
[image: 001]


[image: 001]


[image: 001]


Copyright ©1994 by Mark Nesbitt

First published in paperback in 2002 by

STACKPOLE BOOKS 
5067 Ritter Road 
Mechanicsburg, PA 17055 
www.stackpolebooks.com

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. All inquiries should be addressed to Stackpole Books, 5067 Ritter Road, Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania 17055.

Maps by John Heiser

Jacket design by Caroline Miller with Tina Hill
Jacket art “The Homecoming” by Don Stivers. Used with permission.

Letter from James Longstreet to H. B. McClellan (page 75) from H. B. McClellan Papers, Virginia Historical Society

Printed in the United States of America

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2

FIRST EDITION

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Nesbitt, Mark.

Saber and Scapegoat: J. E. B. Stuart and the Gettysburg controversy / Mark Nesbitt

p.  cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN: 0-8117-3102-2

eISBN: 978-0-8117-4136-1

1. Stuart, J. E. B. (James Ewell Brown), 1833–1864. 2. Gettysburg Campaign, 1863. 3. Gettysburg (Pa.) Battle of, 1863.1. Title.

E467.1.S9N47 1994

973.7’349—dc20

94-20509

CIP

ISBN: 978-0-8117-3102-7


To Arthur Vernon Nesbitt and John Pasko 
The grandfathers I never got to know


“Stuart is the best cavalryman ever foaled in America.” 
—Major General John Sedgwick, U.S. Army

“I then concluded my report for General Lee. In doing so I dealt with Stuart in the plainest language, in fact, I had told him before, I thought he ought to be shot.” 
—Colonel Charles Marshall, aide-de-camp of General Robert E. Lee


Acknowledgments

[image: img]

Somewhere in the vast pile of paper that accumulated while I was writing this book is a card and perhaps one or two scraps of paper upon which I diligently placed the names and proper spellings of every person who helped me. I will find it, no doubt, a few days after the book is on the shelves. Then again, like many of the dispatches sent among the officers in the Gettysburg campaign, they may never show up.

As well, I know that there were several people in my social circles who, upon hearing the subject of this book, made comments and suggestions and whose names I did not record. If they find their recommendation within these pages but no acknowledgment for it, I sincerely apologize. However, the following people and organizations have surfaced from the mass of paper and my memory. My heartfelt thanks go to them all.

Ted Alexander, historian with the National Park Service at Antietam National Battlefield, read over the section on Stuart’s retreat and recommended some changes according to the vast amount of research he has done on that segment of the great campaign.

Gregory Coco, author and historian at Gettysburg National Military Park, pulled a description of Stuart at Emmitsburg, Maryland, from his files. I appreciate his thinking of me while busy with his own projects.

William C. Davis, historian, author, and consultant, is one of my editors at Stackpole Books. He read the manuscript and gave me some sound advice on making it more palatable. Sylvia Frank, also my editor at Stackpole, keeps me to my deadlines—or at least understands when I don’t meet them. Dick Frank of Stackpole sells my books. He certainly is appreciated.

Kathy Georg Harrison, along with her endless other duties at Gettysburg National Military Park, still found time to help me find the last few documents in the park’s files concerning the cavalry at Gettysburg.

D. Scott Hartwig, also a historian at Gettysburg National Military Park, took time out of his schedule to read the entire manuscript for errors. If there are any mistakes in the book, they exist probably because I didn’t follow his suggestions. As well as being an expert on the Gettysburg campaign, he knows military history and pointed out one of the themes of this book: that historians often overlook how binding military orders are; when historians say, “Stuart should have acted in this fashion,” it is meaningless unless the actions corresponded with his orders. Scott provided many enlightening conversations on the battle and showed me a new way—the “military” way—of looking at Stuart’s role in the campaign. His upcoming book on the Maryland campaign of 1862 should be excellent.

