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Dedication







To all of the men and women with whom I had the privilege of serving in the the United States Navy from 1970 to 1974


Men and women who did not break their oaths











  
  

[image: ]

Other Books by Jim Stovall





Nathan Tower Espionage Series


The Death of the Admiral


The Frederick Alliance


The Road to Nashville (a novella)


The Krupp Gambit (a novella)


London Fog (a novella)


Nathan Tower: The Early Years


Other Novels


Kill the Quarterback


Point Spread




Nonfiction


Writing for the Mass Media


Writing Like a Journalist


The Civil War you Never Knew


Unconditional Failure: How Confederate Commanders Lost Fort Donelson


The Unbroken Oath:
The Southern Heros Who Chose the Union


Battlelines:
CivilWat Sketch Artists and the First Draft of War


Other Nonfiction


Heads and Tales: Caricatures and Stories of the Famous, the Infamous, and the Just Plain Interesting


Women With Words: 
Female Journalists and Writers


Seeing Suffrage:
The 1913 Washington Suffrage Parade, Its Pictures, and Its Effects on the American Political Landscape





Solid Rock Faith in Action



The Way of Grace: Gospel Stories for Lent
(with Chuck Warnock)




Genesis: The God Who Calls, Keeps, and Cares: A 13-Week Study of the Bible's Foundational Book
(with Chuck Warnock)




All the Good You Can Do:
An Introduction to John Wesley
and the Wesleyan Vision













  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Introduction: The Weight of an Oath
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Sign up for Jim’s newsletter
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        The Old Army—Brothers in Arms
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        The Choice — State or Nation?
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        The Rock — George H. Thomas
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        "Damn the Torpedoes!"—David Farragut
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        The Old General — Winfield Scott
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Brother Against Brother — John Gibbon
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Other Voices of Loyalty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        In the Ranks—The Common Soldiers
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Conclusion: Reclaiming the Heroes
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Selected Bibliography and Resources
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Appendix A: The Oath of Allegiance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Civil War You Never Knew
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        About the author
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Death of the Admiral
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The Frederick Alliance
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        All the Good You Can Do
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    

  


  
  

[image: ]

Introduction: The Weight of an Oath





Early on a dark November morning in 1970, I stood with a group of other young men and took an oath to "support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic." I was twenty-two years old, enlisting in the U.S. Navy for four years of active duty. While my understanding of that promise has deepened over the half-century since, I took the oath seriously even then. It was a solemn vow, and its words bound me to the nation. 

Those words were virtually the same as the ones administered to the young men who entered the United States Army in the nineteenth century. It was an oath they took before their families, their communities, and their God. Yet in 1861, as their home states began an illegal and ruinous separation from the United States, hundreds of them—men who would become the most famous generals of the Confederacy—cast that oath aside.

In the years that followed, an aggressive and remarkably successful myth-making campaign—the Lost Cause—sought to recast these men as heroes. It painted them as noble cavaliers fighting for a just cause, their treasonous actions washed away in a tide of romanticism. But heroism is not so easily manufactured. The legacy of their choice was not glory, but four years of unimaginable bloodletting that tore the nation apart and cost more than 600,000 lives.

The true heroes of that age, the ones this book seeks to remember, were the men who stood by their word. They were the Southerners—men like George Thomas, David Farragut, and Winfield Scott—who, when faced with the same agonizing choice, refused to break their oath. They chose their country when it needed them most, often at the cost of their homes, their families, and their fortunes. Their loyalty was not to a state or a region, but to the enduring principles of the United States Constitution. These are the stories of the men who kept their promise.

The Myth of a Unified South

The decision to secede was never the foregone conclusion that later myths would suggest. The image of a monolithic South, united in its cause, is a fiction. In the winter of 1860 and the spring of 1861, the entire region was wracked with debate. Unionist sentiment was not only present; in many places, it was the dominant political force. States like Tennessee initially rejected secession in February 1861, only voting to leave in June after Fort Sumter and Lincoln's call for troops. Areas like East Tennessee and North Alabama were bastions of fierce loyalty to the United States. This was not a choice between being a Southerner and being a traitor; for tens of thousands, being a Southerner meant being a loyal American.

The most powerful proof of this forgotten history is written in the muster rolls of the U.S. Army. Over 100,000 white men from the seceding states served in the Union military. Every Confederate state but one—South Carolina—raised at least one regiment of white troops for the Union cause. These men were not confused or coerced; they were patriots who organized, fought, and died to preserve the nation their fathers had built. They fought against their neighbors, and sometimes even their own brothers, because they believed their primary allegiance was to the United States.

