s definition.31

The deep causes and consequences of the Civil War – the role of slavery and the challenge of

racial equality – in those fifty ‘‘crowded years’’ had been actively suppressed and subtly

displaced by the celebration of what Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., had termed the ‘‘soldier’s

faith,’’ the celebration of the veterans’ manly valor and devotion. Oh what a glorious fight they

had come to commemorate; and in the end, everyone was right, no one was wrong, and

something so transforming as the Civil War had been rendered a mutual victory of the Blue

and the Gray by what Governor Mann called the ‘‘splendid movement of reconciliation.’’ And

Wilson’s great gift for mixing idealism with ambiguity was in perfect form. He gave his own,

preacherly, restrained endorsement of the valor of the past. Then, putting on his Progressive’s

hat, he spoke to the present. ‘‘The day of our country’s life has but broadened into morning,’’

he declared. ‘‘Do not put uniforms by. Put the harness of the present on.’’ Wilson’s speech

offers a poignant illustration of the significance of presidential rhetoric in the creation of

American nationalism.32

If, as Garry Wills has argued, Abraham Lincoln, in the brevity of the ‘‘Gettysburg Address’’

in 1863, ‘‘revolutionized the revolution,’’ and offered the nation a ‘‘refounding’’ in the

principle of equality forged out of the crucible of the war, then Woodrow Wilson, in his

Gettysburg address fifty years later, offered a subtle and strikingly less revolutionary response.

According to Wills, Lincoln had suggested a new constitution at Gettysburg, ‘‘giving people a

new past to live with that would change their future indefinitely.’’ So did Wilson in 1913. But

the new past was one in which all sectional strife was gone, and in which all racial strife was

ignored or covered over in claims for Wilson’s own brand of Progressivism. He appealed to a

social and moral equivalent of war directed not at the old veterans but at the younger

generations who ‘‘must contend, not with armies, but with principalities and powers and

wickedness in high places.’’ He came with ‘‘orders,’’ not for the old men in Blue and Gray but

for the ‘‘host’’ of the American people, ‘‘the great and the small, without class or difference of

race or origin . . . our constitutions are their articles of enlistment. The orders of day are the

laws upon our statute books.’’ Lincoln’s ‘‘rebirth of freedom’’ had become in fifty years

Wilson’s forward-looking ‘‘righteous peace’’ (Wilson’s ‘‘New Freedom’’ program in the 1912

election campaign). The potential in the Second American Revolution had become the

‘‘quarrel forgotten’’ on the statute books of Jim Crow America. Wilson, of course, did not

believe he was speaking for or about the ravages of segregation, or other aspects of racial

division in America, on his day at Gettysburg. He was acutely aware of his presence at the

reunion as a Southerner, and was no doubt still negotiating the uneasy terrain of a minority

president, elected by only 42 percent of the popular vote in the turbulent four-way election of

1912. Wilson’s Progressivism was antimonopolist, antitariff, and concerned with banking

reform and other largely middle-class causes. Although racial issues only rarely occupied him

while president, he was instinctively a state rightist.33 Educated by events, and rising beyond

his own constraints, Lincoln had soared above the ‘‘honored dead’’ to try to imagine a new

future in America. Wilson soared above the honored veterans and described a present and

a future in which white patriotism and nationalism flourished, in which society seemed

threatened by disorder, and in which the principle of equality might be said, by neglect and

action, to have been living a social death.

The ceremonies at Gettysburg in 1913 represented a public avowal of the deeply laid

mythology of the Civil War (some scholars prefer the term tradition) that had captured the

popular imagination by the early twentieth century.34 The war was remembered primarily as a
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tragedy that led to greater unity and national cohesion, and as a soldier’s call to sacrifice in

order to save a troubled, but essentially good, Union, not as the crisis of a nation deeply divided

over slavery, race, competing definitions of labor, liberty, political economy, and the future of

the West, issues hardly resolved in 1913.