Adele H. Mitchell, Stuart scholar and friend of the Stuart family, through our numerous conversations, virtually inspired this book. She made me look again at Stuart’s orders and the absurdity of some of the charges against him. I once was a Stuart accuser myself, but Adele’s comments helped me re-analyze his actions instead of just repeating what has been said over the years. And that, of course, is the basis for all knowledge.

Paul Shevchuk, another historian at Gettysburg National Military Park, has written many fine articles on the smaller cavalry actions during the campaign. He gave me a better understanding of those fights and their intensity.

Don Stivers, one of America’s premier historical artists, was kind enough to allow Stackpole Books to use his painting “The Homecoming” for my dust jacket. It portrays Stuart at Carlisle, Pennsylvania, at dusk on July 1, showing all the exhaustion from a week-long campaign of marching and fighting and the weight of command. It is just how I always pictured Stuart on the campaign.

Dean Thomas of Thomas Publications in Gettysburg, Pennsylvania—my “other” publisher—secured some of the photos used in this book. As a Civil War author himself, his comments on Stuart’s role at Gettysburg were also enlightening.

Robert J. Trout, who wrote They Followed the Plume (Stackpole Books, 1993), about Stuart’s staff throughout the war, also read the manuscript and helped me stay out of trouble with the details of Stuart’s staff officers and his personality. His comments on the charges against Stuart, in addition to those about Stuart in general (gleaned from years of studying what others wrote about him), added immeasurably to my knowledge of the man and his role as innovator of light cavalry tactics. One of my favorite comments from Bob, in response to the old saw that Stuart was “late” for the Battle of Gettysburg, is, “How can you be late for an accident?”

Institutions deserve credit and thanks for maintaining, protecting, and making available the documents upon which all historical study is based. To them and their fine staffs, my appreciation is extended.

The Gettysburg College library is just a block from my office and my friends David Hedrick, Susan Roach, and Peggy Steinour are always more than helpful, even when all I have time for is a phone inquiry.

The Gettysburg National Military Park library and its renowned “vertical files” have, for the last twenty-five years, been my favorite resource for both obscure secondary and still untapped primary sources on the battle. Cindy Stouffer helped locate the rare photo of James Harrison.

The University of Virginia was gracious in allowing me to use the John W. Daniel Papers from its manuscript department.

The Virginia Historical Society has one of the best card catalogue systems in its manuscript division that I have ever seen, detailing on each card the various subjects included in that piece of correspondence. The people there are to be commended and thanked for their assistance.

Finally, I must thank the people at the U.S. Army Military History Institute, Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, for literally years of help. I am particularly indebted to Randy Hackenberg for his help with many of the photos herein.

I would be remiss if I failed to mention Danette Taylor for her reading of the manuscript and, more important, her patience while this book was being produced. The reader knows the price of this book; only a very few know what it cost. Dani is one of them.


Introduction

[image: img]

It was a typical Victorian-era dinner party at the Baltimore home of Johns Hopkins University Professor H. Newell Martin. David Gregg McIntosh, a former officer in the Army of Northern Virginia, was present with his wife, the former Virginia J. Pegram. Also at the dinner were General and Mrs. Bradley T. Johnson; Martin’s wife, the former Hettie Cary Pegram (widow of Confederate Major General John Pegram); and Miss Jenny Cary. Perhaps the most distinguished diners were Colonel and Mrs. Charles Marshall; he had been military secretary to General Robert E. Lee.

Though nearly a quarter-century past, the Gettysburg campaign was a topic of conversation. Many interesting comments and speculations probably were made about the controversies of the campaign that had arisen over the years, but demitasses and brandy snifters certainly froze between table and lip when Marshall said that, for his role, he tried to have Major General James Ewell Brown Stuart court-martialed.

“Who?” everyone asked, incredulous. “Not J. E. B. Stuart.”

“Yes,” Marshall said coolly. “J. E. B. Stuart.”

He told his rapt audience that he had written just that in the report of the campaign he had prepared for Lee just after the event and that he had dealt with Stuart in the plainest of language. He said that he thought Stuart ought to have been shot.

