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    Poised between obedience and remembrance, a young Confederate staff officer traces how orders become actions, how personalities shape decisions, and how memory, looking back across decades, struggles to hold together the exhilaration, confusion, and cost of a war that tested institutions, loyalties, and language itself—and how the routines of a headquarters intersect with the shock of battle for those working within reach of commanding generals.

Memoirs of a Confederate Staff Officer is a firsthand military narrative of the American Civil War by Gilbert Moxley Sorrel, who served on the staff of General James Longstreet in the Army of Northern Virginia. First published in the early twentieth century, long after the fighting ended, it belongs to the tradition of veteran recollections that sought to preserve experience while participants were still able to testify. Its genre is memoir, its setting the campaigns and councils of the Confederate high command, and its distinctive angle the staff room and the field desk rather than the trench or the picket line.

As a reading experience, the book presents a clear, restrained, and observational voice, favoring precise description over flourish. Sorrel writes as a professional soldier recounting the work of transforming a commander’s intent into movement in space and time. The chapters proceed through episodes rather than an exhaustive chronicle, allowing detail to accumulate into a portrait of process: drafting orders, coordinating columns, and relaying information across shifting fronts. The mood is reflective without sentimentality; the style is direct, with attention to people as well as procedures, capturing both the tempo of headquarters life and the abruptness with which that tempo could be disrupted.

The vantage of a staff officer yields a study in how institutions function under strain. Sorrel shows how personalities, protocols, and improvisation intersect when information is late, contradictory, or incomplete; how maps, reconnaissance, and couriers shape what leaders believe to be true; and how clear instructions can blur when translated across distance and danger. He offers portraits of senior commanders at work and glimpses of lesser-known aides, engineers, and couriers whose labor undergirded operations. The result is an anatomy of decision-making in the nineteenth century—methodical when possible, hurried when necessary, and always bounded by time, terrain, and the limits of human perception.

Themes emerge with steady force: leadership and loyalty, the burdens of responsibility distributed across a staff, and the fine line between confidence and overreach. The memoir highlights the tension between individual initiative and collective discipline, and it acknowledges the human costs borne by those inside and outside the ranks. It is also a book about remembering—how distance clarifies some judgments and complicates others, and how veterans narrate events that once felt indescribable. For present-day readers, it invites reflection on judgment under uncertainty, institutional resilience, and the ethics of recounting a violent past, engaging both emotions and intellect without resorting to sensationalism.

Because it is rooted in a Confederate officer’s perspective, the account is necessarily partial, bounded by allegiance, experience, and the conventions of its time. Its value lies in specificity: names, routines, and practices recorded from within the machinery of command. Readers may find it productive to read alongside Union narratives, official reports, and other contemporaneous memoirs to triangulate events and assess emphasis. Approached critically, Sorrel’s recollection becomes a primary source for understanding how participants interpreted their own roles, how reputations were formed, and how postwar narratives shaped public memory of campaigns that continued to be debated long after the regiments were disbanded.

Taken together, these pages offer a disciplined, ground-level view of high command that is personal yet institutional, practical yet reflective. Memoirs of a Confederate Staff Officer opens a window onto the corridors just behind the line of battle, where temperament, paperwork, and timing could influence what unfolded at the front. Without advancing a grand theory, Sorrel presents the work as he knew it—orders written, messages carried, decisions weighed—leaving space for readers to draw their own conclusions. The result is a lucid and absorbing companion to broader histories of the Civil War, illuminating how wars are waged not only by divisions, but by the staffs that coordinate them.
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    Memoirs of a Confederate Staff Officer presents Gilbert Moxley Sorrel’s first-person account of service on the staff of Lieutenant General James Longstreet in the Army of Northern Virginia. A Savannah native with a commercial background, Sorrel entered the Confederate army at the outset and soon joined Longstreet’s headquarters. He states his purpose plainly: to record campaigns, commanders, and the practical work of a staff without adornment. Early chapters explain the duties of aides and adjutants—delivering orders, compiling returns, coordinating movements—and introduce senior leaders he observed. The narrative opens with mobilization and organization around Richmond, setting the stage for the army’s first sustained operations.