Press reports and editorials demonstrate just how much this version of Civil War history had

become what some theorists have called ‘‘structural amnesia’’ or social ‘‘habit memory.’’35 The

issues of slavery and secession, rejoiced the conservative Washington Post, were ‘‘no longer

discussed argumentatively. They are scarcely mentioned at all, except in connection with the

great war to which they led, and by which they were disposed of for all time.’’ To the extent that

slavery involved a ‘‘moral principle,’’ said the Post, ‘‘no particular part of the people was

responsible unless, indeed, the burden of responsibility should be shouldered by the North for
its introduction’’ (emphasis added). Echoing many of the governors (North and South) who

spoke at the reunion, the ‘‘greater victory,’’ declared the Post, was that won by the national

crusade to reunite the veterans, and not that of the Army of the Potomac in 1863. The New

York Times hired Helen D. Longstreet (widow of the Confederate general James Longstreet,

who had been much maligned by the Lost Cause devotees for his caution at Gettysburg and his

Republicanism after the war) to write daily columns about the reunion. She entertained Times

readers with her dialogues with Southern veterans about the value of Confederate defeat and

the beauty of ‘‘Old Glory.’’ She also challenged readers to remember the sufferings of women

during the Civil War and to consider an intersectional tribute to them as the theme of the next

reunion. The nation’s historical memory, concluded the Times, had become so ‘‘balanced’’ that

it could never again be ‘‘disturbed’’ by sectional conflict. The editors of the liberal magazine

The Outlook were overwhelmed by the spirit of nationalism at the reunion, and declared it a

reconciliation of ‘‘two conceptions of human right and human freedom.’’ The war, said the

Outlook, had been fought over differing notions of ‘‘idealism’’: ‘‘sovereignty of the state’’ versus

‘‘sovereignty of the nation.’’ Demonstrating to what degree slavery had vanished from

understandings of Civil War causation in serious intellectual circles, the Outlook announced

that ‘‘it was slavery that raised the question of State sovereignty; but it was not on behalf of

slavery, but on behalf of State sovereignty and all that it implied, that these men fought.’’ So

normative was this viewpoint – not to be replaced by a new historiographical consensus for

several decades – that the Outlook’s special correspondent at the reunion, Herbert Francis

Sherwood, could conclude that the veterans’ ‘‘fraternity . . . showed that no longer need men

preach a reunited land, for there were no separated people.’’ Such was the state of historical

consciousness in Jim Crow America. In the larger culture, slavery (and the whole black

experience) was read out of the formulas by which Americans found meanings in the Civil War.

As in all deep ironies, the Outlook was both accurate and oblivious in its interpretation of

the reunion; and thus could it conclude without blinking that ‘‘both sides’’ had fought for ‘‘the

same ideal – the ideal of civil liberty.’’36

The Gettysburg reunion was an event so full of symbolic meaning, and perhaps so

photogenic, that it compelled editorial comment from far and wide. The Times (London)

correspondent reported back to England that the reunion had sent a ‘‘great and memorable

lesson . . . eradicating forever the scars of the civil war in a way that no amount of preaching or

political maneuvering could have done.’’ Reporters from every section of the country

registered their sense of awe and wonderment at the Gettysburg celebration. ‘‘The Reunion

fifty years after stands alone in the annals of the world,’’ said the Cincinnati Enquirer, ‘‘for no

similar event has ever taken place.’’ The San Francisco Examiner, in an editorial that modeled

Lincoln’s ‘‘Gettysburg Address’’ in form, declared the ‘‘jubilee’’ to be the ‘‘supreme

justification of war and battle.’’ Now ‘‘we know that the great war had to be fought, that it is
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well that it was fought,’’ announced the Examiner, ‘‘a necessary, useful, splendid sacrifice

whereby the whole race of men has been unified.’’ Such martial spirit and claims of ritual

purging were answered (albeit by a minority voice) in the Charleston (South Carolina) News and
Courier. The newspaper in the city where secession began urged readers not to glorify the

‘‘battle itself,’’ for it was ‘‘a frightful and abominable thing.’’ If war ‘‘thrills us,’’ declared the

News and Courier, ‘‘we lose a vitally important part of the lesson.’’ But the Brooklyn Daily Eagle

kept the discussion on a higher plane with a theme that allowed, simultaneously, for a

recognition of Northern victory, Southern respect, and faith in American providential destiny:

Two civilizations met at Gettysburg and fought out the issue between them under the broad, blue

sky, in noble, honorable battle. . . . In one, as historians have pointed out, the family was the social

unit – the family in the old Roman sense, possibly inclusive of hundreds of slaves. In the other, the

individual was the only social unit. Within half a century those two civilizations have become one.