Marshall said that he had explicitly charged Stuart with disobedience of orders and “laid the full responsibility at his door.” McIntosh, who was so stunned that he wrote Marshall’s words down the next morning, said that Marshall then detailed the orders Stuart received to move along the Confederate army’s flank and that Stuart confessed that he had pursued a different course.

Marshall sounded disappointed that “General Lee was unwilling, however, to adopt my draft.”

In October 1993, as this book was being finalized, the author attended the premiere of “Gettysburg,” the first full-length movie on the battle taken from Michael Shaara’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel The Killer Angels. A small part of the four-hour-plus film deals with the meeting between Lee and Stuart after Stuart returned from his ride around the Union army—the act for which Marshall would have had him shot. Lee informs Stuart that some in the army were suggesting his court-martial; Stuart asks for their names, apparently in order to challenge them to a duel. Lee then tells Stuart he was the eyes of the army and that his mission was to screen it from enemy cavalry and report the movements of the Union main body. “That mission,” Lee says, “was not fulfilled.” Stuart pulls his saber and attempts to hand it to Lee, apparently to resign his commission.

Dramatic and full of tension as the scene is, it is also complete fiction. Though acted well and written by a fine novelist, it still takes bits of history—such as Marshall’s statements, or subsequent variations of them and other half-truths—and popularizes and perpetuates yet another tale about the Battle of Gettysburg. The problem is that millions will see the movie and assume that the event actually happened; another Gettysburg myth will be perpetuated.

Even sadder is that Stuart, one of the finest officers ever to draw a saber, has his reputation tarnished for another generation and the fabrications, truth-stretching, and outright lies about the man and the history of the cavalry in the Gettysburg campaign of 1863 will be maintained by the uninformed.

Stuart loved doing reconnaissance himself. He rode in small groups or often alone until the enemy fired upon him. Drawing fire let Stuart know where the enemy was during the war; it may still be so today.

Stuart was an innovator of cavalry strategies and tactics. The U.S. Army had reinstated the cavalry arm, as opposed to Mounted Riflemen and Dragoons, under Secretary of War Jefferson Davis just a few years before, in 1855. Stuart was one of those chosen as an officer in that branch, which then consisted of only two regiments. The cavalry’s new role in the American way of war was developing. Stuart learned much about light cavalry tactics on the Plains; he learned more in the first years of the Civil War; he was continually pressing, utilizing, and innovating so that his light cavalry could not be mistaken for the heavy horses and men of the old dragoons or the mounted men who simply used their horses to ride to their infantry battles. He wanted to use his men like a light saber instead of a broadsword or simply a shield for the main army. He wanted his cavalry to become the flashing, fluid saber of the Confederate army, parrying the enemy, keeping it at a distance by quick thrusts instead of heavy blows. In using his men this way, his name became—and still is—synonymous with them and the Confederate cavalry. As metaphor, Stuart was—and remains—the saber of the Confederacy. He would not have minded this symbolic metamorphosis.

I must admit that at one time, I too blamed Stuart for a major role in the Confederate defeat at Gettysburg. I was not alone. It is truly amazing what careful study and a few eye-opening observations of fact will do in changing one’s opinion. Some of the accusations against Stuart that I and many others have perpetuated include:


	
Stuart’s absence brought on the Battle of Gettysburg.

	Stuart left Lee with no cavalry to do the main army’s reconnaissance.

	Stuart was “late” for the Battle of Gettysburg.

	Stuart was not following orders.

	Stuart was on a joyride around the Union army, wasting time seeking glory and fame.



All those statements are patently false.

Some people may want to call this revisionist history. They are wrong. The revisionists began rewriting history in 1863, with the composition by Charles Marshall of Lee’s first report of the Battle of Gettysburg. It went on from there. This is an attempt to unwrite the rewriting of history, done in the nineteenth century by many Southerners in an effort to protect the reputation of one whose reputation needed no protecting—Robert E. Lee.