Sorrel describes the Peninsula Campaign of 1862 as his introduction to large-scale warfare and staff responsibilities under pressure. He recounts Seven Pines and the transition to Lee’s command, followed by the Seven Days Battles around Richmond. Through episodes at Gaines’s Mill and Malvern Hill, he focuses on communications in shifting combat, the strain on couriers, and the difficulties of terrain and roads. He sketches headquarters routines, relations among corps and division staffs, and the practical challenges of concentrating forces for attack. The section closes with the Confederate army holding Richmond and adjusting to lessons of command, logistics, and coordination learned at heavy cost.

The campaign then shifts north to Second Manassas, where Sorrel details marches, deployments, and Longstreet’s counterstroke on the battle’s decisive day. He notes the interplay between reconnaissance, timing, and the issuance of orders in fast-moving situations. The Maryland Campaign follows, with the crossing into Maryland, the stand at Sharpsburg (Antietam), and the severe fighting along key points of the field. Sorrel emphasizes staff work amid close action—directing brigades, relaying instructions, and consolidating reports—and the difficulties of supply and evacuation. The narrative concludes this phase with the army’s withdrawal across the Potomac and the consolidation that preceded winter operations.

At Fredericksburg in December 1862, Sorrel recounts defensive preparations, artillery positioning, and the coordination that supported the army’s repulse of repeated assaults. Winter quarters bring a shift to routine administration and reorganization. In early 1863, Longstreet’s command is detached to the Suffolk region to gather supplies and conduct siege operations. Sorrel outlines investment lines, foraging, and interactions with local authorities, illustrating the logistical aims of the detachment. He describes the measured tempo of a siege compared with field battles and the communication required across dispersed posts. Orders to rejoin the main army close this section, as the narrative turns toward a renewed offensive in the North.

The Gettysburg Campaign unfolds with marches through the Shenandoah, the crossing of the Potomac, and the concentration of Confederate forces in Pennsylvania. Sorrel records staff reconnaissance, the establishment of lines, and discussions over attack timing and direction. He provides a headquarters perspective on the second day’s assaults against the Union left and the third day’s preparatory bombardment and assault. Emphasis falls on coordination challenges, the impact of terrain, and the burdens on couriers and division staffs. The account then covers the retreat, river crossings under pressure, and efforts to maintain order and supply, preserving a chronological, descriptive record of events rather than debate.

Following Gettysburg, Sorrel details the transfer of Longstreet’s troops west by rail to reinforce operations in Georgia. At Chickamauga, he narrates the deployment of Longstreet’s wing, the breakthrough that shaped the battle’s outcome, and the ensuing coordination issues within the Western command structure. The memoir then covers the siege of Chattanooga, movements to East Tennessee, and the Knoxville campaign, including the failed assault on Fort Sanders. Sorrel highlights the demands of interdepartmental cooperation, extended lines of communication, and winter hardships. Orders to return to Virginia conclude this phase, linking the western experience to the renewed contest with the Army of the Potomac in 1864.

The Overland Campaign anchors the next section, beginning in the Wilderness, where dense woods complicate control and visibility. Sorrel describes the confusion of close combat, the strain on staff trying to align units, and the wounding of Longstreet, which necessitates adjustments in the First Corps’ headquarters. He then recounts Spotsylvania, especially the fighting around the salient, and Cold Harbor’s extensive entrenchments and deliberate assaults. Throughout, he underscores the increasing scale of fieldworks, the tempo of continuous operations, and the evolution of staff procedures under sustained pressure. The narrative maintains focus on orders, reconnaissance, and the administrative backbone supporting combat.

