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Praise for The Colors of Courage






“A lively work of Civil War scholarship.”






—Kirkus
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“Creighton’s book brims with insights. . . . No one who reads this book will ever forget that so many brave men and women of different backgrounds fought at Gettysburg to give birth to a new freedom for America.”






—Library Journal
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“The Colors of Courage will surprise and inform and help you view the battle and its legacy in a very different light. . . .Creighton has done a splendid job . . . ”


 



—America’s Civil War News











[image: i_Image7]








“ [Creighton] has meticulously combed through the available sources on the activities of women, African Americans and—especially fascinating—the German-American soldiers who faced disdain for their speech, their habits and their foreignness even as they fought, bled and died for the Union.”






—The Washington Post Book World
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“Refreshing and original history”




—Battlefield Journal: A Guide to Civil War History
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“Refreshing . . . [The Colors of Courage] is a welcome departure from military tactics and battlefield strategies. . . . —








Civil War Times
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“Creighton does not seek to replace the historic narrative but rather to expand it. . . . In so doing, she enriches the history and our knowledge of the deeply ingrained diversity of our nation.”






—Booklist
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* * * “Like a miner sifting through the tailings of a played-out mine, Margaret Creighton has assembled a trove of facts to present absorbing pictures. . . . of underappreciated Civil War participants. . . . This thoroughly researched and well-told story will appeal not only to Civil War buffs but also to readers interested in social history.”






—Grand Rapids Press

















An entirely fresh perspective. . . . [Creighton] moves us through the battle with great skill and style.”




 —Portland Press Herald/Maine Sunday Telegram
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“In The Colors of Courage, Margaret Creighton brings a fresh eye to the Civil War’s greatest battle. Told with intelligence and sensitivity, this textured story will be of interest to grizzled Civil War buffs and budding students alike.”




—Jay Winik, author of April 1865: The Month That Saved America
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“ Margaret Creighton’s gracefully written, exhaustively researched, and compelling book deepens and enriches our understanding of the “battles” of Gettysburg. . . . This is a significant accomplishment.” 




—Edward T. Linenthal, author of Sacred Ground: 

Americans and Their Battlefields
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“Filled with new material on African-Americans, immigrants, and women, [The Colors of Courage] tells a rich, nuanced story of a community transformed by war. . . . Written in exceptionally vivid and graceful prose. . . ”




—Joan E. Cashin, editor of The War Was You and Me: 

Civilians in the American Civil War
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“In this richly detailed and wonderfully written book, historian Margaret Creighton tells Gettysburg’s other stories. The Colors of Courage weaves together the lives of African Americans, white women, and German American soldiers, into a rich tapestry of ironies, tragedies, triumphs, and—most of all—lived history. Any reader who wishes to understand the true meaning of the Civil War should pick up this book.”






—J. Matthew Gallman, author of The Civil War Chronicle
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“Margaret Creighton has written a beautiful book”






—Gabor Boritt, Director, Civil War Institute, Gettysburg College
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INTRODUCTION


IT IS A STORY TOLD time and again. In the summer of 1863, an army of Confederate soldiers probed its way into enemy country. Veiled by a length of low mountains, it moved into Pennsylvania, and then, at a small town, it turned to face a Union army that had followed it. In a battle that lasted three days, 170,000 men came to blows. They fought on rocky hillsides, charged through wheatfields and orchards, and fought hand to hand. When it was over and the Confederates had beaten a retreat to the South, witnesses to the carnage  claimed that it was the bloodiest battle ever fought on the American continent.  Some of them argued, even then, that it was the turning point of the American Civil War.1


Gettysburg is a tale told in histories and in fiction and film. It is also conveyed, in monuments and museums, at the site itself, to close to two million visitors a year. It is a story so compelling and familiar that for many Americans it has become a defining moment, communicating what courage means, what heroes look like, and how and where war happens.


So well known is this battle’s history that it is hard to picture it any other way. But if we shift the focus slightly, and sift the evidence for what also remains of those July days in 1863, different Gettysburgs emerge. Among these is the story told here, in which diverse Americans—people of color, women civilians, and immigrant soldiers—play leading parts, and in which struggles over freedom and contests over respect and recognition provide as much dynamic  action as attacks, repulses, and retreats.


These diverse people have been sidelined in conventional battle history—some more than others, certainly—but it is not difficult to place or replace them at the center of Gettysburg’s story. German-American soldiers engaged in two critical military actions at Gettysburg, where they hoped to do more than defeat an enemy and stop an invasion. They were deemed “outcasts” in the Army of the Potomac, if not in America as a whole, and they had felt painfully dishonored after a retreat at the Battle of Chancellorsville in May 1863. Now, in Pennsylvania, they hoped to answer those who questioned their courage. Their New England–born corps commander, Major General Oliver Otis Howard, also felt the scorn directed at his men, and it was compounded by his own difficulties. His toughness, too, had come under question, and he struggled against the widespread belief that he was too pious a Christian and too gentle a man to be a successful army commander.2


White borough women also actively entered into the Battle of Gettysburg. Many of these women were in the town alone with their children when the battle  enveloped them and caught them in military crossfire. During the three days of violence, they faced not only physical ordeals but psychological shock. Many of them rose to the challenge, vigorously opposing Confederate soldiers, using and abandoning domesticity in order to protect their families and their property. Being a woman on a battlefield and being trapped with enemy men in an occupied town was not something any of them had anticipated, and the experience proved a remarkable test of their strength, their political resolve, and their willingness to enter—and influence—the military fray. For immigrant  women, it also proved a test of their emotional armor. Pennsylvania Germans  came under public attack after the battle for what people said was unpatriotic behavior.


Black women and men were integral to the story of the Confederate invasion.  African American residents of south central Pennsylvania faced more than hardship and disruption when Confederates invaded Pennsylvania. Their freedom was in jeopardy. Some of the enemy soldiers who came north in June 1863 hunted down people of color to send south into slavery. Gettysburg’s black families—some of whom lived near a place called Cemetery Hill—had labored for generations to build a safe and sustainable world for themselves, and, in the summer of 1863, they saw that world threatened with destruction.




This account not only describes what these different “outsiders” had at stake at Gettysburg and details the part they played in the campaign, but also considers how and why, as Gettysburg became a cherished American narrative, their experiences  became peripheral. Acclaim, recognition, and remembrance went to native-born combatants featured in engagements of strategy and maneuver. When writers moved these other people to center stage, as they did on occasion,  they tended to use them as foils to their favorite soldier heroes. These are the individuals, we have been told, who hid when the shelling got thick, or who fled at the first sign of violence. Immigrant soldiers were “skedaddlers”; women were “cellar-dwellers”; black civilians were “runaways.” And it was not simply historians who marginalized these people. In their effort to seek inclusion in battle memory, these participants sometimes denigrated each other. White, native-born women writing battle accounts, for example, portrayed black civilians,  German-American civilians, and German-American soldiers in ways that accentuated their own brave deeds.3


The Colors of Courage does not seek to be comprehensive—it focuses largely on Union soldiers and Northern civilians—but, by recasting the battle, it seeks to be freshly inclusive. By bringing diverse individuals forward, and in viewing the Gettysburg campaign through their eyes, it also proposes a new shape to Gettysburg, a reconfiguration of the battle’s traditional dimensions and emotional contours.


When we see the battle through the eyes of immigrant soldiers, for example, we come to know the Union army at Gettysburg less as a seamless fighting body engaged with an enemy than as a socially divided set of men beset by internal battles. Thanks in part to the humiliating Union defeat at Chancellorsville, Gettysburg became for many soldiers a test of male fitness and a competition for social  acceptance. It was also a contest driven by a belief in right and wrong. Many of the senior German officers fighting at Gettysburg were anti-slavery (as was their Yankee corps commander), and their fight was infused by moral purpose.


When we measure Gettysburg by the yardstick of women’s work, the battle’s geography shifts distinctly. The circumference of battle expands beyond the familiar  Cemetery and Seminary Ridges to include both the borough and civilian farms for miles and miles around. When we take into account women’s perspectives,  too, the battle’s dynamics look different. Women and even girls in the occupied town were fully implicated in the battle’s frightful drama, not only as victims of violence but as agents of support and resistance. Seen from the vantage  point of civilian women, the battle’s chronology also changes. The trauma lengthens from three days’ worth of killing to at least three months’ worth of recovery and ministration.


Viewed through the lens of African American experience in Pennsylvania, the Battle of Gettysburg expands again. Its boundaries are as wide as the path of its raiding armies, and its time frame reaches back into the past. The battle is both a momentary explosion in 1863 and the climax of decades of threats from below the Mason-Dixon line. It is also less about soldiers fighting soldiers in white man’s combat than it is about soldiers preying on civilians, and it has clear and urgent moral proportions. It is a battle all about, utterly about, freedom.


Considering the experiences of these “outsiders,” then, requires a reassessment  of Gettysburg. It also means reevaluating the preeminent values of the Gettysburg story, not only the principle of freedom, but the telling quality of courage. According to the influential Gettysburg canon (which echoes other war narratives), the kind of courage achievable through the battle’s active combat—physical daring—is one of the noblest human attributes. Displays of other kinds of courage are considered less meritorious. Courage that women demonstrated—unarmed, supportive, protective, albeit under fire—is relatively  less distinguished. Moral courage, like the principled abolitionism that inspired some soldiers, or that enabled African Americans to persevere in the crisis of the invasion, has also become relatively unimportant.4


Adopting the vantage point of these people means challenging the rigid hierarchy  of courage. Importantly, though, it does not mean overturning generations  of battle history in order to redistribute bravery. Most of the Northern men and women described here did not seek to substitute one narrowly defined  battle for another. They wanted to avoid a seesaw of respect, whereby honor credited to one person or group was necessarily withdrawn from another.  As proud as they were of their own accomplishments, as eager as some of them were for expanded appreciation, they celebrated with all their hearts the victories of the soldiers on Little Round Top and Cemetery Ridge.