Historians who are familiar with the topic will notice that a few of my conclusions are similar to others’—most notably those of Colonel John S. Mosby, who wrote defending Stuart for years after the war. That is because many of the conclusions are based on solid logic and analysis that lead you nowhere else. Add to that the fact that I used Mosby himself as a primary source independent of his arguments in favor of Stuart, and Mosby became a documentary source for details as well as a fine advocate for defending Stuart’s actions.

I think I also have discovered a few things even the meticulous Mosby overlooked. I have no doubt that there was a missing dispatch from Lee to Stuart, written after or added to the published dispatch dated 5 P.M., June 23, 1863. This is not singular. I realized, as anyone can by reading the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies, that there are numerous dispatches mentioned or referred to in the published letters that cannot be found. In fact, almost as many are missing as have been published. Nor does this missing dispatch of June 23—mentioned by Stuart’s assistant adjutant general, by Stuart himself, and referred to by innuendo by several others—have any bearing on the outcome of the campaign. It contains no history-altering revelation, like the potential “Lee’s lost orders” had during the Sharpsburg campaign. Stuart’s missing dispatch merely adds information—some previously unanalyzed, even by Mosby—to Stuart’s decision-making process and to what Lee knew of what Stuart was doing while he was gone from the army. It must be remembered as well that there were numerous verbal orders sent and received, never to be published. These also had an unknown effect upon Stuart’s and others’ actions.

This book is a thorough analysis of not just the controversy but also of Stuart and his cavalry’s role in the Gettysburg campaign. I examined and included some sources to an extent that no other author has. The papers of Colonel John Bachelder were used almost exclusively for the documentation of the cavalry battle east of Gettysburg on July 3, 1863. This is, I believe, the first time this many of them have been used this extensively for the cavalry battle. Every one of the letters concerning the cavalry fight was examined and most were included to some extent.

The letters of Stuart and Mosby recently published by the Stuart-Mosby Historical Society were used to reconstruct some of the more telling events in Stuart’s life according to Stuart himself, as well as some of Mosby’s private comments and opinions of the cult that formed in Virginia after the war that attempted to “rescue” Lee’s reputation by denigrating others, particularly Stuart. The publication of the letters by these remarkable men is a tribute to their editor, Mrs. Ralph Mitchell.

I also examined the papers in the collection of the Virginia Historical Society written by several members of Lee’s staff, including Lee’s private letter book, into which all the orders he issued were copied. I searched for a clue as to why Marshall, then others, tried so hard to indict Stuart.

One of the most important things to remember while reading this book is the difference between what are referred to as “orders” and “reports.” Orders came first, issued in the field to Stuart and others, directing them as to what to do in the next day or two or even as far ahead as a week. Sometimes these were letters from Lee directing (too often merely suggesting) what the subordinates should do and often leaving a great deal to their discretion. The orders for the Gettysburg campaign are found in the correspondence part of the Official Records.1 Reports were written after the campaigns and battles. This chronology is inescapable. Go to the orders to see what Stuart was supposed to do. The reports tell you what he did, but not always.2

Because of the mass of official papers on the war, the records on Gettysburg were not published until 1889. The Union reports came first, Confederate reports second, and the correspondence last. Opinions for articles and books were being formed with the cart before the horse, as the reports were pointed to as the definitive answers to questions about the participants.

Worse, the first of two reports on the battle and campaign of Gettysburg (written by Marshall for Lee’s signature) was released by Richmond newspapers shortly after the battle in response to the clamoring for a reason for the costly defeat. Some of the report, like his statements at the dinner party twenty-four years later, bore little resemblance to the orders Marshall himself wrote from Lee to Stuart. Why Marshall would attempt to change, just a month later under Lee’s eyes, the orders he had written for Lee is one of the mysteries of Gettysburg. Marshall continued to change the orders as the years went on, referring to the reports as proof of various indictments of Stuart when the proof is not in the orders.

Nevertheless, the orders told Stuart what to do; the reports, including Stuart’s, tell what he did. Though Lee’s reports were edited and signed by Lee, they say what Marshall thought Stuart did as well as what Marshall thought Stuart should have done.