Individualism has triumphed. Yet has that triumph been tempered with a fuller recognition than

ever before the war, of the charm and dignity and cultivation of what has yielded to the hand of

Fate. . . . The ways of Providence are inscrutable.

The Brooklyn editor had neatly wrapped the whole package in nostalgia for the masses. He

offered mystic honor to the Lost Cause of patriarchal ‘‘family’’ structure, combined with an

uneasy celebration of the triumph of individualism in the age of industrialization, all justified

by God’s design.37

Such homilies about nationalism and peace, though often well-meaning in their context,

masked as much as they revealed. One should not diminish the genuine sentiment of the

veterans in 1913; the Civil War had left ghastly scars to be healed in the psyches of individual

men, as well as in the collective memories of Americans in both sections. The war’s impact on

the social psychology of Americans of both sections and races had been enormous.

Understandably, monuments and reunions had always combined remembrance with healing

and, therefore, with forgetting. But it is not stretching the evidence to suggest that white

supremacy was a silent master of ceremonies at the Gettysburg reunion. No overt conspiracy

need be implied, but commemorative rituals are not merely benign performances; their content

and motivation must be explored along with their form. The reunion was a national ritual in

which the ghost of slavery might, once and for all, be exorcised, and in which a conflict among

whites might be transmogrified into national mythology.

Black newspapers of the era were, understandably, wary and resentful of the celebration of

the great ‘‘Peace Jubilee.’’ At a time when lynching had developed into a social ritual of its own

horrifying kind in the South, and when the American apartheid had become almost fully

entrenched, black opinion leaders found the sectional love feast at Gettysburg to be more irony

than they could bear. ‘‘We are wondering,’’ declared the Baltimore Afro-American Ledger,

‘‘whether Mr. Lincoln had the slightest idea in his mind that the time would ever come when

the people of this country would come to the conclusion that by the ‘People’ he meant only

white people.’’ Black memory of the Civil War seemed at such variance with what had

happened at the reunion. The Afro-American captured the stakes and the potential results of

this test of America’s social memory. ‘‘Today the South is in the saddle, and with the single

exception of slavery, everything it fought for during the days of the Civil War, it has gained by

repression of the Negro within its borders. And the North has quietly allowed it to have its own

way.’’ The Afro-American asserted the loyalty of black soldiers during the war and of black

citizens since, and pointed to President Wilson’s recent forced segregation of federal

government workers. The ‘‘blood’’ of black soldiers and lynched citizens was ‘‘crying from the

ground’’ in the South, unheard and strangely unknown at the Blue–Gray reunion. When
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the assembled at Gettysburg paused to hear Lincoln’s lines about that ‘‘government of the

people,’’ suggested the Afro-American, it ought to ‘‘recall the fact that at least part of the people

of this country are Negroes and at the same time human beings, and civilized human beings at

that; struggling towards the light, as God has given them to see the light.’’38

These reactions in the black press are especially telling given one of the most striking ironies

of all during that summer of 1913: the Wilson administration’s increasingly aggressive program

of racial segregation in federal government agencies, which were major employers of black

Americans. On the day after Decoration Day the official segregation of black clerks in the Post

Office Department began. And on July 12, only a week after Wilson spoke at Gettysburg,

orders were issued to create separate lavatories for blacks and whites working at the Treasury

Department. These and other segregation policies, stemming in part from the many new white

Southerners who had come toWashington with the Wilson administration (some racial radicals

and some moderates), caused deep resentment and protest among blacks, led largely by the