According to some commentators, Gettysburg is the “symbolic center of American history.”5 The perspective of this book thus raises fundamental questions. If Gettysburg is a certain set of ideals, with a certain cast of characters,  to what degree can it be modified and be recognized as “Gettysburg” at all? The canon—the story of brave soldiers fighting in sequestered space—has enormous tenacity and power, and it speaks to prevailing ideas about the scope of battle and the legacy of war. Can it be challenged? To what extent, too, can slavery be reintroduced into the story of Gettysburg? Many of the men and women described here believed not only in a multidimensional war, but in a war of moral principle. What do their opinions and their convictions mean to us now? How far has Gettysburg’s audience come in the last century and a half? How much has it changed?6






THE OTHER GETTYSBURG ADDRESS





The narrative offered here differs from most histories of the battle, but the approach it takes is not unprecedented. It is indebted, first of all, to a distinguished  historical tribute delivered in the fall of 1863. The speaker who presented  this address had been invited to Gettysburg to help dedicate the new Soldier’s National Cemetery in November. He was an articulate man, celebrated  for the strength of his convictions and for his way with words. And he was not Abraham Lincoln. Forgotten almost as readily as some of the subjects he discussed, the Hon. Edward Everett spoke before Lincoln on November  19.


The nearly seventy-year-old Everett, who had served Massachusetts as a congressman, as governor, and then senator, and also been president of Harvard  University and secretary of state, had a reputation as one of the best orators  in America.7 The address he gave at Gettysburg was indeed elegant and scripted, and he delivered it, for almost two hours, with premeditated craft. He began by associating the battle with classical battles of Greece. What would have happened, he queried, if the Confederate invasion had succeeded? Would it not recall the invasion of those despots who had sought to “plant the dark banner of . . . slavery on the free soil of Greece?” Everett then brought his oration  forward to the beginnings of the American Civil War, and began a long, detailed history of the Gettysburg campaign.8


Everett, a long-standing abolitionist, was not shy about engaging in the war’s divisive issues, nor was he reluctant to take sides. The success of the Union army at Gettysburg was a sign, he said, that good prevailed. “Victory does not always fall to the lot of those who deserve it,” he commented, but in this case, the “triumph” had to be ascribed “to the spirit of exalted patriotism that animated them, and the consciousness that they were fighting in a righteous  cause.”9


In recounting the battle, Everett commended specific people. (In two hours, to be sure, he could cover a lot of ground.) He praised the many valiant soldiers  who fought at Gettysburg, including the troops who fought “gallantly” the first day. He spoke of local civilians and what they had endured from the twenty-sixth of June to the following fall—how they had been “shocked with the widespread desolation,” how they had spent nights in dreadful anxiety, and how they had dedicated themselves to the care of soldiers. He talked of the sorry aftermath, and he spoke particularly of women—those at home whose labor went beyond “domestic care,” and those who worked with the wounded on the fields and in hospitals. Women of the Union, he said, “have entitled themselves to our highest admiration and gratitude.” Edward Everett also mentioned free people of color, several times. He acknowledged the black men who served in the United States Army, as well as free African Americans taken into bondage.10


President Abraham Lincoln spoke after Everett. He took little time to read from his notes. There were no specifics in his address and there was no town mentioned. He did not refer to the particular battle at hand, nor to that battle’s  soldiers. He could have been anywhere, following any battle, speaking to any bereaved community. He made elegant references to past deeds and dead men, to Founders’ words and Founders’ plans. He spoke of principles of equality and of “a new birth of freedom,” which many people have taken to be an allusion to the end of slavery. But he made no concrete reference to the war’s causes or to the way that the war’s purposes had shifted. There was no mention of emancipation, or of a proclamation.11


In part because of the beauty of his words, and in part because their spareness left the door open to meaning, Lincoln served generations with his Gettysburg  remarks. The fact that he led the Union heroically helped bolster the fame of his address, but it was the words themselves, and what Lincoln left out, that ensured the speech’s longevity. For diverse Americans at the time—for borderstates Americans, anti-slavery Americans, politically lukewarm Americans—Lincoln’s comments carried far. He wanted them to go wide as well. He would be running for reelection within the year, and he could, as one historian has noted, use the Gettysburg podium to help cement his Republican base. He had always been a master at poetic obfuscation—he would not have been such a successful politician if he had not been—and here he could be genuinely and faultlessly politic.12 And his words would live on—beyond the Civil War, beyond  the period of Reconstruction, well into the world of sectional reconciliation.  Through the twentieth century, people ascribed multiple meanings to Lincoln’s words, and some ultimately used them to honor Confederate and Union veterans and Confederate and Union causes.13


While Lincoln’s address carried beyond its moment in time, Everett’s address  did not. The early response to his oration was mixed. Anti-Republican commentators were, not surprisingly, distinctly negative. Everett was cold and long, they said, and, by championing the war’s anti-slavery cause, he had helped perpetuate the war and prolonged human suffering. Many Republican editorials were favorable. While some papers thought his oration lacked warmth and that his extended account of the battle was unnecessary, they were generally pleased. Some papers even noticed the way that Everett had acknowledged  some of the war’s forgotten participants, particularly the country’s women.14 Everett’s remarks about women also received positive comment from his co-speaker. Everett had written to Abraham Lincoln after the ceremony, complimenting his speech and asking after the president’s sick son. Lincoln returned  the message, and remarked that Everett’s “tribute to our noble women for their angel-ministering to the suffering soldiers, surpasses, in its way, as do the subjects of it, whatever has gone before.”15


Edward Everett’s oration at Gettysburg, however, became a vanishing act. Ultimately, the statesman seemed too bound to his time and place. Not only was his rhetorical style and long delivery fit for his century, but his subject was topical. And he was partisan. He identified specific heroes. His oration was by no means a diatribe against slavery—it was much more a paean to union—but he mentioned the iniquities of slaveholders and the concerns of “colored people” frequently enough for people to know very well where he stood. So, as the country changed, and slavery and “colored people” became less absorbing concerns to the majority white public, Everett’s remarks became known mostly for their windy length. A late-twentieth-century historian would sum up his generation’s assessment of the two men and their remarks by commenting that Everett’s speech “may no longer be of interest to us on its own merits,” but it survives mainly as “the foil to that better thing that followed.”16


Mr. Lincoln’s address was certainly the most beautiful thing delivered that November day, and it justifiably became a sacred text. But Edward Everett cannot  be dismissed. By speaking frankly of the war’s causes, by honoring the Battle of Gettysburg’s multiple heroes, he echoed many of the battle participants  themselves—including Union soldiers, women, and African Americans. They might not have personally appreciated Everett, or even recognized their kinship with him, but he pronounced to the public what some of them, too, would later try to articulate.


Many of these battle survivors would ultimately take Everett’s words one step further. While he talked about soldiers’ “gallant” behavior, they would explain  that only some men were so classified. While he talked about how citizens suffered, they would talk about how they took action to mitigate that suffering. While he discussed women’s sacrifice and told his audience that women’s service  was its own reward, they would claim recognition as their reward. While he mentioned black ordeals at the hands of Confederates, they would echo him, but when he spoke of a “helpless colored population,” they would speak of their enduring strength.


But just as Everett’s oration became a faded occasion, these individuals, too, would disappear from view. And throughout their lifetimes and for generations  beyond, their battle for the battle—their efforts to broaden the event’s history, and their struggles to complicate popular memory—would be an uphill  fight.










THE ADVANCE GUARD


This account takes inspiration from Edward Everett’s oration in 1863, but it is also indebted to historians in the late twentieth century who examined the social  history of soldiers and who integrated women and the homefront into the story of the Civil War.17 It also relies on pioneering research into wartime Gettysburg,  including very recent work on Pennsylvania Germans, African Americans,  women, and civilians in general,18 as well as on studies of Gettysburg in popular culture and collective memory.19 Many of these studies acknowledge, implicitly or directly, the ways in which Gettysburg’s homefront and battlefield  were one and the same.




The narrative here also owes a great deal to scholars who have discussed how battle is deserving of cultural study. Many social historians, for instance, have produced work that goes “beyond the battlefield.” Such scholarship is critically important, for it increases our understanding of the war’s many participants  and its complex repercussions. But too often military campaigns remain  relegated to military analysts. Battles are also social constructions, of course, and the reasons they are fought, the way they are performed, the people they include, and the way they are talked about reveal a great deal about the broader culture. Above all, then, this work is indebted to those scholars who have encouraged the cultural study of war.20






THE SOURCES


Although this book is enriched by historical scholarship, it is grounded in primary  evidence, much of it, of course, produced after the battle. It sometimes tells us as much about later circumstances, or about the effects of intervening years, as it does about 1863. Battle survivors had trouble recalling what happened  within weeks of the event, not to mention twenty or thirty years later. Witnesses to the Gettysburg campaign are, by the turn of the twentieth century,  also witnesses to Reconstruction and reconciliation, and they bring their accumulated perspectives to bear on their memories. Like all witnesses, then, they provide invaluable but not perfect windows into the past.21


The story of German-American soldiers and their American commander in the Union army’s Eleventh Corps, which opens the book and helps sustain the military action throughout, is based upon army records as well as the diaries  and letters and recollections of soldiers themselves. The book’s second narrative, which follows the travails of white Gettysburg women, draws on memoirs, diaries, interview transcripts, and correspondence generated by approximately  forty local women. These materials provide a good description of how women viewed and experienced the battle, but they are less useful in discussing  prewar and postwar experience, and are supplemented by newspaper commentary and military reports. The third story retells the battle through the lens of Gettysburg’s black community. This is social history at its most challenging. Much local African American history remains where it originated in the nineteenth century: in tales handed down, or in private collections. And the black community, under siege in 1863, did not have time then, nor the luxury (or interest) afterward, to print accounts of its experiences. This record is thus pieced together from church minutes, pension records, newspaper accounts,  military reports, and oral histories, as well as from general accounts of African Americans in Pennsylvania.


As every reader will realize, The Colors of Courage speaks of female, immigrant,  and black experiences quite generally, although its evidence is particular and limited. Highlighting certain individuals brings personal immediacy to the story but sacrifices broad representation. Focusing on a small group of immigrant  soldiers (most of them officers, no less) is to glide over the diverse experiences  of German Americans of different rank, from different parts of the United States (and Germany), from different political, economic, and educational  backgrounds. Emphasizing five literate, publicly visible women likely means bypassing “ordinary” women—often poor women—who hadn’t the skills or time or connections to reminisce in public. And grounding African American experience on church leaders, town “characters,” and property owners  neglects people who may have been too reticent, too transient, and, again, too poor to register in public. As much as possible, this book tries to mitigate its selectivity by drawing on collective material, but it leaves many social dimensions  of the Gettysburg campaign unexplored. Future researchers will no doubt do great justice to other groups of people at Gettysburg, to different sets of immigrants, for example, or to civilian men, to nurses and other volunteers, or to black laborers and black refugees.