My conclusions may stir up a number of people, for the Gettysburg camps are indeed still divided sharply on Stuart’s role. But after studying the subject from virtually every angle, I can only hope that my colleagues will give this an open-minded reading and acknowledge some new interpretations.

Under examination, the tales that have grown about Stuart bear little resemblance to what really happened on that arduous, five-week cavalry campaign. A careful analysis of the Official Records directing Stuart’s action by military orders also diverges from what others thought he was supposed to do in the campaign. The differences between the orders and reports and the criticisms and controversies spawned by them recalls the story of an old Confederate soldier. After telling about his numerous battles with his regiment, another old soldier calls him on it—he had been with the unit and it had engaged in none of those battles. “Damn,” said the first Confederate. “Another good story ruined by an eyewitness.”
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CHAPTER ONE

Schooling of the Trooper
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“Contrary to the expectations of all I have been so fortunate as not to have a single fight since I have been going to school.” 

—J. E. B. STUART, 1846

To Archibald Stuart, former officer in the War of 1812, esteemed lawyer, politician, and orator of great wit and personality, and Elizabeth Letcher Pannill Stuart, wife and lover of all things natural and godly, was born on February 6, 1833, a son whom they named after an uncle of the boy. James Ewell Brown Stuart began his life in southernmost Virginia, on a farm called Laurel Hill in Patrick County, the seventh of ten children.

His father was a man of good humor with a gifted voice and love of music that his son James inherited. The elder Stuart often became the center of attention at social gatherings, a trait his son also enjoyed. It is often the sign of a leader that he or she is comfortable in front of crowds. From seeing his father before the masses, young James no doubt felt that it also was his place.

From his mother, James learned of things beyond this world, of faith and nature, and a love of flowers. She kept a beautiful flower garden at Laurel Hill. He picked flowers later in his life and sent them to his wife, or wore them in his lapel, when his decisions then led to men’s living or dying.1

A little is known of his early life, mostly from John Thomason, who became friends with the family when he was writing his biography on Stuart in the 1920s. Young James loved the outdoors and riding, nature, and the woods, fields, and mountains of his part of Virginia. The early religious teachings from his mother grew deeper as the boy matured. He was honest and honored at least one promise unto death. He swore to his mother that he would never drink liquor, and even as he lay dying from a bullet through the gut, he refused to overindulge in liquor, even to ease the pain, taking only one small sip. There was that promise to his mother and he felt even death—especially death—should not tear him from it.

Thomason tells a story of personal fortitude and grace under pressure—what Ernest Hemingway called true courage—related by James’s older brother William Alexander, who was fifteen when James was nine. One summer day, they came upon a huge hornets’ nest lodged low in a tree. Sticks would not reach it and stones bounced off the limbs surrounding it. There was only one thing to do and that was to climb up and bat it down. The boys inched close when suddenly the hornets swarmed out. William Alexander prudently dropped to the ground and bolted, but when he turned, he saw his little brother, eyes slitted against the stinging creatures, inching closer to the nest with his stick. Young Stuart accepted the stings and dislodged the nest, accomplishing his mission despite the pain. From that day, his older brother thought James might make a decent soldier, for he possessed no little amount of physical courage. Apparently, even at that age, overwhelming odds meant nothing to James.

He was healthy nearly all his life. Thirteen-year-old James wrote to his mother in December 1846 from boarding school in Wytheville that he “deemed it unnecessary to say in this that I was well for you know I am never anything else.” But less than a year later, he contracted a fever that caused his hair to fall out until “I am very much laughed at by the gals.” It was one of the few times Stuart was ill. At the end of March 1848, he was still without hair.