National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP). Such policies, and

the sense of betrayal they caused among blacks, prompted Booker T. Washington, no friend

of the NAACP, to declare that he had ‘‘never seen the colored people so discouraged and

bitter’’ as they were in the summer of 1913. That summer the NAACP launched a sometimes

successful campaign against segregation practices in the federal government.39

The Washington Bee was even more forthright than other papers in its criticism of the

planned reunion at Gettysburg:

The occasion is to be called a Reunion! A Reunion of whom? Only the men who fought for the

preservation of the Union and the extinction of human slavery? Is it to be an assemblage of those

who fought to destroy the Union and perpetuate slavery, and who are now employing every artifice

and argument known to deceit and sophistry to propagate a national sentiment in favor of their

nefarious contention that emancipation, reconstruction and enfranchisement are a dismal failure?

The Bee’s editor, W. Calvin Chase, asserted that the Blue–Gray ritual was not a ‘‘reunion’’ at

all, but a ‘‘Reception’’ thrown by the victors for the vanquished. Most significantly, he argued

that the event was a national declaration of a version of history and a conception of the legacy of

the Civil War. The message of the reunion, wrote Chase, was ‘‘an insane and servile

acknowledgment that the most precious results of the war are a prodigious, unmitigated

failure.’’40 Commemorative rituals can inspire decidedly different interpretations; sometimes it

depends simply on whether one is on the creating or the receiving end of historical memory.

Sometimes it depends simply on whether a construction of social memory is to be used to

sustain or dislodge part of the social order.

As with the earlier generation in the 1880s, when Douglass and Crummell conducted their

debate, the stakes of social memory in 1913 were roughly the same. An interpretation of

national history had become wedded to racial theory; the sections had reconciled, nationalism

flourished, some social wounds had healed, and Paul Buck could later confidently write, in his

Pulitzer Prize-winning The Road to Reunion (1937, still the only major synthetic work written

on this subject), of the ‘‘leaven of forgiveness’’ that grew in a generation into the ‘‘miracle’’ of

reconciliation, and of a ‘‘revolution in sentiment’’ whereby ‘‘all people within the country felt

the electrifying thrill of a common purpose.’’ Such a reunion had been possible, Buck argued,

because Americans had collectively admitted that the ‘‘race problem’’ was ‘‘basically

insoluable,’’ and had ‘‘taken the first step in learning how to live with it.’’ Gone with the

wind, indeed. Peace between North and South, Buck wrote, unwittingly answering Douglass’s

question, had given the South, and therefore the nation, a ‘‘stability of race relations’’ upon
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which the ‘‘new patriotism’’ and ‘‘new nationalism’’ could be built. A segregated society

required a segregated historical memory and a national mythology that could blunt or contain

the conflict at the root of that segregation. Buck sidestepped, or perhaps simply missed, the

irony in favor of an unblinking celebration of the path to reunion. Just such a celebration is

what one finds in the Atlanta Constitution’s coverage of the Gettysburg reunion in 1913. With

mystic hyperbole and what may seem to us strange logic, the Constitution declared that ‘‘as

never before in its history the nation is united in demanding that justice and equal rights be

given all of its citizens.’’ No doubt, these sentiments reflected genuinely held beliefs among

some white Southerners that Jim Crow meant ‘‘progress.’’ The Constitution gushed about the

‘‘drama’’ and ‘‘scale’’ of the symbolism at the Gettysburg reunion, even its ‘‘poetry and its

fragrance.’’ But most important was ‘‘the thing for which it stands – the world’s mightiest

republic purged of hate and unworthiness, seared clean of dross by the most fiery ordeal in any

nation’s history’’41 (emphasis added). Such were the fruits of America’s segregated mind and

its segregated historical consciousness.