THE STRUCTURE


This book dovetails historical narrative with interpretive commentary, and draws on the discrete experiences of fifteen individuals to personalize its story. It also weaves in details of hundreds of other participants. Chronologically, the book is both straightforward, following events before, during, and after the battle, and retrospective, flashing back in time to fill in background. A character list, a brief outline of the Gettysburg campaign, and maps will help orient the reader to events and relevant participants.


The account itself is structured in three parts. Part One includes a brief prologue,  which introduces the mid-nineteenth-century town of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, and then presents, in Chapters 1, 2, and 3, the three major communities  that dominate the narrative. It brings each group to the threshold of the summer of 1863. This section thus travels back in time. The first chapter of the book, which focuses on soldiers in the Eleventh Corps, opens in May 1863, and centers on the Battle of Chancellorsville. Here, we learn about the kind of emotions some of these Union soldiers will carry into Pennsylvania, and we become  familiar with the book’s military perspective. The second chapter begins in June 1863, when women in Gettysburg began to anticipate an invasion. It considers the kinds of expectations that existed for women in wartime. The third chapter introduces the African American community in Gettysburg. Its focus expands to the antebellum period in order to show how the Confederate invasion fits into black history in southern Pennsylvania and to emphasize what black families had at stake in 1863. Part Two (Chapters 4, 5, and 6) centers on the Gettysburg campaign and the battle itself. Part Three (Chapters 7 through 10) discusses the battle’s aftermath, the characters’ postwar lives, and the way that battle memories were publicly shaped, both locally and nationally.






PRINCIPAL CHARACTERS: SPRING AND SUMMER, 1863






The Soldiers of the Eleventh Corps 





Major General Oliver Otis Howard: Thirty-three years old, Otis Howard grew up in Leeds, Maine. A graduate of West Point, he is known for his piety, his abolitionism, and his personal bravery in battle (he lost an arm in 1862). Howard has just been given command of the Eleventh Corps of the Army of the Potomac, with its large cohort of German Americans, and he has high hopes that he and his men can solidify “soldierly” reputations in the spring and summer campaigns.


Major General Carl Schurz: Many men fight in the Army of the Potomac for liberty and union, for personal honor, for money, or out of duty. Carl Schurz has joined the army in large part because he hates slavery. His heartfelt commitment to abolitionism and civil rights was probably shaped in Germany,  where he served as a revolutionary “freedom fighter” in 1848. This intense,  tireless man came to America as a political exile, and now, thirty-four years old, he labors not only for emancipation but for the acceptance and recognition of German immigrants.


Brigadier General Alexander Schimmelfennig: Like Schurz, Schimmelfennig is a veteran of the German revolutions, and he has been equally impatient to serve the Union cause in his new country. As soon as Abraham Lincoln called for volunteers after the attack on Fort Sumter in 1861, Schimmelfennig began to form a regiment, and he brought distinctive ardor and bravery into battle in 1862. Now this round-eyed, boyish-faced, thirty-eight-year-old general  is looking for the same sort of personal success in the months ahead.


Corporal Adam Muenzenberger is a robust-looking thirty-three-year-old who, in 1862, left his home in Greenfield, Wisconsin, to fight for the Union. This shoemaker, a father of four young children, is optimistic about what his regiment of fellow German-American volunteers might achieve. By the spring of 1863, he has suffered some disillusionment, and a personal tragedy, but he is still hopeful that the war will be over soon, that his army will be victorious, and that he will have personally trounced the enemy.






White Women of Gettysburg 



Fannie Buehler is a proper Christian woman, committed to “good” causes and to the care of her husband and their six children. Thirty-seven-year-old Fannie,  like everyone else in Gettysburg, has been warned about Confederate incursions,  and she has convinced her husband, David, a prominent Republican newspaper editor and postmaster, to take flight if the enemy appears. But Fannie  also claims to be unconcerned about an invasion. She does not really believe  enemy men would have an interest in a small, out-of-the-way town like Gettysburg.


Harriet Bayly: A self-described abolitionist, Bayly is forty-three years old in 1863, and the mother of seven children. Her daughter, Jane Ann, age ten, has recently died. There is plenty that concerns this woman about the prospect of enemy invaders, but nothing compares to her anxiety about her family’s farm and the safety of her animals. One animal, a speedy chestnut mare, is, for personal  reasons, particularly precious to her and she will do whatever she can to keep this horse out of enemy hands.


Elizabeth Thorn, born in Germany, lives in the gatehouse on Cemetery Hill. Her husband, also a recent immigrant, was caretaker of Gettysburg’s new Evergreen Cemetery until he joined the Union army. Now, this determined thirty-year-old woman has to keep up with her husband’s grave digging, her own housekeeping, and the care of her elderly parents and her children. To top it off, she is pregnant. She hardly has room in her life to host an army on her hilltop. But she is not going to have much say in the matter.


Sadie Bushman is nine years old. The daughter of a cabinetmaker, the middle child of nine, Sadie lives in the center of Gettysburg. We do not know a lot about Sadie’s life before the summer of 1863, but it is likely that she spends her time in chores, schoolwork, churchgoing, and play. It is not at all likely that she does anything connected with army life, except perhaps to help her mother scrape lint or package supplies for soldiers. Sadie Bushman  is very young, and it is generally understood that girls of her age will have many more years to mature. Sadie will have three days to grow up, very fast.


Georgia Wade McClellan and her sister Jennie Wade, along with four brothers, grew up next to the Bushmans on the south side of Gettysburg. With a father in the almshouse and little money, the Wades have faced one challenge after another. The girls and their mother work as seamstresses to help support the family, but with the war on and men away, demands and duties have expanded.  And now twenty-one-year-old Georgia is pregnant. Her baby is due in the summer, sometime close to the first of July.






Gettysburg’s African Americans 



Abraham Brian, in his late fifties, owns a farm just south of the borough of Gettysburg, near the north end of Cemetery Ridge. He, his wife Elizabeth, and their children work twelve acres, and Brian has other properties he rents out. His children go to the school nearby, and, unlike their parents, are learning how to read and write. In the late spring of 1863, the family has finished planting  their fields with wheat and barley. It is clear that they hope to be around to harvest them.


Mag Palm. The 1860 census taker places Mag Palm and her family in a small wooden house on the northwestern slope of Cemetery Ridge. She rents this house from Abraham Brian. Mag is in her mid-thirties in 1863, a tall, strong woman who works for white families to get by. Her stature and her muscular power appeal not only to employers, but to slave traders. Sometimes,  as Mag found out before the war broke out, these are one and the same. By 1863, she has become an extremely wary woman.


Owen Robinson. It is hard to know exactly how old Robinson is in 1863. He was apparently born in Maryland at the end of the eighteenth century. “Daddy” Robinson, as he was known, is a successful confectioner in the borough,  and an active member of the AME Zion church. Having been enslaved once, he lives in dread of Confederate invaders, and what they could do to his cherished freedom.


Randolph Johnston has grown to maturity in Gettysburg. Born in 1840, Johnston has been educated in the borough and has intermittently attended the AME Zion church. His family sometimes seems on the edge of acceptance in the black community, thanks to his father’s unconventional ways. But in June 1863, Randolph Johnston is nothing if not active and in charge. He has begun drilling men for military work and is ready to offer soldiers to the state of Pennsylvania. Whether Pennsylvania is ready for his help, however, is another  matter.


Basil Biggs moved to the Gettysburg area in 1858 in order to give his children  a better start in life than he had had. Born in Maryland in 1819, he began working for others at the age of four. He now tenants a farm south of town where he has earned a reputation for helping slavery’s fugitives move through on the Underground Railroad. Soon enough it will be Biggs himself who will know what being a fugitive feels like and what it means to be on the run.


It might have been easy to predict that Lloyd Watts, who is twenty-eight in 1863, would be a leader of the African American community. He has been committed to “respectability” for a long time, and he has worked hard on everything from his schoolwork to his personal habits, from his romantic life to his spiritual life. He helps support six siblings and a widowed mother with hard labor, and he is committed, heart and soul, to the prospect of emancipation  for fellow black Americans.


Catherine Carter and Margaret Nutter. Black history of Civil War Gettysburg is not readily found in archives or libraries. Some of it remains in personal attics  or closets or locked in memories of old-time stories. Two women living in Gettysburg in the late twentieth century were not only conductors of that history  but personal links to the African American world of the 1800s:


Catherine Carter, who was seventy-seven when she died in 1998, had heard a lot about her great-great-grandmother Mag Palm, especially about how she stood up to her enemies. Carter had her own history with Civil War soldiers, too. In 1938, the last living veterans of the battle came to town for a seventy-fifth reunion and she helped take care of them. A veteran of Jim Crow Pennsylvania,  Catherine Carter was also witness to the way that public memory of the battle changed, and did not change, in the twentieth century.


Margaret Nutter, the granddaughter of Lloyd Watts, was Catherine Carter’s best friend. The two women had worked together at the veterans’ reunion in 1938, and they lived out old age in tandem. Nutter, who died in 2000 at the age of eighty-one, did not spend much time thinking about the battle, or the way that in the Borough of Gettysburg it had visibly revived. It was for her, and many other local people of color, a white man’s affair. Nutter’s own family history  may have made the memory of the battle particularly forgettable. According  to the family Bible and family legend, she was descended from a man named Moses Thomas, who was once enslaved by the man who led the Confederate  invasion: General Robert E. Lee.






The Louisiana Tigers 



Playing a small but significant part in the story to follow are Confederate soldiers  in Louisiana regiments. Like soldiers in the Eleventh Corps of the Army of the Potomac, many of the Louisiana men in the Army of Northern Virginia were foreign born. And just as German American soldiers were saddled with stereotypes, these men—many of them Irish—carried burdensome reputations.  Louisiana units, often nicknamed “Tigers,” were considered some of the wildest, coarsest soldiers in Lee’s army. Some Louisiana “Tigers” would occupy the Borough of Gettysburg during the battle, and they would have direct dealings  with both resident women and Union soldiers of the Eleventh Corps.
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THE GETTYSBURG CAMPAIGN, 1863



A Brief Chronology of Military Events 



May 1–May 4: The Battle of Chancellorsville





June 3rd: General Robert E. Lee and his Army of Northern Virginia begin to pull away from the Fredericksburg, Virginia, area as the first step in a bold move to march north and invade Maryland and Pennsylvania.