With the army before Petersburg, Sorrel documents the shift to prolonged siege warfare: trenches, saps, sharpshooting, and attrition. He notes headquarters changes, Longstreet’s return, and episodes such as the Crater within the broader context of the lines. Late in 1864, Sorrel is promoted to brigadier general and assigned a Georgia brigade in Mahone’s division, transitioning from staff to field command. He summarizes brigade-level operations along critical roads and works, then relates being severely wounded near Hatcher’s Run in early 1865. Convalescence removes him from the final movements; he receives news of the Petersburg evacuation and the Appomattox surrender from a distance.

The closing chapters gather observations on Confederate leaders, the structure and function of a staff, and the administrative demands that underpinned operations. Sorrel offers compact character sketches and emphasizes procedure over controversy, presenting his recollections as a factual resource rather than a polemic. He underscores the centrality of logistics, communication, and disciplined reporting to battlefield success, and records the endurance of soldiers and headquarters personnel under prolonged strain. The memoir’s overall message is a practical, chronological account of campaigns seen from a staff officer’s vantage, intended to inform future readers of how decisions were transmitted, coordinated, and executed across the Army of Northern Virginia.
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    Set chiefly in the Eastern Theater of the American Civil War (1861–1865), the memoir follows the Army of Northern Virginia from the Virginia Peninsula through Maryland and Pennsylvania, and later to the trenches of Petersburg. Richmond, the Confederate capital from May 1861, and its defensive arc form the geographic heart. Campaigns unfold along rail corridors, rivers, and road networks linking Yorktown, Richmond, Fredericksburg, Chancellorsville, and Gettysburg, with a western detour to Chickamauga and Knoxville in 1863. The work reflects the operational world of staff officers coordinating corps- and division-level movements, orders, and logistics amid attritional warfare, mounting supply shortages under Union blockade, and the Confederacy’s shrinking strategic space by 1864–1865.

The book is framed by the secession crisis and war’s outbreak: Abraham Lincoln’s election (November 1860) triggered South Carolina’s secession (20 December 1860), followed by six Deep South states by February 1861 and the creation of the Confederate States of America at Montgomery. Fort Sumter (12–13 April 1861) brought armed conflict; Virginia seceded on 17 April 1861, and the Confederate capital moved to Richmond in May. Sorrel, a Savannah, Georgia, native, entered service early and by 1862 was aide-de-camp on James Longstreet’s staff. The memoir’s opening chapters mirror the Confederacy’s mobilization and the transition from militia enthusiasm to regularized command structures in the Virginia theater.

The Peninsula Campaign and Seven Days Battles (March–July 1862) set the strategic template. Maj. Gen. George B. McClellan advanced up the Virginia Peninsula toward Richmond; Gen. Robert E. Lee assumed command on 1 June 1862. In the Seven Days (25 June–1 July), Lee, with Longstreet and Jackson, reversed Union momentum at Mechanicsville, Gaines’s Mill (27 June), Glendale/Frayser’s Farm (30 June), and Malvern Hill (1 July). These actions saved Richmond and established Confederate offensive elan. Sorrel’s staff vantage—relaying orders, aligning divisions, managing march timings—anchors his narrative to the facts of Lee’s counteroffensive, exposing the friction of command that battlefield maps and casualty tables alone do not show.

The Confederate high tide in 1862–1863 is traced through Second Manassas (28–30 August 1862), the Maryland Campaign and Antietam (17 September 1862), and Fredericksburg (13 December 1862). At Second Manassas, Longstreet’s massive counterstroke crushed John Pope’s flank. Antietam, the bloodiest single day, halted Lee’s invasion. At Fredericksburg, Longstreet’s guns and infantry held Marye’s Heights, inflicting heavy Union losses. Sorrel records how staff work underpinned these outcomes—preparing entrenchments, siting artillery, and coordinating corps frontages—while also noting the limits: Antietam exposed supply and terrain constraints that staff officers could not overcome, prefiguring 1864’s attritional stalemate.