Theorists and historians have long argued that myth as history often best serves the ends of

social stability and conservatism. That is certainly the case with the development of Civil War

mythology in America. But we also know that mythic conceptions or presentations of the past

can be innovative as well as conservative, liberating instead of destructive, or the result of sheer

romance. Whether we like it or not, history is used this way generation after generation. ‘‘Only

a horizon ringed with myths,’’ warned Friedrich Nietzsche in 1874, ‘‘can unify a culture.’’ As

professional historians, we would do well to keep in mind C. Vann Woodward’s warning that

‘‘the twilight zone that lies between living memory and written history is one of the favorite

breeding places of mythology.’’ But great myths have their ‘‘resilience, not completely

controllable,’’ as Michael Kammen reminds us. This reality is precisely the one W. E. B. Du

Bois recognized in the final chapter of his Black Reconstruction in America (1935), published just

two years before Buck’s Road to Reunion. Du Bois insisted that history should be an ‘‘art using

the results of science,’’ and not merely a means of ‘‘inflating our national ego.’’ But by focusing

on the subject of the Civil War and Reconstruction in the 1930s, he offered a tragic awareness,

as well as a trenchant argument, that written history cannot be completely disengaged from

social memory. Du Bois echoed the Atlanta Constitution editor, admitting that there had been a

‘‘searing of the memory’’ in America, but one of a very different kind. The ‘‘searing’’ Du Bois

had in mind was not that of the Civil War itself but that of a white supremacist historiography

and a popular memory of the period that had ‘‘obliterated’’ the black experience and the

meaning of emancipation by ‘‘libel, innuendo, and silence.’’42 The stakes in the development of

America’s historical memory of the Civil War have never been benign. The answers to

Douglass’s question have never been benign either. ‘‘Peace among the whites’’ brought

segregation and the necessity of later reckonings. The Civil War has not yet been disengaged

from a mythological social memory, and perhaps it never will be. But likewise, the American

reunion cannot be disengaged from black experience and interpretations, nor from the question

of race in the collective American memory.

As with other major touchstones of American history, Americans will continue to use the

Civil War for ends that serve the present. There are many reasons for this, but one of the most

compelling perhaps is the fact that emancipation in America (contrary to the experience of

every other country in the century of emancipations) came as a result of total war and social

revolution. Revolutions, as we have all learned, can go backward as well as revive again in new,

reconstructed forms from one generation to the next. All such questions, of course, must be

explained in their contexts. But the Civil War and emancipation may remain in the mythic

realm precisely because, in the popular imagination anyway, they represent reconciled discord,
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a crucible of tragedy and massive change survived in a society that still demands a providential

conception of its history. Facing the deepest causes and consequences of the Civil War has

always forced us to face the kind of logic Nathan Huggins insisted upon in his final work. ‘‘The

challenge of the paradox [of race in American history],’’ wrote Huggins, ‘‘is that there can be no

white history or black history, nor can there be an integrated history that does not begin to

comprehend that slavery and freedom, white and black, are joined at the hip.’’43
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Questions to consider

. What does Blight think is at stake in the ways Americans choose – or, perhaps, don’t

choose – to remember the Civil War? More specifically, what’s at stake in that image

of the embrace of former adversaries at Gettysburg in 1913?

. How does Blight use the term ‘‘myth’’ in this essay? How would you describe the

relationship between myth and history?

. Can you imagine a society in which the Civil War is not regarded any more important

than, say, the War of 1812? What kind of society do you imagine that to be? Would

you want to live in it?
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Chapter 35

Memory: Primary Sources

The United States Cannot Remain Half-Slave and Half-Free

Frederick Douglass

By the end of the nineteenth century, Frederick Douglass had literally become the face

of freedom to millions of Americans of all colors. He certainly had his critics, among

them those who felt he stood closely (albeit uncomfortably) with an increasingly

complacent and remote Republican establishment. But Douglass’s own history as an

escaped slave – and, especially, a dignified eloquence that rings across centuries – made

him a compelling spokesman for black rights with a broad credibility that exceeded that

of heirs like Booker T.Washington andW. E. B. DuBois. In the pantheon of black heroes

– in the pantheon of American heroes – he belongs in an inner circle that includes that

non-violent warrior of Second Reconstruction, Martin Luther King, Jr.