June 15th: The first units of Confederate cavalry and infantry cross the Potomac  River. The cavalry begins aggressive raiding, including capturing black civilians. The invading force is divided at Chambersburg, Pennsylvania, one set of men heading toward the state capital, Harrisburg, the other east toward the Susquehanna River. Confederate infantry divisions successfully attack the Federal garrison at Winchester, Virginia, in the Shenandoah Valley, and clear the way for the rest of the invading army.




June 26th: Confederate General Jubal Early’s division enters Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, spends the night, then moves east to York. Confederate General Richard Ewell closes in on Harrisburg.




June 28th: Lee’s army, now fully across the Potomac, is ordered to gather east of South Mountain, a northern extension of the Blue Ridge range. Confederate  troops engaged in operations at Harrisburg and near York are ordered to return to the Gettysburg area.




June 28th: The Union Army of the Potomac concentrates near Frederick, Maryland. General George Meade replaces General Joseph Hooker as commander  of the army.


Union artillery and infantry fire decimate the attackers, but about a hundred and fifty men are able to push through the Union line on Cemetery Ridge at a place near an angle in a rock wall and the copse of trees known later as the High Water Mark. They are driven back, and less than an hour after it had begun,  “Pickett’s Charge” is over. Cavalry battles fought east and south of Gettysburg  do little to change the day’s resounding Union victory.


July 4th: Lee waits for a counterattack, which does not happen, so he begins withdrawing his army from the Gettysburg area. By the 14th, the Confederates are over the Potomac River and back in Virginia. Meade’s army follows them south. The Gettysburg campaign, which results in more than 50,000 casualties,  is the Army of Northern Virginia’s last major offensive of the war.









The Army of the Potomac at Gettysburg contains seven infantry corps, ranging in  size from 8,000 to 15,000 men. Each corps is made up of two to three divisions,  and most divisions are in turn comprised of two to three brigades. Brigades, for  their part, contain four to six regiments. The Army of Northern Virginia is broken  down into similar units, but its corps and divisions are larger than those of the  Union army.






























































 [image: i_Imagein1] PART ONE[image: i_Imagein1]



 


 

 








PROLOGUE 
 [image: i_Imagein1][image: i_Imagein1][image: i_Imagein1] 




THE LAY OF THE LAND; A SIGN OF THE TIMES





THE LAY OF THE LAND





Some of them were graveled, some were made of dirt, and they came into Gettysburg from just about everywhere. After the war, they would be the subject  of serious wonder. People would study them with a bird’s eye, looking at the way all ten splayed out from the tight square at the center of town and stretched over ridges and valleys. These were the western roads, observers would say, that the Confederate soldiers marched in on, and these were the northern roads they tramped, too, to fling themselves into the fight. And these were four roads that the Federal army used, double-quicking the last few miles up from Maryland.


Back in the 1850s, before the Civil War, the roads leading in and out of Gettysburg  had been less momentous. They were troublesome, certainly, the way they sucked down carriage wheels in a muddy spring, or the way on cold days they glazed over and flipped buggies, or the way they threw up dust in a dry season. Sometimes, too, they had been the conduits of fright—a mad dog, a visitor with cholera, and, worst of all—a slave catcher. But mostly they just brought in the uneventful elements of borough life: a lawyer arguing his case before the county court, a coach with college-bound students, a wagon heavy with the season’s harvest.


Gettysburg became an intersection of roads centuries ago, when east–west travelers—Native American originally—walked or rode from the Atlantic Coast through a nearby mountain gap to the Alleghenies and wore a trail through the area. Then in the mid-eighteenth century a man named Gettys took advantage of that dirt byway, bought land, built a tavern and a store, and attracted another dirt road. His son James Gettys laid out the makings of a town in 1786.1


By the mid-1800s, Gettysburg had grown well beyond its early intersection. It is hard to imagine the place now, when all that remains are black-and-white photographs. But picture how the scene might have appeared to someone standing by the cemetery gatehouse on the hill just south of town in 1863. In early summer, leafed trees veil most of Gettysburg’s four hundred houses but can’t conceal the spikes of steeples and cupolas. Out beyond the borough, in all directions, lies the rich geometry of farmland: the red dirt of the newly planted earth, the just-cut hayfields, the rolling rectangles of young corn and rye and oats. It is harder to see to the south, to the two boulder-strewn bumps of hills called the Round Tops that anchor the ridge. But to the west the way is clear—past another small ridge, out to a plain, and then beyond to South Mountain, banking around to the north like a slate-colored wall.2


Adams County was quilted with farms and orchards, but the Borough of Gettysburg itself was alive with other enterprise. In 1860, the town of nearly 2400 was home to two institutions of advanced learning: The Lutheran Theological  Seminary, founded in 1826, and Pennsylvania College, which took in its first students in 1832. The borough was also the county seat, and in 1859 it boasted a big new courthouse. It also had the only banks in the county, more taverns than anywhere around, and its own gasworks, waterworks, and graded sidewalks. It even had that hallmark of modern civilization: railroad service. A visitor from nearby Baltimore was widely quoted in 1846 when he pronounced  Gettysburg not only big, but “good looking.”3


It seems only fitting that in a place with plenty of roads, one of the biggest businesses in Gettysburg became carriage making. In the 1830s, in fact, Adams County was known for producing Conestoga wagons—those canvas-covered “schooners” used to move people and freight across the country. By the time of the Civil War there were at least ten carriage companies in Gettysburg itself, manufacturing everything from cumbersome stagecoaches to jaunty sulkies. Men did the woodworking, painting, and blacksmithing, and women were paid to sew curtains and make lace and braid. Many of the carriage markets were in the South, and when enough vehicles were ready, they were wheeled out of town in a long procession—their new paint and burnished wood covered  with white muslin.4


In the mid-nineteenth century, white borough residents who were not working  in the carriage trade earned a living in other expected ways—as farmers and craftsmen, and as lawyers, doctors, and teachers. Many black men worked without  a named skill, and labored for others as a means to credit or pay. White women often listed their occupation as “ladies,” and black women frequently worked for these selfsame ladies, as nurses, housemaids, cooks, and washerwomen.5


While Gettysburg residents enjoyed the prestige they drew from the seminary,  the college, and the carriages, they also were proud of the way they took the mundane aspects of life and made them magnificent. Consider, for example,  the way they grew things. Practically everybody in the borough had a garden  of some sort, and in the surrounding townships nearly everybody farmed. These farmers did not just produce adequate tubers, suitable crops, and serviceable  fruit, however; these men and women saw some remarkable harvests. The local papers trumpeted the outcomes. They described a peach that was eleven inches wide, as well as a nine-pound beet. They reported a head of cabbage  nearly four feet in diameter. And they spoke of grains, too: a head of timothy  a foot in length; corn stalks over twelve feet tall. Reading the newspapers, one would think that Adams County was the promised land.6


It wasn’t really perfect, of course. Some people scratched out an existence with dirt that barely covered the diabase, like those who lived on the stony ground along Cemetery Ridge. Others, of course, had no land at all. Gettysburg  came close to looking like a pastoral ideal, but it mirrored the rest of America at midcentury in the way that some of its people were independent and well-to-do and others barely got by. The borough’s newcomers, many of them immigrants, often took tough jobs and spent time in the poorhouse. Much of Gettysburg’s black community, which numbered well over two hundred  in the borough and environs, had been laboring for generations with little  pay and little promise of improvement.7


And even the county’s successful farmers had bad years. People grew small and puny vegetables sometimes, and they suffered from blight and drought. Then there was the time, in 1846, when locusts came. Adams County farmers walked out one day in early June to see the ground perforated with holes. The insects had emerged from the ground, sought out trees and bushes and fences, and scraped off their skins and left them lying around like so much scaly litter. Once they had liberated themselves to fly, the pests flew to eat, and they went for everything in sight, including new crops. People in 1846 were grateful that this infestation was not perennial. Locusts, they calculated, came in seventeen-year intervals. They would not have to worry about any invasion in Gettysburg,  therefore, until the year 1863.8






A SIGN OF THE TIMES


In early January 1863, when people in Gettysburg began to look to the months ahead, they remembered the locusts. It was going to be a bad year, some of them said, for an incursion of bugs. Then, too, Christmas had fallen on Thursday,  and this, apparently, was a sign of something to come.9


It was wartime now in Gettysburg, and people felt it. Some people felt it with grief. Every week or so, a Gettysburg boy was taken by a bullet or a camp disease and was carried back home in a casket. Others felt it with empathy. Many of the women in town met each other at church or in each others’ homes to sew, make preserves, dry fruit, and to pick lint for the soldiers they called “our boys in blue.” And a number of Gettysburg residents felt new hope. In January 1863 President Lincoln had formally issued the Emancipation Proclamation, thus helping to turn the war into what black people already believed  it was: a fight for freedom. But not everybody in Gettysburg was happy about the prospect of emancipation. The borough, like all of Adams County, was almost evenly divided between people who supported Lincoln and those who questioned his agenda, and social and political opinions grew more bitter and increasingly polarized as the war went on. The Democratic editor in town argued that slavery was a “natural, happy place” for black Americans, and “to bondage they should be returned.” He printed stories about what would happen  now that the war was revolutionizing society. Negroes, he said, were becoming  even more saucy and troublesome. They were “ravishing” white women and girls. They were “swarming” north, depleting town coffers, taking white jobs—they were “locusts.”10


Occasionally the citizens of Gettysburg felt the Civil War with tangible fear. Living next to the Maryland border, and within marching distance of Washington,  they listened and watched for signs that General Lee’s army might take the offensive. It had happened in the fall of 1862, when Confederates moved into Maryland. Lee had stopped at Antietam, but later some of his men went farther north, stealing and threatening through the countryside. In January 1863 there was a rumor that enemy horsemen were on their way again. But it was becoming hard to tell which tales were true. Alarms meant sleepless nights, especially when the roads through town jammed with wagons and horses of farmers in flight. The alarms meant anxious days, too, and black women and men kept a lookout down the roads and an ear out for reports of invading Southerners. There was a Home Guard, which was charged with protecting civilians, but everyone knew a sundry lot of local men was no match for regular enemy army.11


The apprehension came and it went. Much of the time Gettysburg carried on just as it had before the war. The fall of 1862 saw the usual agricultural fairs, with the standard competitions for the county’s livestock and produce. There were awards for the best pen of lambs, the finest loaf of bread, the most delectable  pickled cherries. The vegetables and fruit in the county continued to perform  to public applause: This time accolades went to a six-foot oatstalk and a thirteen-inch apple. Then, in the spring, Brien’s National Circus Show came to town, featuring acts by comic mules, voltigeurs, leapers, and dancers.12


During the lulls between alarms, the war seemed a world away. It was not that townsfolk were not concerned with the outcome of battles. Borough residents  became apprehensive in April 1863, when the big armies that had eyed each other all winter around Fredericksburg, Virginia, began to stir. Loyal Union families got to worrying again about their boys in the army, and also about the war’s trajectory. Things had not been looking good for the Army of the Potomac for some time. The army had not won a decisive battle yet, and nobody knew what another defeat might bring about.