Gettysburg (1–3 July 1863) receives sustained attention because it decisively shaped both operations and later controversies. Factually, Lee’s army, after victory at Chancellorsville, crossed the Potomac into Pennsylvania; Longstreet’s First Corps arrived late on 1 July. On 2 July, Lee ordered en echelon attacks against the Union left. Longstreet’s divisions (Hood and McLaws) assaulted from the Emmitsburg Road toward Devil’s Den, the Wheatfield, and Little Round Top; Pickett’s division was not yet engaged. Sorrel details the painstaking alignment of McLaws’s division, the delays imposed by terrain and the need to avoid detection, and the fluid communications as orders were revised in real time. He describes the seesaw combat at the Peach Orchard and Wheatfield, where Confederate advances momentarily fractured the Union line before Federal reserves stabilized the salient. On 3 July, Pickett’s Charge crossed roughly three-quarters of a mile under concentrated fire; Confederate losses were grievous. The memoir connects these events to the enduring dispute over timing and obedience: critics charged Longstreet with reluctance to attack; Sorrel counters by documenting staff actions to execute Lee’s plan while contending with reconnaissance gaps, misaligned roads, and exposed deployment axes. He also highlights logistics—ammunition distribution, casualty evacuation, and the exhaustion of troops after forced marches—showing how these operational constraints narrowed tactical choices. The retreat across the Potomac amid high water underscored strategic overreach. By embedding names, positions, and hours of movement within the narrative, Sorrel’s account mirrors the campaign’s factual spine while arguing that structural factors, not mere will, governed outcomes at Gettysburg.

The 1863 western diversion—Longstreet’s rail transfer to reinforce Braxton Bragg—illustrates Confederate use of interior lines. In September 1863, after a multi-rail, 800-mile movement, Longstreet’s wing struck at Chickamauga (19–20 September), breaking the Union line near the Brotherton field and yielding one of the Confederacy’s largest victories. Subsequent operations faltered: the Siege of Chattanooga ended with Union breakthroughs at Lookout Mountain and Missionary Ridge (24–25 November). Longstreet’s Knoxville Campaign failed at Fort Sanders (29 November 1863). Sorrel’s chapters connect these facts to corrosive command politics—friction with Bragg—and to the logistical strain such long-distance redeployments imposed.

The 1864 Overland Campaign and the Siege of Petersburg epitomize industrial-age attrition. Wilderness (5–7 May 1864), Spotsylvania (8–21 May), North Anna (23–26 May), and Cold Harbor (31 May–12 June) fixed Lee and Ulysses S. Grant in continuous battle before the shift to Petersburg (June 1864–April 1865). The Crater (30 July 1864) dramatized trench warfare’s lethality. Longstreet, wounded at the Wilderness, rejoined late in 1864; Sorrel, promoted brigadier general in late 1864, received a field command in William Mahone’s division and was severely wounded near Hatcher’s Run during the winter fighting of early 1865. His narrative situates these episodes within collapsing Confederate supply, desertion pressures, and the Union’s tightening logistical vise.

As social and political critique, the memoir exposes structural weaknesses: the 1862 conscription law and substitution exemptions, impressment of goods and labor, and reliance on enslaved labor for fortifications amplified class tensions. Sorrel’s staff-eye records quarrels among senior commanders and friction with President Jefferson Davis, arguing that divided councils squandered limited resources. He notes the blockade’s impact on munitions and medicine, the strain on civilians in Virginia and Georgia (including Savannah’s capture, 21 December 1864), and the morale toll of trench warfare. While written from a Confederate standpoint, the work implicitly critiques martial romanticism by documenting the logistical, administrative, and human costs that ideology and honor rhetoric could not redeem.
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A few months ago I entered a room where a group of five or six gentlemen were seated around a table in conversation. As I took my seat to join them, one of the number, a distinguished Northern Senator, of high cultivation and who is a great reader of history, made this remark to his companions: "The Army of Northern Virginia[1] was in my opinion the strongest body of men of equal numbers that ever stood together upon the earth." As an ex-Confederate soldier I could not feel otherwise than pleased to hear such an observation from a gentleman of the North who was a student of military history. As the conversation continued there seemed to be a general concurrence in the opinion he stated, and I doubt if any man of intelligence who would give sedate consideration to the subject, would express a different sentiment.