Consider the voting patterns in East Tennessee. In Blount County, citizens voted 1,766 in favor of remaining in the Union versus 414 for secession—more than four to one. In neighboring Sevier County, the margin was even more dramatic: 1,528 for the Union, only 60 for secession—better than twenty-five to one. Across all of East Tennessee, over 34,000 voted to preserve the Union while fewer than 15,000 voted for separation. These were not isolated pockets of resistance; this was the will of an entire region.

The Agony of Choice

For the officers of the pre-war U.S. Army, the choice was even more stark and personal. This was a small, intimate fraternity, where men who would become mortal enemies had been classmates at West Point, comrades in the Mexican-American War, and friends at desolate frontier posts. When the crisis came, each man had to look into his own soul.

Robert E. Lee himself called secession "nothing but revolution" and agonized over his decision, ultimately concluding he could not raise his hand against his native Virginia. His choice, and the choices of others like him, were personal and emotional—a loyalty to place and kin over a sworn, constitutional duty. Lee once wrote that if he could free all of the slaves in the South (four million at the time) to save the Union, he would do so. His words have often been mischaracterized as expressing a wish to free his own slaves. Lee never showed any intention or desire to do that. When it came to making his own decision, he chose his state and his position as a slave-owner over his oath. That was his right as a man, but it was not and should not be thought of as heroism. It was a breaking of his word.

But for every officer who broke his oath, there were others of immense talent who held fast. George H. Thomas, a fellow Virginian from a slave-owning family, was disowned by his relatives for his decision; his portrait was turned to the wall in his ancestral home, never to be looked upon again by his family. David Farragut of Tennessee was viewed with suspicion before he proved his loyalty with stunning victories at New Orleans and Mobile Bay. Philip St. George Cooke, another Virginian, chose the Union even as his own son and his famous son-in-law, J.E.B. Stuart, joined the Confederacy. These men, whose skill and dedication were indispensable to the Union victory, were branded as traitors in their own communities.

The cost was not limited to officers. A nineteen-year-old named Will McTeer later recounted how he watched Confederate cavalry under John H. Morgan arrest his father and drag him away to prison. When his mother pleaded for mercy, the Confederate captain responded with bitter, burning oaths. Young McTeer stood silently, anger building within him. He later wrote: "There silently burning with rage, I formed the purpose that those tears should be avenged, and that so long as I was able to raise an arm it would be against the cause that would destroy the flag I loved." He slipped through Confederate lines, made his way to Kentucky, and enlisted in the 3rd Tennessee Volunteer Cavalry. He fought for three years, surviving battles and a prison camp, and returned home to build a life as a lawyer, banker, and community leader. His family's suffering, replicated in thousands of households across the South, reveals the human cost of choosing the Union in a land that had declared for the Confederacy.

The Erasure

This erasure was the work of the Lost Cause, a coordinated and deeply effective propaganda movement that sought to rewrite the history of the war. Its proponents argued that the conflict was not about slavery but about states' rights, that Confederate soldiers were chivalrous heroes, and that the South was not defeated but merely overwhelmed by brute force. In this telling, there was no room for the Southern Unionist. The existence of a divided South, of men who chose the Union, fundamentally undermined the entire myth. And so, they were forgotten.

Another part of the Lost Cause mythology that is particularly perverse is the claim that all the great military minds of the U.S. Army fled South, leaving the Union with inferior leadership. This narrative insists that the North won only because it could depend on superior numbers and unlimited resources to defeat smaller armies led by near-geniuses. In fact, the Confederacy was riddled with inadequate, political, and often incompetent leadership, and its command structure was frequently confusing and self-defeating. My previous book, Unconditional Failure: How Confederate Commanders Lost Fort Donelson, outlines these failures in just one battle, but the pattern of Southern leadership failure was pervasive throughout the war.

The statues were built for the oath-breakers, while the oath-keepers were buried in the footnotes of history. Monuments to Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson rose by the hundreds across the South and beyond, while George Thomas—who saved the Union army at Chickamauga and destroyed a Confederate army at Nashville—was largely forgotten outside military circles. This was not an accident. It was a deliberate choice, part of a campaign to control historical memory and justify what could not be justified.

For many decades, the nation as a whole accepted this version of the story as part of its reconciliation efforts. The nation needed healing. If people—especially Southerners—wanted to believe this justification of their rebellion, well, why not? At least, the Union was preserved, slavery was abolished, and we could get on with things. The myth did not make sense, but what harm could it do?

In fact, it did enormous harm, especially to African-Americans whose true story was subsumed in a sea of myth and racism. It harmed Southern whites who used it to avoid coming to terms with their treasonous actions or ancestors. It harmed all Americans by depriving them of the true story of their history and the enormous price that those who spent their fortunes and lives preserving the Union had to pay.