Then in the first week of May, Gettysburg got news that came in mixed messages. The armies had begun campaigning, and there had been a big battle in Virginia, at a place called Chancellorsville. But who had won it? One local paper announced that the Rebels had been taken by surprise, and that the newly polished Union army, under the magnificent General Joseph Hooker, had astounded the Confederates. Finally! But what about this other report, the one that said General Stonewall Jackson had been the shrewd one, and that he had made the surprise attack on the Union flank, and that some cowardly Union soldiers—it was the Eleventh Corps—had run away? What had happened  down there?13


Chancellorsville, everybody found out soon enough, was a Confederate triumph  of remarkable magnitude. But at least—like all of the big battles of this war so far—it was a distant debacle. The Virginia battle brought personal pain to some families in the area, yet its impact was nonetheless muted: It was not felt, seen, or heard. The soldiers who fought down there were mostly strangers in large armies, known through the newspaper’s fine print. They did not have much to do with Pennsylvania—their Civil War and Pennsylvania’s Civil War were worlds apart. Residents of Gettysburg could sympathize with the men who had dodged or taken bullets, and they could imagine the noise of cannonades  and the sounds of shot and shell. They could picture the battle’s bloody aftermath. Most of them, though, did not truly know these things.


They did not know what gunpowder blasting from thousands of rifles smelled like, or what mortal fear did to one’s body and mind, or what it felt like to be at the point of a gun or on the receiving end of a cannon. They did not know what soldiers said when they were cut deeply or torn apart or what they looked like when they died.


They did not know any of these things.


But that was in May.
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AN AFTERNOON IN THE BADLANDS


FOR PEOPLE IN PENNSYLVANIA, the Battle of Gettysburg began in July 1863. For many German-American soldiers in the Army of the Potomac, however, Gettysburg began in May. It began in some dense Virginia woods, where they were attacked, suddenly, and where they retreated, precipitously. The retreat fueled nativist suspicion of these men, and they suffered great ridicule. They became the butt of private jokes and the laughingstock of published  stories. They were scorned by Union and Confederate soldiers alike. Everyone, it seemed, had a word for them, and it was the word that all soldiers,  all men, despised more than any other. It was the word “coward.” So when these soldiers moved north into Pennsylvania in late June, they carried with them weighty emotional baggage. They also marched with the determination  that they would redeem Chancellorsville, and that they would never, ever hear that six-letter epithet again.


Chancellorsville had actually opened as a promising campaign. General Joseph Hooker, who had taken charge of the Army of the Potomac in January 1863, planned to make a springtime move that would cap his career. With what he believed was the “finest army on the planet,” he intended to stage a massive maneuver around Confederate generals Robert E. Lee and Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson and take them in the rear as they occupied the heights above Fredericksburg, Virginia.1


The planning of Hooker’s flank attack had gone smoothly. The early disposition  of troops had gone well. By the night of April 30, in fact, everything seemed to be on schedule. Soldiers of the flanking column—three army corps—had marched for four days, crossed two rivers, and were now just where Hooker wanted them: west of a huge brick house that carried the name of a town: Chan-cellorsville. In tandem with other Union troops in the area—over 130,000 men in all—Hooker would decoy Lee, and then spring upon him.2


The woods around Chancellorsville on that last night of April rang with the eager noise of men optimistic and ready. At the big house, which became Army headquarters, senior Union officers slapped backs, shook hands, and gave toasts to their certain success. Generals who were not usually given to hyperbole,  like George Gordon Meade, used words like “splendid” to describe the situation. “Hurrah for old Joe,” Meade said. “We are on Lee’s flank and he does not know it.” “Old Joe”Hooker himself issued a general order of congratulations.  The maneuvers of the march had given Lee only two options, he said. He “must either ingloriously fly” or he could fight the Union army in a place “where certain destruction awaits him.” Hooker described the work of the flanking column as a “succession of splendid achievements,” and when his comments traveled the various army camps, and were read into the night air, they were greeted with cheers and shouts and music.3


The next day, May first, the weather opened bright. Soldiers, for once not ordered  to haul heavy knapsacks and guns, were buoyant. “You have no idea,” wrote one man, “how cheerful, how happy, we feel.” The rising spirits of that May Day, though, must have lasted only hours—long enough for soldiers to feel unencumbered, to rejoice in dry weather, and to sleep beyond sunrise—but not much longer than that. For by late morning it became evident to everyone  that General Robert E. Lee had discovered Hooker’s movement. Realizing that what faced him at Fredericksburg was a feint, Lee had attacked the Union front. It wasn’t a major assault—the units involved had both recoiled into the brush after the conflict—but it meant the end of the grand plan, and Hooker’s troops were now on the defensive. The spring day that had begun so bright had suddenly dulled, and that evening some of Hooker’s soldiers slept on their arms, ready for battle, in a mood they had not anticipated.4


The place where many of these men were positioned matched that mood; it was the center of a forested Virginia waste called the Wilderness. At one time the area had supported tall trees and been passable, but over the years it had become threatening—seventy square miles of dense, dark, second growth. One Union officer called it “gloomy.” Others suggested it was wicked, the way its thorns and brambles grabbed intruders, the way its vines and saplings tripped them, the way its dense thickets and young pines and oaks robbed them of their sight, even in broad day.5 The Wilderness, where it was hard to get bearings, was a place where someone with daring could plan the unsuspected.


And where someone with daring did. Not far from where Union soldiers slept, Confederate generals Lee and Jackson, sitting together on a log in a clearing, had perfected a plan, a surprise of their own. It would be an attack on the Union right flank. Stonewall Jackson would move in stealth, or as close to stealth as 30,000 men could get. And he would depend on the tangle of the forest for cover.6


The next morning, when it was barely light, Jackson put his plan in motion. He admonished his men to silence, and they did their best not to sing, or shout, or cheer. The equipment and weapons the soldiers carried clanked together, and their wagons and caissons creaked and rumbled, but the damp earth muffled much of the noise. Most of the soldiers didn’t know where they were going—only that they were fighting thickets to catch Union troops off guard. Even the officers, though, didn’t know exactly where in the Wilderness Hooker’s soldiers were. But then in the early afternoon, three of them—including Jackson—climbed a small rise and saw what they were looking for. There in a clearing at a crossroads, eating and smoking and with weapons stacked, were enemy men—the Union right flank, all unready. The general said nothing when he saw this, but one of the men with him claimed that his eyes glowed.7






THE OUTSIDERS





The men on the flank who were the focus of Stonewall Jackson’s rapt attention  were the Army of the Potomac’s Eleventh Corps. There were close to 13,000 men in that unprepared corps, from all over the northern United States. What gave the unit its character, however, and what people talked about before and especially after May second, were the men of German descent.  Over 200,000 German Americans fought in the Civil War for the Union, and 5,000 of them served in the Eleventh. This amounted to less than half of the corps, but to native-born Americans who fumbled with German names and who couldn’t understand German language or customs, and who, when the time came, sought scapegoats, the foreignness of these men loomed larger than their numbers.8


While many of these soldiers had been born or raised in the United States, others had barely scrubbed their clothes clean of Atlantic salt. They were not the first wave of German immigrants to come to America—tens of thousands had arrived in the middle 1700s, many as indentured servants. What now pushed people from their European homes was, in short, a combination of disasters: agricultural crises, the collapse of rural industries, political conflict. Many Europeans had had their fill of tyrannical nobility and in the late 1840s had organized widespread uprisings against aristocratic states. But revolutionary  fighters had been overpowered, and some of the radicals who had led the struggle for a unified, republican Germany faced unhappy choices between prison and exile. Many men chose exile, and these political refugees joined a multitude of others who had the wherewithal to leave home. At the peak of migration in the middle of the century, 100,000 left Germany annually. Many sailed to the United States to shape a free, and solvent, future.9


June 30th: The left wing of the Army of the Potomac, under Major General John Reynolds, bivouacs near Emmitsburg, Maryland,  just south of the Pennsylvania  border. The right wing is twenty-five miles to the east. Union cavalry general John Buford reaches Gettysburg and posts some of his men north and west of town.




July 1st: In the morning, a Confederate division approaches Gettysburg from the west, but its advance is delayed by Buford’s cavalry; later, soldiers of the Union army’s First Corps arrive on the field and help repulse the Confederates.  General Reynolds, commanding the left wing of the Union army, is killed. Both armies gather strength in the afternoon. While Major General Oliver Otis Howard assumes command of the Union troops at Gettysburg, his Eleventh Corps, temporarily under the command of Major General Carl Schurz, joins the fight. Confederates, augmented by infantry divisions arriving from both west and north of Gettysburg, assail the two Union corps and force them to retreat to Cemetery Hill, where General Howard has posted a reserve division. By nightfall, most of the town of Gettysburg is occupied by Confederate  troops.