Shortly after he recovered from the fever, the house at Laurel Hill burned. His mother and sister Victoria went to stay in Floyd County and another sister Columbia (called Lummie by the family) relocated to Pittsylvania County. At the time young James wrote about the tragedy, his father had not decided whether they would rebuild. His brother John, who was studying to be a doctor, returned home to continue to study by mail. John and his father were keeping house in the kitchen, probably a “summer kitchen” common on early American farmsteads, built separately from the main house because of the danger of fire.2

Stuart had worked in the Wyeth County clerk’s office with his older brother Alexander. Perhaps this is where he began to think about a career in law. As well, at college he began to take Latin as preparation for a possible teaching career.3 Perhaps at this time another career entered his thoughts. At the age of fifteen, after war had broken out with Mexico, he volunteered, but was turned down because of his youth.4

In August 1848, at age fifteen, he entered Emory and Henry College in Emory, Virginia, and joined the Methodist Church, though he was confirmed in the Protestant Episcopal Church in 1859 in St. Louis. His mother was an Episcopalian, but his respect for Christianity was broad and apparently embraced all sects. When he was at the U.S. Military Academy, a classmate called him a “Bible class man.” By 1857, when he was in his mid-twenties and stationed at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas Territory, he expressed a desire to build a church on his family’s farm, having already put away some money for that purpose. Reading the Bible and fighting battles has a rather Old Testament ring to it, but Stuart was not the first officer of that era to praise God for a victory.

In 1850, Dr. Thomas H. Averett, who had defeated James’ father in a senatorial election, appointed Stuart to West Point. He traveled by stage from Wytheville though Salem, Lynchburg, and Charlottesville, where he visited the University of Virginia, Monticello, and Thomas Jefferson’s grave. From Charlottesville, he went to Washington, where he called on Averett, perhaps to thank him for his appointment, and attended a Senate session. From his spectator’s seat, he saw Vice President Millard Fillmore and the great orator Daniel Webster (“He speaks slowly but forcibly”), but was immensely impressed by Senator Jefferson Davis of Mississippi. Stuart heard Davis and Stephen Douglas of Illinois discuss the “California question” and concluded that “Mr. Davis is hard to beat.”5

He arrived at West Point and went into summer bivouac with other cadets at Camp Gaines overlooking the Hudson River.6 Stuart officially became a cadet on July 1, 1850.7 After being at West Point only a month and a half, he wrote to his cousin George Hairston on August 17 to tell him “how I am pleased with my new situation. So far I know of no profession more desirable than that of the soldier.”8

The superintendent of the academy at that time was Robert E. Lee. Though Stuart was not a bad student, recollections of classmates indicate that he enjoyed the military aspects of West Point more than the academic. Fitzhugh Lee, who later served under him, recalled after the Civil War that he possessed “an immediate and almost thankful acceptance of a challenge to fight from any cadet who might in any way feel himself aggrieved.”9 Strangely enough, most of his fights were against larger students and, though he was often whipped, he always came back for more. The trait is admirable across the human generations; it is a classic theme of literature and films. Though he fought so often that he received an admonishing letter from his father, Stuart gained great respect from fellow future officers because of this never-give-up attitude. He was also remembered as possessing “a clear, metallic, ringing voice,” another asset for a battlefield leader.10

Stuart seemed to be a natural scrapper. In the earliest letter from him to be published, dated April 11, 1846, he mentions to his cousin, “Contrary to the expectations of all[,] I have been so fortunate as not to have a single fight since I have been going to school.” Apparently, if he had gotten into a fight at that age (thirteen), it would not have been his first. Incidentally, this earliest letter and all the rest were signed “J. E. B. Stuart,” his nom de guerre.11 Just before Christmas 1853, he sent a long letter to his father from the hospital at West Point, where he was sent with “another black eye” from fighting with a private in his company whom he had put on report. Stuart was about half the size of his antagonist, but they fought until neither could lift his arms. Stuart’s eye was swollen shut and he conceded to the bigger man. His main regret, now that he had eased his conscience by telling his father about the fight, was that he would miss the Christmas party given by Mrs. Robert E. Lee at the superintendent’s home.12

Among others attending West Point while Stuart was there were George Washington Custis Lee, son of the superintendent and eventual aide to the Confederate president; Alfred Pleasonton, later to command a Federal cavalry corps; William Averell, a future U.S. Army general; John Chambliss and John Pegram, future Confederate generals; and Fitzhugh Lee, who later served under Stuart as a rebel. Because of the political and social turmoil the country was experiencing from slavery and sectionalism, these neophytes found themselves soon driven to a soldier’s highest challenges. The country was moving rapidly, inexorably toward armed civil conflict.