The Army of the Potomac, the valiant and powerful antagonist of the Army of Northern Virginia, was indeed of much larger numbers, and better equipped and fed; but it would have nevertheless failed but for its high quality of soldiership which are by none more respected than by its former foes. Both armies were worthy of any steel that was ever forged for the business of war, and when General Grant in his "Memoirs" describes the meeting after the surrender of the officers of both sides around the McLean House, he says that they seemed to "enjoy the meeting as much as though they had been friends separated for a long time while fighting battles under the same flag." He prophesied in his last illness that "we are on the eve of a new era when there is to be great harmony between the Federal and Confederate."

That era came to meridian when the Federal Government magnanimously returned to the States of the South the captured battle-flags of their regiments. The story of the war will be told no longer at soldiers' camp-fires with the feelings of bygone years, or with even stifled reproach, but solely with a design to cultivate friendship and to unfold the truth as to one of the most stupendous conflicts of arms that ever evoked the heroism of the human race.

"Recollections of a Confederate Staff Officer," by Brigadier-General G. Moxley Sorrel, of the Army of Northern Virginia, is a valuable contribution to this great history. Its author received his "baptism of fire" in the First Battle of Manassas, July 21, 1861, while serving on the staff of Brigadier-General James Longstreet as a volunteer aid, with the complimentary rank of captain.

The forces under General Beauregard at Bull Run were known at that time as "The Army of the Potomac." The name of the antagonist of the Federal "Army of the Potomac" was soon changed to the "Army of Northern Virginia"; and Longstreet, the senior brigadier, became major-general and then lieutenant-general.

Sorrel followed the fortunes of his chief, serving as adjutant-general of his brigade, division, and corps, with rank successively as captain, major, and lieutenant-colonel, and distinguished himself many times by his gallantry and efficiency. During the siege of Petersburg the tardy promotion which he had long deserved and for which he had been time and again recommended, came to him and he succeeded Brigadier-General Girardey, a gallant soldier, who had been killed in battle, as commander of a brigade in Mahone's division, A. P. Hill's Third Corps.

When promoted he showed the right spirit by making a faithful and brave courier his aide-de-camp. As a general, as well as while on the staff, Sorrel often had his "place near the flashing of the guns." At Sharpsburg he leaped from his horse, with Fairfax, Goree, Manning, and Walton, of Longstreet's staff, to serve as cannoneers at the guns of the Washington Artillery, whose soldiers had been struck down. While he was carrying a message to a brigade commander his horse was shot under him, and still later on the same field a fragment of a shell struck him senseless and he was for a while disabled. He passed through the maelstrom of Gettysburg, here and there upon that field of blood; the hind legs of his horse were swept away by a cannon ball, and at the same time he and Latrobe, of Longstreet's staff, were carrying in their arms saddles taken from horses slain under them.

At the Wilderness, May 6, 1864, he was at the side of his chief when that officer was badly wounded, and when General Jenkins, of South Carolina, and Captain Dobie of the staff were killed. He won his general's wreath that day, although it was some time before it reached him. At the crisis when Longstreet's corps was going to the rescue he was entrusted with marshalling three brigades to flank the advancing forces of General Hancock. Moving forward with the line of the Twelfth Virginia Infantry, of Mahone's brigade, he endeavored to take its colors as it advanced to the onset, but Ben May, the stout-hearted standard-bearer, refused him that honor and himself carried them to victory. When this battle was over General Lee saluted him as "General Sorrel."

He was wounded in the leg while commanding his brigade on the right of the Confederate line near Petersburg; and again he was shot in the lungs at Hatcher's Run in January, 1865, the same action in which fell the brave General John Pegram, then commanding Early's old division.

During the illness resulting from this wound, General Sorrel was cared for by relatives in Roanoke County, Virginia, and having recovered sufficiently returned to the field. He was in Lynchburg, Virginia, on his way back to his command when the surrender at Appomattox ended the career of the Army of Northern Virginia.