Reclaiming the Story

This book is an act of reclamation. It is an effort to pull these men out of the fog of mythology and place them where they belong: at the center of a story about loyalty, duty, and the true meaning of patriotism. By telling their stories, we not only honor their sacrifice but also challenge a narrative that has for too long distorted our understanding of the nation's most painful and defining conflict.

The men who broke their oaths brought about a catastrophe. The men who kept them helped save the United States.

In the chapters that follow, we will meet these oath-keepers: the senior officers like Winfield Scott and David Farragut, whose names still echo faintly in American memory; the less celebrated but equally vital commanders like George Thomas and John Gibbon, whose contributions have been inexcusably overshadowed; the political leaders like Andrew Johnson, who risked everything by refusing to abandon his Senate seat when Tennessee seceded; and the ordinary citizens—farmers, craftsmen, and teenagers—who took up arms for the Union despite living deep in Confederate territory.

Their stories are not abstractions. They are accounts of men who faced impossible choices and made the right one, often at tremendous personal cost. They are reminders that secession was not inevitable, that the South was not unified, and that loyalty to the Constitution was a choice available to every man—a choice that thousands made, even when it cost them everything.

More than 150 years after Appomattox, we are still grappling with the consequences of how we remember the Civil War. The Lost Cause mythology continues to shape our national conversation, from debates over monuments to arguments about the meaning of heritage and history. Understanding the stories of these Southern Unionists is not merely an academic exercise; it is essential to understanding who we are as a nation and what we value.

The oath I took in 1970 connected me across more than a century to George Thomas, David Farragut, Will McTeer, and thousands of others who made the same promise. Some kept it. Some did not. This book is about those who did—and why their choice matters now more than ever.
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Sign up for Jim’s newsletter





One of the best ways of staying in touch with me is to get on my email list. You can do so at my website, . 

My monthly newsletter will keep you informed about what I am doing and what I am writing about. There are also extras and freebies. For instance, if you read this book and are familiar with Nashville, particularly east Nashville, you will want to check out the interactive map that identifies some of the locations referred to in the book. There’s a bit of extra information about them that will be of interest to you.

[image: ]

Also, by signing up for my newsletter, you can download a free digital copy of the mystery novel Kill the Quarterback, which is also set in Nashville. In Kill the Quarterback, a star quarterback is murdered two weeks before his senior season is about to begin. Mitch Sawyer, police reporter for the Nashville Daily Tribune, has to find the killer before he becomes the next victim.

Reviewers have had this to say about Kill the Quarterback:

“Shades of Damon Runyon . . . . Stovall writes about Nashville, where he grew up, and has a cast of characters to rival Runyon, but with a 21st century realism that Runyon would know nothing of.”

“Every time I thought I had it all figured out there would be a new twist in the plot. Didn't put it down from start to finish.”

“Stovall does a stellar job of character development as police reporter Mitch Sawyer digs into the murder, using sources and adversaries in Nashville's criminal justice system. Stovall uses his background in journalism to weave in insights into the changing newspaper industry, and his familiarity with Nashville to infuse color and a sense of familiarity into the story.”

“A great story told from a different perspective than most mysteries ... the perspective of a newspaper reporter. Jim Stovall has woven a great story around some very intriguing characters. Enjoyed the book immensely, and looking forward to more stories from Jim.”
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Chapter one

The Old Army—Brothers in Arms





In 1854, a recently resigned and destitute army captain named Ulysses S. Grant was stranded in New York City, waiting for funds to complete his journey home from a lonely post in California. He turned to a fellow officer he knew from his West Point and Mexican War days—a Kentuckian named Simon Bolivar Buckner. Buckner, a man of more comfortable means, vouched for Grant with his hotel manager, a gesture of trust that secured Grant lodging when he needed it most. Grant never forgot the kindness. Eight years later, the two men would meet again at Fort Donelson, Tennessee—Grant as the Union commander accepting Buckner's surrender, Buckner as the defeated Confederate general. 


[image: Simon Buckner]
Simon Buckner


The personal warmth between the two men survived their professional conflict, a poignant reminder of bonds formed in a different time, when they had worn the same uniform and served the same flag.

This was the Old Army—the pre-war United States Army that would tear itself in half in 1861.

A Small, Intimate Fraternity

The antebellum U.S. Army was tiny by later standards, numbering only about 16,000 officers and enlisted men in 1860. The officer corps was even smaller—fewer than 1,100 men scattered across the vast expanse of the American continent, from coastal fortifications to remote frontier posts. This intimacy bred familiarity. Officers knew each other, had served together, studied together at West Point, and shared the peculiar hardships of military life in a nation that barely maintained a standing army and often treated its soldiers with indifference.
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