July 2nd: The Union army is positioned on Cemetery Ridge, and the Confederates  are one mile west on Seminary Ridge. Both armies continue to add to their numbers until the Confederate army has amassed about 75,000 men; the Union army has swelled to about 95,000. From late in the afternoon until early evening, Confederate troops attack Union army positions on Cemetery Ridge and near the Emmitsburg Road. Inventive action by a Union brigade on Little Round Top and the arrival of fresh Union troops help turn back the multipronged assault. Early in the evening, Confederate troops attack the Union right at Culp’s Hill, but are repulsed. At the same time, two brigades of Confederate infantry, including Louisianans known as the “Tigers,” attack East Cemetery Hill. They briefly capture Eleventh Corps artillery, but are ultimately  turned back.




July 3rd: A battle over Culp’s Hill in the morning results in Union victory. Lee readies his troops on Seminary Ridge for an assault on the Union center. At one o’clock P.M., Confederate batteries open a massive barrage on Cemetery Ridge to weaken the Union position and continue firing for two hours. Union batteries respond, but are ordered to cease firing to save ammunition. The Confederate assault column is ordered forward at around three o’clock, the men advancing toward a copse of trees at the center of the Union line.




Now, across the ocean, they or their sons were fighting another war, this time to help save a republic instead of establish one. They had myriad reasons for joining the Union army: the bounty money, the regular pay, the fight against slavery, duty to the new country, pride, and honor. Still, they were dogged by accusations that they had been imported and “bought.” Confederate  officials, especially, accused the United States government of importing “mercenaries” to do the job its citizens would not do. They pictured recruiting agents scouring European cities, looking for poverty-stricken youths, promising  civilian jobs, but delivering military service instead. The Lincoln administration  certainly opened its arms to immigrants and encouraged recent arrivals to fill states’ quotas, and it may have done some dockside recruiting. But the government repeatedly denied that agents routinely preyed on arriving  passengers, or that it sent recruiters abroad.10


Of the thousands of German Americans who had enlisted in the Union army, and who now, on May second, sat on the wrong side of a Virginia forest, was a certain shoemaker from Wisconsin who had enlisted for three years. Adam Muenzenberger could hardly have remembered his Atlantic crossing—he had only been a baby—and his fatherland, Hesse Darmstadt, was no more than a set of stories handed down. Having grown up in Greenfield, Wisconsin, he was an American. He was proud to enlist in the Union army in the fall of 1862 and eager to fight. At the same time, however, he lived in a Wisconsin community of German-speaking family and friends and fellow Catholics, all of whom held tight to the rituals of the homeland. His regiment, too, the 26th Wisconsin,  was filled with first-generation Americans. Adam Muenzenberger was a proud American volunteer, then, but it was as a German American that he coveted honor. It was his German family that he sought to support with his pay, it was his German church that he hoped to fund, and it was when Germans  were praised that he warmed with pride.11


When he had first joined the army in 1862, Muenzenberger had heard a lot of this praise. His corps commander at the time, Franz Sigel, was German, and he had announced to his soldiers that it “was only through the Germans that anything would be accomplished.” Muenzenberger glowed with confidence as he marched through Virginia that fall, looking at insolent civilians and singing along with his regiment, “In the South, in the South, where the German guns explode and the rebels fall.” He felt he had plenty of spirited company. “Wherever  you meet soldiers, they’re German,” he wrote home expansively. “And they’ve all sworn vengeance on the South.”12


Adam Muenzenberger was as pleased with regimental living as he was with regimental morale. He pronounced his division commander, General Carl Schurz, “a good man” who	cared for the men “like a father.” Every two days, the soldier exulted, “we get good wheat bread; the other days we have salt pork and bean soup.” Better yet, soldiers of the division enjoyed occasional sausages, and even a spot of brandy for picket duty. Muenzenberger may not have been exaggerating  Schurz’s attentiveness, for other men also commented that in 1862 the German regiments had less lice, less disease, and got better treatment than other units, and that they took comfort in beer and whiskey.13


But then, as quickly as Muenzenberger’s enthusiasm for army life blossomed,  it withered. In the winter of 1862, military life continued to offer him companionship and still promised him glory, but the 26th Wisconsin had not seen combat. For better or worse, the Eleventh Corps was held in reserve at the Battle of Fredericksburg in the middle of December. The soldiers “do nothing now but picket,” Muenzenberger complained, and they survived on hardtack and spoonfuls of coffee. Where were the sausages and the heart-warming brandy now? It had become brutally cold. Disillusioned, the soldier pronounced  the war a “big humbug.” He also began to be “troubled with lonesomeness.”  He missed his “true soul,” his wife Barbara, and his four young children. He worried about them in the cold Wisconsin winter, when money was “scarce.” And at the end of February, his despair deepened when he heard through a hometown friend that his second youngest son, Henry, had died.14


When native-born Americans talked about European immigrants in the midnineteenth century, they tended to lump them together. They often disparagingly  referred to both recent and older German immigrants as “Dutch,” an anglicized version of “Deutsch.” Other newcomers were simply “German,” despite  their different religions, their different dialects, or the fact that they hailed from different states. Germany was not even unified as a single country until 1871. Germans were also readily dismissed as abolitionists or as Democrats,  when, at least in 1860, they were split politically. A good number of German  Americans were indeed anti-Lincoln men who were lukewarm about abolition and who did not like the Republican party’s strident temperance platform, its distrust of Catholics, or its equivocation about immigrant and “workingman’s” rights. On the other hand, many Germans ultimately supported  the Republican Party. They felt so strongly about the wrongs of human bondage or the advantages of free labor and free soil that they overlooked comments from the Republican press about their lager and their schnapps, their “strange” notions of religion, and threw their support to Lincoln. Frederick  Douglass was speaking of this set of Germans when he declared in 1859 that “a German has only to be a German to be utterly opposed to slavery. In feeling, as well as in conviction and principle they are antislavery.”15


German Americans who opposed slavery may not have had much company in the Union army early in the war, but after the Emancipation Proclamation went into effect, in January 1863, more and more native-born soldiers embraced  the idea of black freedom.16 Fewer men were impassioned abolitionists,  however, and so those German-American soldiers who brought ardent anti-slavery beliefs to the army stood out. General Carl Schurz stood out. This thirty-four-year-old division commander, who treated soldiers like Adam Muenzenberger with such fatherly care, hated slavery with almost palpable emotion. “This struggle,” he commented in a letter, “fills my whole soul. The cause . . . is the cause of my life.” It is unclear exactly when Schurz shaped such an abhorrence of slavery, but it is evident that when he arrived in America as a twenty-three-year-old exile in 1852, he was deeply shocked by what he found. As a revolutionary activist in Germany, he had spent his young adulthood fighting for civil rights and social equality. Now, confronted with an appalling system of human oppression, in a republic no less, he almost literally seized the anti-slavery banner.17


After honing his arguments by listening to congressional debates, this thin, tall, sharp-faced man began to speak out for the new Republican Party in 1856. Traveling from state to state, he lectured in German about slavery and human rights. Although people sometimes threw stones through the windows of the halls where he spoke, and sounded catcalls to protest his opinions, and even though he was denounced as an “impudent intruder,” Schurz was undeterred.  To some degree, he reveled in the attention. And he was also not unhappy  with the advent of civil war. It meant that the crisis was coming to a head, and that he could participate in the moment when “the old cause of human  freedom was to be fought for on the soil of the new world.”18


Schurz’s support for Lincoln and his willingness to promote himself to the president helped earn him a position commanding a division as a brigadier general. While some questioned his “political” appointment and lack of American  training, his bravery and leadership at Second Bull Run in the summer of 1862 quieted many doubters. In March 1863, he was promoted to Major General  of Volunteers, and given temporary command of the Eleventh Corps.19


Carl Schurz had good company in the Eleventh Corps in the fight against slavery. He had enlisted men, like Private Bernhard Domschcke, who served in the 26th Wisconsin, Muenzenberger’s regiment. Domschcke, an editor from the Midwest, had co-written a work extolling equal rights for women and men of all backgrounds. Schurz had fellow officers, too, who were committed abolitionists,  like Brigadier General Wladimir Krzyzanowski, another veteran of the European revolutions. Krzyzanowski sought to crush the “terrible trade in human flesh.” Schurz also had the good company of Friedrich Hecker, who had taken charge of the 82nd Illinois regiment. Hecker, who had been a legendary  freedom fighter in Germany, had moved to the American Midwest in the 1850s. When Schurz had visited him in 1854, they had pledged that if ever the anti-slavery cause should need them, they would “meet on the field in a common endeavor.” Now they were reunited. Hecker’s feelings against slavery infused his regiment. When “The Old Man,” as his troops referred to him, read aloud the Emancipation Proclamation at drill on the morning of January 3, 1863, it was greeted, said one soldier, “with great jubilation.”20


These men may not have had much in common with Adam Muenzenberger when it came to Lincoln or even emancipation. Unlike Muenzenberger, they were also men of education, even of wealth, and most were indifferent to formal  religion. But while these European-born soldiers had their differences, they shared a longing for acceptance in America. Carl Schurz, for one, had hoped that finding a home as a foreigner would be relatively easy in the United States. Elsewhere, he had said, “a stranger remains a stranger.” He and other immigrants  knew, of course, that soldiering was a time-honored way of earning respect  and inclusion. Courage under fire was the litmus test for American manhood, and a key to true citizenship.21


By the early winter of 1863, however, the immigrant men of the Eleventh Corps knew that it might take a long time to prove themselves. The Union army’s reverses in the Shenandoah Valley and in eastern Virginia in the spring and summer of 1862 were frequently linked by the press to foreign troops even when those soldiers had fought vigorously. And in the fall, rumors circulated  that the Eleventh Corps itself was making a bad show. As one officer put it: “We have been solemnly informed through the Washington papers several times that we have been cut to pieces and driven back to Alexandria.” This man took the news with cavalier humor: “In the language of the lamented Webster,” he wrote home, “‘we ain’t dead yet,’ having seen nothing calculated to produce death, with the exception of commissary’s whiskey.”22