The title of this speech, given twenty years after the Emancipation Proclamation took

effect, comes from the famous – and at the time, highly controversial – 1858 assertion

by Abraham Lincoln that the nation could not survive half-slave and half-free. Surveying

the gigantic changes that had taken place in the quarter century since, Douglass

nevertheless asserts that the nation is in some ways still half-slave and half-free. But he

maintains his faith that this will not continue, and his hope that it will end in a truly

integrated society of all people, by all people, and for all people.

Frederick Douglass, ‘‘The United States Cannot Remain Half-Slave & Half-Free,’’ (April 16,

1883), in Frederick Douglass: Selected Speeches and Writings, ed. P. S. Foner and Y. Taylor (Chicago:

Lawrence Hill Books, 2000), pp. 656–68.

Friends and Fellow Citizens:

I could have wished that some one from among the younger men of Washington, some one

with a mind more fruitful, with a voice more eloquent, with an oratorical ambition more lofty,



more active, and more stimulating to high endeavor than mine, had been selected by your

Committee of Arrangements, to give suitable utterance to the thoughts, feelings, and purposes,

which this 21st anniversary of Emancipation in the District of Columbia is fitted to inspire.

That such a one could have been easily found among the aspiring and promising young colored

men of Washington, I am happy to know and am proud to affirm. They are the legitimate

children of the great act we are met to celebrate. They have been reared in the light of its new

born freedom, qualified by its education, and by the elevating spirit of liberty, to speak the wise

and grateful words befitting the occasion. The presence of one such, as your orator to-night,

would be a more brilliant illustration of the wisdom and beneficence of the act of Emancipation,

than any words of mine, however well chosen and appropriate. I represent the past, they the

present. I represent the downfall of slavery, they the glorious triumphs of liberty. I speak of

deliverance from bondage, they speak of concessions to liberty and equality. Their mission

begins where my mission ends.

Nevertheless, while I would have gladly given place to one of these rising young men, I could

not well decline the duty and the honor of appearing here tonight. It may, after all, be well to

have something of the past mingled with the present, well that one who has had some share in

the conflict should share also in the public joy of the victory.

At the outset, as an old watchman on the walls of liberty, eagerly scanning the social and

political horizon, you naturally ask me, What of the night? It is easy to break forth in joy and

thanksgiving for Emancipation in the District of Columbia. It is easy to call up the noble

sentiments and the startling events which made that grand measure possible. It is easy to trace

the footsteps of the Negro in the past, marked as they are all the way along with blood. But

the present occasion calls for something more. How stands the Negro to-day? What are the

relations subsisting between him and the powerful people among whom he lives, moves, and

has his being? What is the outlook, and what is his probable future?

You will readily perceive that I have raised more questions than I shall be able for the present

to answer. My general response to these inquiries is a mixed one. The sky of the American

Negro is dark, but not rayless; it is stormy, but not cheerless. The grand old party of liberty,

union, and progress, which has been his reliance and refuge so long, though less cohesive and

strong than it once was, is still a power and has a future. I give you notice, that while there is a

Democratic party there will be a Republican party. As the war for the Union recedes into the

misty shadows of the past, and the Negro is no longer needed to assault forts and stop rebel

bullets, he is in some sense, of less importance. Peace with the old master class has been war to

the Negro. As the one has risen, the other has fallen. The reaction has been sudden, marked,

and violent. It has swept the Negro from all the legislative halls of the Southern States, and

from those of the Congress of the United States. It has, in many cases, driven him from the

ballot box and the jury box. The situation has much in it for serious thought, but nothing to

cause despair. Above all the frowning clouds that lower about our horizon, there is the steady

light of stars, and the thick clouds that now obscure them, will in due season pass away.

In fact, they are already passing away. Time and events which have done so much for us in

the past, will, I trust, not do less for us in the future. The moral government of the universe is

on our side, and cooperates, with all honest efforts, to lift up the down-trodden and oppressed

in all lands, whether the oppressed be white or black.