Scarcely any figure in that army was more familiar to its soldiers than that of General Sorrel, and certainly none more so to the soldiers of the First Corps. Tall, slender, and graceful, with a keen dark eye, a trim military figure, and an engaging countenance, he was a dashing and fearless rider, and he attracted attention in march and battle by his constant devotion to his duties as adjutant-general, and became as well known as any of the commanders.

General Sorrel has not attempted a military history. He has simply related the things he saw and of which he was a part. He says of his writings, "that they are rough jottings from memory without access to any data or books of reference and with little attempt at sequence." What his book will therefore lack in the precision and detail as to military strategy or movement, will be compensated for by the naturalness and freshness which are found in the free, picturesque, and salient character of his work.

General Sorrel was of French descent on his father's side. His grandfather, Antoine Sorrel Des Riviere, had been a colonel of engineers in the French Army, and afterwards held estates in San Domingo, from which he was driven by the insurrection of the negroes in the early part of the nineteenth century. He then moved to Louisiana.

His father, Francis Sorrel, became a successful business man in Savannah, Georgia, and his mother was a lady of Virginia. If he inherited from one those distinctively American qualities which were so attractive in his character, we can but fancy that he inherited in some degree at least from his sire the delicate touch with the pen which is so characteristic of the French. They have written more entertaining memoirs than any other people, and this memoir of General Sorrel is full of sketches, incidents, anecdotes, and of vivid portraitures and scenes which remind the reader no little of the military literature of the French.

No military writer has yet undertaken to produce a complete history of either the Army of the Potomac or the Army of Northern Virginia. Indeed, it has scarce been practicable to write such a history. The rolls of the two armies have not yet been published, and while the War Records have furnished a great body of most valuable matter and there are many volumes of biography and autobiography which shed light on campaigns and battles, the deposit of historical material will not be finished before the whole generation who fought the war has passed from earth. This volume will be useful to the historian in giving him an insight to the very image and body of the times. It will carry him to the general's headquarters and from there to the picket-line; from the kitchen camp-fire and baking-oven to the hospital and ordnance wagon; from the devices of the commissary and quarter-master to the trenches in the battlefield; from the long march to the marshalled battle line; from the anxieties of the rear-guard of the retreat to the stern array of the charging columns. He will find some graphic accounts of leading characters, such as Longstreet, Ewell, D. H. Hill, A. P. Hill, Jeb Stuart, Early, Anderson, Mahone, Van Dorn, Polk, Bragg, and many others who shone in the lists of the great tourney. The private soldier is justly recognized, and appears in his true light all along the line, of which he was the enduring figure. Lee, great and incomparable, shines as he always does, in the endearing majesty of his matchless character and genius.

General Sorrel's book is written in the temper and spirit which we might expect of the accomplished and gallant soldier that he was. It is without rancor, as he himself declares, and it is without disposition unduly to exalt one personage or belittle another. It bespeaks the catholic mind of an honest man. It tells things as he saw them, and he was one who did his deed from the highest and purest motives.

The staff of the Army of Northern Virginia (of which G. M. Sorrel, assistant adjutant-general, was a bright, particular star) was for the most part an improvised affair, as for the most part was the whole Confederate Army, and indeed the Federal Army was almost as much so. It showed, as did the line of civilians turned quickly into soldiers, the aptitude of our American people for military service and accomplishment. Even the younger officers of military training were needed in armies of raw and inexperienced recruits for many commands. The staff had to be made up for the most part of alert young men, some of them yet in their teens, and it is remarkable that they were so readily found and so well performed their duties.

At twenty-two years of age Sorrel was a clerk in a Savannah bank, and a private in a volunteer company of Savannah. He slipped away from his business to see the bombardment of Fort Sumter in April, 1861, and a little later we then find him at his father's country estate some ten miles from Manassas Junction, looking forward to a second lieutenancy as the fulfilment of his then ambition.