But this man was not foreign-born. For some men of German descent who yearned to make a brave name for themselves, the stories stung. In early December  1862, Adam Muenzenberger learned that newspapers in his hometown  of Milwaukee, both German and English, had reported that his regiment had run away from a battle, abandoning blankets and guns in its flight. Muenzenberger was aghast. His regiment, he protested, had not even seen Southern soldiers except in picket duty, much less engaged them in battle. “Beloved, believe  me,” he wrote home to Barbara, “we marched back in the same order . . . and with the same packs that we had when we left here. . . . I firmly believe, though, that our regiment would let itself be shot to pieces before it would retreat.  Let me repeat once more, then, that as yet we haven’t seen the enemy and that the whole tale is an ugly slander against us.” As hurt as he was, Muenzenberger had lived long enough as an outsider in America not to be surprised. “You know,” he wrote to his wife, “we are no Yankees.”23


To men like Muenzenberger, Yankees were likely Northeastern Protestant Republicans, people who for years had been building antipathy toward the wave of Catholic immigrants—both German and Irish—who had arrived in the United States at midcentury. Yankees included the Protestant elite, which feared “papist” influence, which suspected German “insularity” and social habits, especially drinking, and which distrusted Democratic voters. And they were people of the Protestant working class, black and white, who also disliked Catholics and who competed, or feared that they competed, with upwardly mobile Germans for jobs. “Yankees,” as Adam Muenzenberger recognized, were a powerful set of people, and they wielded that power through some of the most influential papers in the country.24


Immigrant soldiers sometimes felt Yankee scorn no matter what their religion,  or their status. Muenzenberger was a Catholic enlisted soldier, but the bitterness he felt was shared by men of much higher rank. The resignation of German-born general Franz Sigel, who headed the corps from late 1862 until the spring of 1863, was associated with his reputation as a “foreign intruder.” Carl Schurz, who took temporary charge of the Eleventh Corps when Sigel resigned,  felt similarly slighted. Schurz expected to be named permanent corps commander, and he let Lincoln know that German-American soldiers anticipated  his appointment. They prefer, he wrote to the president, to “remain in the hands of one of their own. . . . They look at me as their natural head.” But other men, most notably Joseph Hooker, resented Schurz’s lack of American military training, disliked his abolitionism, and certainly suspected his Germanness. Schurz was put back in the command of a division.25






THE CHRISTIAN SOLDIER





The man chosen in early April 1863 to command the Eleventh Corps was not someone who knew how a foreigner felt in America. Oliver Otis Howard, a serious,  dark-bearded man, had been born in the state of Maine, had attended private Bowdoin College, and was a West Pointer to boot. He had also been successful in rising in rank in the army. But the Yankee Howard did have one thing in common with immigrant soldiers: a driving desire for respect. German-American soldiers, as Adam Muenzenberger discovered, were readily denigrated as cowards, and barely welcome in the army fraternity. Howard also endured criticism of his masculinity. He, too, had been questioned about his toughness.26


No one had ever seriously questioned General Howard’s physical courage. In fact, he literally embodied martial daring. Otis Howard, as he was known to friends and family, had been a brigadier general in the Battle of Seven Pines in Virginia in 1862 when, riding ahead of his troops, he had been shot in his right arm, and had lost it to amputation.27 It had been a difficult injury for him, and just recently, in March 1863, he had tried to replace the limb with a prosthetic, crafted in Philadelphia. It was an elegant substitute, covered in buckskin to match the color of his pale flesh and tanned soft and smooth. It even sported a hand, elegantly dressed in a kid glove. Howard had taken the arm back with him to the army, and for a brief time he seemed whole again: He used it to carry a lantern and hold a book and brush a hat. He even used his bloodless palm to hold a real knife when he ate. But for all the things it helped him do, in the end it did not work out. It was too short, by an inch or so, and it tired him to wear it. Eventually he stopped strapping it on, and it is unclear whether he ever again, in his entire life, wore it much beyond that month.28


From then on, Otis Howard wore an empty, pinned-up sleeve, a sign of personal  disappointment certainly, but proof to the world of his battle courage. This did not exempt him from questions about his personal and professional rigor, however. He had heard it said in army circles that he was too young for fast advancement. Being in his early thirties, his youthfulness was undeniable, although he had performed well enough at West Point—graduating fourth in his class—to have taught there before the war broke out. He had also heard, though, that he was considered “too gentle.”29 In a job where one part of the business was the patriotic act of killing, and another part was ordering men into battle, this amounted to calling him an unfit man.


Such comments pained Howard, but they were not new to him. Early on in his training at West Point, in 1851, he had written home that he was “the constant  object of slight, neglect and malice.” While he may have been targeted for his rural Maine background, or for his relative lack of wealth, or for his willingness  to befriend enlisted men, certainly his fondness for Bible classes, as well as his admitted abolitionism, fueled the estrangement. Both piety and abolitionism were considered to be less than stellar attributes by the arbiters of antebellum manhood, and it would have been hard to find more demanding arbiters than the cadets at West Point. What may have made matters worse was that Otis Howard refused to be confrontational with classmates who rebuked him, leading the Commandant of Cadets to urge Howard to “knock some man down.” Whether he acted on this advice we do not know, but later on he wrote home that he was on better terms with his fellow cadets, including Robert E. Lee’s son, Custis.30


When war broke out in 1861, Otis Howard was leaning toward entering a seminary, but he did not hesitate to abandon that plan to become the colonel of a regiment. At the same time, he tried his best to understand the war as a conflict over Christian principles, to be won with God’s help by men of faith.31


He was well aware that others in the army considered the “Christian soldier”  something of a paradox. Boys went to war, many believed, to definitively distinguish themselves from girls and women, and to clear themselves of “womanly” qualities like forbearance and piety. Was there room in the army for a man like Howard? Just the way fellow officers talked about him suggested they had their doubts about his potency. They described him as “slender” and “little” even though he was as tall as the rest of them.32


Not every pious general faced Howard’s difficulties. Confederate general Stonewall Jackson, who was well known for his intense religiosity, managed to slough off the sort of criticism that stuck to Howard. In part, this had to do with Jackson’s personal fierceness—even cruelty—in command, and his almost  preternatural military skills. Howard, who had been on the receiving end of Jackson’s brilliance in Virginia in 1862, not surprisingly attributed Jackson’s success to his Christian faith.33 And he wondered about the lack of such faith on the part of senior Union officers. Several of them flagrantly broke the commandments—drinking and swearing. Howard knew there were worse sins committed too, as anyone who spent time with General Hooker or General Sickles would testify.34


So what was missing in the Union high command, according to Howard, was Jackson’s type of piety. Without it, the army lost battles. And what he himself  lacked was Jackson’s military success. Without it, he was more of a missionary  than a convincing member of the fraternity. But there would be future battles, of course, new opportunities to reveal faith and reap victory. What Howard could not know, however, was the irony that lay directly ahead of him in the spring of 1863—the irony of May second. He did not know that the Confederate officer who climbed a knoll in the Virginia wilderness, who saw his unwary men, and who glowed with fierce eagerness, was none other than the Confederate Christian general. He also did not know that the man who helped Stonewall Jackson find a hidden road through the Virginia thickets, along which he would send his attack column, was trained as a chaplain.35 It would seem, Howard would suggest later, as if God was choosing sides.


Many of the German-American soldiers in the Eleventh Corps met General Howard for the first time in early April. Corporal Adam Muenzenberger explained  to his wife that Howard was “from Pennsylvania and can speak German.”  Carl Schurz got his facts straighter, and was less generous. He saw Howard as a slight, well-mannered young man who did not flaunt his West Point credentials, but who was not “intellectually strong.” Schurz claimed that he was not alone in his skepticism. Both officers and enlisted men looked at Howard, he said, “with dubious curiosity; not a cheer could be started when he rode along the front.”36


It is easy to appreciate the soldiers’ diffidence. Howard was hardly likely to understand the immigrant soldiers’ estrangement, and he threatened to rob them of their few pleasures. What would happen now to the comfort they took in whiskey, to their expressive need to swear, and to their freedom on Sundays? Was their soldier’s life to be centered around sermons and prayer meetings? Was their comfort to be traded for stern encouragement? It appeared  to be so. Early on, Howard ordered his men not to do unnecessary work on Sunday, to avoid swearing, and to give up drinking. A number of the men balked. They mocked their new commander, used the Lord’s name when they swore, and they teased each other by calling repeatedly for prayers. One soldier summed up the gloom: “Tracts now, instead of sauerkraut!”37


It was not that Union soldiers were an ungodly lot of men. The army, in fact, was full of Christian believers. Many soldiers who had been lukewarm about formal religion before the war converted during their service, and men who had been earnest Christians saw their faith intensified. But there was a difference between carrying a Bible and preaching from it, and a difference between  being abstemious and exhorting other men to abstain. What Howard wanted from soldiers was often the same things that soldiers’ mothers sought: moral rectitude, regular Bible reading, restraint in drinking and speaking. Or, according to some German-American soldiers, it was what Republican social reformers and nativists sought. Many of these soldiers, “free-thinkers” or dedicated  Lutherans or Catholics, had spent lifetimes resisting evangelism, and they were not going to stop now.38


By the end of April, however, some peace had come to the culturally embattled  corps. The spring campaign was about to begin, and Yankees and immigrant  soldiers were eager for the same result: success, honor, and an answer to critics. All they needed was one battle, one rout, one charge, or one honorable stand to extinguish the feelings of self-doubt and exclusion. The general who needed a victory to prove that Christian gentlemen could be commanders, and the German Americans who wanted a victory to demonstrate their courage, had common cause.