In whatever else the Negro may have been a failure, he has, in one respect, been a marked

and brilliant success. He has managed by one means or another to make himself one of the most

prominent and interesting figures that now attract and hold the attention of the world.

Go where you will, you will meet with him. He is alike present in the study of the learned

and thoughtful, and in the play house of the gay and thoughtless. We see him pictured at our

pr imary sources 399



street corners, and hear him in the songs of our market places. The low and the vulgar curse

him, the snob and the flunky affect to despise him, the mean and the cowardly assault him,

because they know that his friends are few, and that they can abuse him with impunity, and

with the applause of the coarse and brutal crowd. But, despite of it all, the Negro remains like

iron or granite, cool, strong, imperturbable and cheerful.

Men of all lands and languages make him a subject of profound thought and study. To the

statesman and philosopher he is an object of intense curiosity. Men want to know more of his

character, his qualities, his attainments, his mental possibilities, and his probable destiny.

Notwithstanding their black faces, the Jubilee singers, with their wild and plaintive music,

thrill and charm the most refined and cultivated of the white race, both here and in Europe.

Generous and brave men like Andrew Jackson, Benjamin F. Butler, and General Grant, have

borne ample testimony to the courage of the Negro, to his gallantry, and to his patriotism. Of

the books, pamphlets, and speeches concerning him, there is literally, no end. He is the one

inexhaustible topic of conversation at our firesides and in our public halls.

Great, however, as is his advantage at this point, he is not altogether fortunate after all, as to

the manner in which his claims are canvassed. His misfortune is that few men are qualified to

discuss him candidly and impartially. They either exalt him too high or rate him too low.

Americans can consider almost any other question more calmly and fairly than this one. I know

of nothing outside of religion which kindles more wrath, causes wider differences, or gives

force and effect to fiercer and more irreconcilable antagonisms.

It was so in the time of slavery, and it is so now. Then, the cause was interest, now, the cause

is pride and prejudice. Then, the cause was property. He was then worth twenty hundred

millions to his owner. He is now worth uncounted millions to himself. While a slave there was a

mountain of gold on his breast to keep him down – now that he is free there is a mountain of

prejudice to hold him down.

[ . . . ]

With a knowledge of the events of the last score of years, with a knowledge of the sudden and

startling changes which have already come to pass, I am not prepared to say what the future will

be.

But I will say that I do not look for colonization either in or out of the United States. Africa is

too far off, even if we desired to go there, which we do not. The navy of all the world would not

be sufficient to remove our natural increase to that far off country. Removal to any of the

territories is out of the question.

We have no business to put ourselves before the bayonets of the white race. We have seen the

fate of the Indian. As to extinction, the prospect in that direction has been greatly clouded by

the census just taken, in which it is seen that our increase is ten per cent greater than that of the

white people of the South.

There is but one destiny, it seems to me, left for us, and that is to make ourselves and be

made by others a part of the American people in every sense of the word. Assimilation and not

isolation is our true policy and our natural destiny. Unification for us is life: separation is death.

We cannot afford to set up for ourselves a separate political party, or adopt for ourselves a

political creed apart from the rest of our fellow citizens. Our own interests will be subserved by

a generous care for the interests of the Nation at large. All the political, social and literary forces

around us tend to unification.

I am the more inclined to accept this solution because I have seen the steps already taken in

that direction. The American people have their prejudices, but they have other qualities as

well. They easily adapt themselves to inevitable conditions, and all their tendency is to

progress, enlightenment and to the universal.
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‘‘It’s comin’ yet for a’ that,

That man to man the world o’er

Shall brothers be for a’ that.’’

Questions to consider

. How does Douglass understand his role in giving this speech?

. What are some of the accomplishments – and problems – facing former slaves 20

years after Emancipation?

. Would you say that ‘‘the Negro’’ has still ‘‘managed to make himself one of the most

prominent and interesting figures that now attract and hold the attention of the

world?’’ Why?

. How close are we to Frederick Douglass’s dream of ‘‘assimilation?’’ How much more

has to happen for it to be realized? Do you think it will be?
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