An introduction from Col. Thomas Jordan, the adjutant-general of Beauregard, to General Longstreet fixed his career with that officer, and he was by his side transacting his business and carrying his orders from the start to well-nigh the finish. On the Peninsula, and in the trenches at Yorktown, at Williamsburg and Seven Pines, in the Seven Days Battle around Richmond, at Second Manassas and Sharpsburg, at Suffolk in southeast Virginia, at Gettysburg, Chickamauga, at Knoxville, at the Wilderness, and in many combats along the Richmond and Petersburg lines, General Sorrel shared in many adventures and was a part of many matters of great pith and moment. Like Sandy Pendleton, the adjutant of Jackson, of Ewell, and of Early as commanders of the Second Corps of the Army of Northern Virginia, and like W. H. Palmer, of Richmond, the adjutant of A. P. Hill, he had no special preparation for his military career; and all three of these valuable officers, like many others who might be mentioned, are simply illustrations of the fine inherent qualities that pertain to the scions of a free people.

I have not written this introduction in the hope that I could add anything to the attractiveness of General Sorrel's recollections, nor have I undertaken to edit them or to pass upon the opinions which he expressed concerning men or things or battles. My part is simply that of a friend who belonged also to the staff of the Army of Northern Virginia, and of one who, from opportunities to observe General Sorrel on many occasions and to know him personally, learned to honor and admire him. I deem it fitting, however, to say that in some respects I differ from General Sorrel's opinions and would vary some of his observations respecting Ewell, Stuart, Early, and a few other conspicuous leaders.

"Fortunate indeed is the man who like General Sorrel is entitled to remind those around his death-bed [1q]that he did his best to do his duty and to serve his country with heart and soul. The records of his life tell us how well, how faithfully he did serve her, and if anything can console you and others for his loss it must be that fact."

These are the words of Field Marshal Wolseley, written to Mrs. Sorrel, the widow of the General upon his death at "The Barrens" near Roanoke, Va., the home of his brother, Dr. Francis Sorrel.

They are worthy of repetition in connection with General Sorrel's name by reason of their just estimate of his worth as a patriot and a soldier, and of the high spirit which they breathe; and that they are uttered by a soldier and a man of such character and ability as Field Marshal Wolseley impresses all the more their inherent merit.

They better introduce the volume of General Sorrel's composition than anything I can say, for they reveal in short compass the nature of the man, the principle that actuated his life, and the estimate formed of him by an eminent soldier who had no partial relation to him or his deeds.

John W. Daniel.

Washington, D. C., May 1, 1905.


Chapter I

  Battle of Manassas, July 21, 1861


Table of Contents




Forbears and Home at Savannah—Fort Sumter[2] attacked—Hostilities begin—Leave for Virginia—Visit to my father—Beauregard's camp at Manassas—Colonel Jordan—Introduced to General Longstreet—Sketch—General Stuart—General Johnston—The battle—Enemy defeated—Pursuit stopped—March to Centerville—Stonewall Jackson—Prince Napoleon—the review—Colonel Skinner—His Exploits.



My forbears were French on my father's side. His father, Antoine Sorrel des Riviere, Colonel du Genie (Engineer Corps) in the French Army, was on his estates in the island of San Domingo when the bloody insurrection of the blacks broke out at the opening of the century. He had the tragic horror of witnessing the massacre of many relatives and friends. His property was destroyed, and his life barely saved by concealment and flight to Cuba, thence to Louisiana, where a refuge was found among friendly kindred. There he died at a great age.

His son Francis, my father, was saved from the rage of bloodthirsty blacks by the faithful devotion of the household slaves, and some years later succeeded in reaching Maryland, where he was educated. He married in Virginia, engaging in business in the early part of the century at Savannah, Georgia.

My maternal great-grandfather, Alvin Moxley, was from Westmoreland County, Virginia. He was one of the signers of what is known as the Richard Henry Lee Bill of Rights[3], 1765, the first recorded protest in America against taxation without representation, and which twelve years later led directly to the Revolutionary War. The original document is now preserved and framed in the Virginia Historical Society at Richmond.
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