This optimism ballooned when President Lincoln reviewed the troops of the Army of the Potomac in mid-April. Soldiers in Carl Schurz’s division, including  Adam Muenzenberger’s regiment, claimed they were singled out and praised for looking better drilled and more soldierly than any other unit. The governor of Wisconsin visited German regiments, too. After being serenaded with German songs—“In Der Heimat ist es Schoen” and “Das Treue Deutsche  Herz”—he had told the men how honored he was. “In my whole life,” the governor  had said, “I have never before been so proud of my German descent as I am now in the Camp of the Twenty-sixth Regiment.” Muenzenberger was thrilled. He was encouraged, too, by General Hooker, who had said that “he thought the war would be over in ninety days!”39


Otis Howard felt himself settling in, too, and believed that relations with his foreign-born soldiers were warming. He could not get over the decorations that immigrant men had made for him for the president’s review. They had transformed  headquarters into a veritable Bavarian village, featuring a main gate draped with evergreen boughs, a landscaped main street, and a moss-decorated tent for Howard himself. The corps commander described his delight to his family in a letter. Sitting at his desk, in front of a small glass of mayflowers he had picked himself, Howard noted how Mrs. Lincoln had personally admired his tent. Furthermore, the president’s review had been “perfect.” Most important of all, he could report that his corps was “a good one.”40 And he tried to return the favors, too, with attention to the soldiers’ comfort. He visited bakeries to check bread, saw that men kept their bedding and supplies clean, and, better than anything, carried more food trains than ever before.41


By the end of April even General Carl Schurz had grown expansive. Lincoln’s  visit had done a lot to soothe his sore ego, and he had made amends with Howard, even becoming “cordial.” Then, too, the rain, which had seemed almost constant, let up. So when they were all ordered to march at the end of the month, they moved with enthusiasm. And why not? They were on the offensive  against the army of Lee, and there were tens of thousands of them. So even though the soldiers headed off with over seventy pounds on their backs and over their shoulders, their steps seemed light. Schurz claimed that “there was no end to the singing and merry laughter.”42


Much of the ardor, of course, was abruptly dampened by what General Lee surmised near Chancellorsville on May first. And it was deadened by the way that Lee took the initiative, and then by the fact that the Eleventh Corps—part of Hooker’s glorious flanking column—was ordered into a godforsaken place. Some of the soldiers in that place, like Adam Muenzenberger, still hoped for action, but hearing that the Confederate army was massed farther to the east, it did not look likely.


Otis Howard, on the other hand, felt sure there was a big fight looming. And this concerned him. He wasn’t worried about how well he would perform—he was well beyond doubting that. What he experienced was a more personal anxiety.  He knew that he might be thrown into a bloody battle at just the same time that his wife, Elizabeth, up in Maine, delivered their fourth child. Lizzie, as he called her, had lived mostly alone with the children during the war, and her husband had worried about her: the occasional money problems, the long winters  in Maine, the small sicknesses that seemed to take hold of every child and wear her down too. When it came down to it, Otis Howard believed her work was as challenging as his was. “I feel that it is as difficult for you to do your part in this war,” he had written, “as it is to do mine.” Now he knew that their respective  roles in this life, giving birth and making battle, might kill them both, even on the same day. During the evening of May first, he found a minute to pencil home a note to Lizzie. He told her about the long march and the river crossings,  and he soberly reflected on the sure fight ahead of him. And he sent her a short prayer: “May God bless & strengthen you. May has come.”43






alles ist verloren





On the morning of May second, Howard settled the Eleventh Corps into a position  at the farthest right of the Union line, along a turnpike. The Corps was stretched out for almost a mile and a half—from an old tavern in the east, past a small church in the center, to a farmstead on the far west, and then into deep thickets. Hooker had posted Howard’s men out here because, as a corps new to the army, and with a commander new to the corps, the men’s fighting caliber  was untested, and this position was going to be relatively quiet.44


And to many soldiers that morning, it looked quiet. To others, though, including  observers in tall trees—many of them German—there were movements  they saw that did not make sense.  Whatever they were—a flash of steel, a gleam from a gun, a blur of gray or brown—they seemed human and were heading west. The soldiers took their impressions down out of the trees, and sent them from one superior to the next until they found their way to General Hooker. Hooker then sent word to Howard. “Determine your position,” the commander said, “in order that you may be prepared for him in whatever direction  he advances.” Howard replied that he was “taking measures. ”45


The reports did not go away. Soldiers who were farthest in the woods heard sounds where they should not be, and the kind of noises—rumbling noises—that they should not hear. They repeated their concerns to their division commander,  General Charles Devens, a Harvard man who had just come to the corps. General Devens, who some said was drinking brandy to soften the pain of a bruised leg, laughed at them and called them skittish. They repeated their worries, too, to their corps commander, and he told them not to be anxious. “For God’s sake,” they said, when they pleaded to be believed. They were told to be calm.46


In the middle of the afternoon, General Howard and his Harvard general and all the others who were telling men not to be frightened by phantoms were vindicated with some good news: General Daniel Sickles had had a good view of the Confederates and they seemed to be retreating. Others confirmed the Confederate retreat, and General Hooker, eager to claim the day as his, ordered  Howard to part with one of his reserve brigades in order to help pursue the enemy as it moved away. Howard protested, but complied. He himself would accompany Francis Barlow’s brigade to its new position. After four o’clock, then, there was no one in command at corps headquarters.47


Through the afternoon, the men of the Eleventh Corps, the right wing of the Union forces, lay in their battle lines. Some of them were positioned behind  embankments and rifle pits, some had the woods at their backs, some had the trees to their front, and some were so fully in the Wilderness that it was hard to know forward from rear. Men still heard odd sounds—wheels turning or men shouting or horses rearing—but they had been reassured so often that they must have come to one of two conclusions: that they were badly deluded or—this was the ominous thing—that they were badly used. The men waited. At one point Union skirmishers pushed Confederate pickets back in the woods, and when this happened, a German band in front of Schurz’s headquarters seized its instruments and struck up a tune. This was a small taste, it proclaimed with its brass, of the success to come.48


And then came the time just after five o’clock.


Finally, soldiers in the corps started to settle down after a nervous day. They built campfires and put kettles on to boil. They listened to bands playing under  the shelter of pine trees. Some of them relaxed enough to grouse over a card game, and others lay down for a nap. A few of them gossiped. Many had stacked their muskets along the side of the turnpike, in a line five hundred feet long. Others had unsaddled their horses, and had fed them oats, because the next day they hoped to pursue Lee, and the animals needed strength.49 At five o’clock the sun was still high in the sky, slanting its white beams through newly leafed trees and picking up smoke in its columns.


It was almost a scene of repose. And what broke it, suddenly, was something  entirely benign. Animals burst in unison from the woods at the edge of the clearing—rabbits, deer, and woodland birds.


This, then, signified nothing. One second later, though, and it signified something very, very big. Startling the animals, and sending them through the thick screen of trees and into the clearing were thousands and thousands of enemy soldiers. Like a perverse trick of magic, rabbits became running men.


For some of the Union soldiers on the right flank, the attack was heard, not seen. One man thought it was a thunderstorm, but the sky was blue; another heard the sounds of breaking trees, and realized it was rifles firing in one long roll. Others listened to the horrible yells of the attackers. Having stifled their excitement all day, Confederate troops were liberated to scream as loud as they liked, as they rushed forward to kill.50


Howard’s men, outnumbered, some of them unarmed, and with rifle shots at their front, at their sides, and even at their backs, decided or felt instinctively  that it would be far better to get away than to stand, be killed, or be captured.  Leopold von Gilsa’s brigade, in General Devens’ division, had been hit first, but soon the entire division was in full retreat toward headquarters. Then other men joined Devens’ soldiers and they careened together on the narrow road back east to safety, a roiling mass of men and horses and wagons and artillery  and cattle. “Alles ist verloren!” some of the men shouted. All is lost!51


When General Howard returned after repositioning his reserve brigade, he tried to rally his troops. The wild firing panicked his horse, however, and it reared, throwing him to the ground. Remounted, with an American flag under his arm stump, he tried to inspirit his men. He and Schurz, all the while being shot at, hurrahed at soldiers to help drive the enemy back. But it was pointless. There was no fight left and there was no help. It was, said Howard, “indescribable  panic.” Other witnesses concurred. One soldier described the retreat as “headlong.” “They had thrown away everything that was loose, guns, knapsacks,  caps, and many had no coat and blouse. . . . Nothing could stop them. They were crazed.” Another soldier made a more pointed observation. He described  the fugitives as crying out “Der wash too many mens for us.” A captain in the Third Corps noted that Howard’s men, “heads bare and panting for breath . . . pleaded like infants at the mother’s breast that we should let them pass to the rear.”52


One thing that seemed to work against fellow soldiers in flight was to shoot them. According to an artilleryman in the Eleventh Corps, “Gen. Hooker soon ordered the 12th corps to kill every man that run in the 11th. I saw a number of Officers and privates shot.” A Twelfth Corps soldier recalled that “we went at it like beavers, first with orders and then with oaths and threats. The fugitives  ignored us and kept on, and finally Colonel Cook gave the order to shoot and four or five were shot down. . . . I saw [Colonel Cook] shoot one with a navy revolver at twenty rods; the man fell on his face.”53


General Oliver Otis Howard did not try to shoot his men—he used exhortation  and pleas to try to stop the stampede. It seems he would rather have shot himself. “I felt,” he commented later on, “that I wanted to die. It was the only time I ever weakened that way in my life. . . . I sought death everywhere I could.” Another soldier who came upon the general “swinging his revolver” and trying to halt his men described Howard in the throes of mortification.

 “I’m ruined, I’m ruined,” he says he heard Howard say, over and over and over again.54


For two hours Howard’s corps retreated. The men did not all engage in headlong flight, shot at by Union and Confederate soldiers alike. Some of them “fought desperate” as they withdrew. Eleventh Corps artillery captain Hubert Dilger, who, like so many other officers, had cut his military teeth in Germany, held back a solid line of shooting men with a wild tenacity. His horse was shot from under him, and he commanded on foot. The horses of his caissons were killed, yet he held on, firing and refiring a single gun, slowing the attackers. Dilger’s action helped other soldiers from Lieutenant Colonel Adolf Buschbeck’s brigade re-form and make a stand. They held back the enemy  for what must have seemed an eternity: It was half an hour.55


Among the regiments of the Eleventh Corps who did more than run for their lives was one new to battle. The 26th Wisconsin had been attacked by Jackson’s men early on. With no trenches to work from, “no cannons or anything else with us,” the men were ripped and shattered and riddled, but they stood and responded. “Every round our regiment fired,” said Adam Muenzenberger, “mowed down rows of southerners.” He rammed “charge after charge into his musket,” as his fellow soldiers—men named Manz, Stirn, Burkhard, Weiss, Krueger, Fritz, Luther, Urich, Hermann, and Koch—went down. Realizing that these men were overwhelmed, General Schurz ordered the soldiers to fall back. Nearly every officer  of the regiment had a bullet tear through his clothes, and almost half of the men had been hit. But they had been one of the few regiments to withdraw in “good order.” And Adam Muenzenberger finally got his moment to fight.56
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