At least as well as fighting, Stuart liked the attentions of women. It was a lifelong attraction, expressed in letters from age thirteen.13 Granted, early on he seemed merely to be scouting out attractive women for his cousin Alexander Stuart Brown to pursue. Other references reflect a youthful frustration with the inscrutability of some young women. Still, the attraction seemed as natural for Stuart as his later ability to see defilade in a battlefield position or discover the flank of an enemy.

At the beginning of his second year at West Point it appears from his letters that Stuart lost his heart to Miss Mary Pegram, a Virginian of a fine family whose brothers served and sacrificed a few years later. At this date, perhaps the affections were traveling only from Stuart.14 He also wrote poetry to and exchanged gifts with the Berard sisters, daughters of the French teacher at West Point.15 One of his most enjoyable and lasting correspondents was his cousin Bettie Hairston. It was not uncommon for cousins to marry in the old South, and Stuart’s letters to Bettie bordered on the romantic. But taken as a whole, they seem to reflect a fond remembrance of his youth and precious days in Virginia, cavorting with her and other friends while home on summer break. The letters show as deep a love for his home state as they do affection for his relation. He established the correspondence fairly early in his West Point career and it continued at least until his days on the Texas frontier.

He also seemed attracted to Mary Custis Lee, the supremely independent daughter of the revered and often intimidating superintendent.16 She was a year and a half his junior but closer to his age than any of the other Lee girls. She seemed eventually to take the place of Mary Pegram, the other Virginia belle in his affections: “Mrs. Pegram and Miss Mary have been here for two weeks but left us today. Mrs. Lee and Miss Mary Lee also returned home sometime since. Of the two Mary’s I admire Miss Mary Lee much the more, both as regards beauty and sprightliness.”17 If there ever was an early courtship, we may never know, but the friendship that grew from their acquaintance above the Hudson would last his life. Mary Custis visited him at the camp Stuart called Qui Vive near Fairfax Court House in 1861 and Stuart wrote to his wife, Flora, after the visit, expressing the wish that someday she might meet his former superintendent’s daughter, since she had always been such a good friend.18

In fact, Stuart became very close to the entire Lee family at West Point, being invited to dinners and Christmas parties at the superintendent’s home. He watched over Mary Lee as the native Virginian gave her best efforts at learning the Yankee girls’ winter pastime of ice skating.19 He even wrote a testimonial letter to endorse the appointment from Virginia to West Point of William Henry Fitzhugh Lee, the superintendent’s son nicknamed “Rooney.” Stuart and Mrs. Lee must have established a special friendship. Writing to his cousin Bettie in February of his last year at West Point, he said that every Saturday evening was spent in the “society of the ladies” and that, as he was writing, he had “a bouquet, now on the mantle which was sent to me the other day by Mrs. Lee, who as you are aware is my most particular friend among the ladies. I can never say too much in her praise.”20

Much like war in nineteenth-century America, love too was a great game with overdrawn hyperboles and intense, high-minded affections. It had the strictest of rules that went just so far and then no further. As his fame spread, Stuart had a number of admirers, many of them women who turned out when he passed through their towns. He also called on them as he rode through, sometimes going out of his way to visit. There is no evidence of impropriety.

According to Fitz Lee, fellow cadets at West Point called Stuart “Beauty,” said in a way that implied he was not very good-looking. A photo taken without his beard about the time he graduated belies this.

Stuart was a healthy, robust, restless young man, imbued with the superior energy and aggressiveness of, say, a modem professional athlete. A letter from his father sums it up:

It is true you have, to start with, good morals fortified by religion, a good temper, and a good constitution, which if preserved will carry you though the trial [of military life] safely. But the temptations of a camp to a young man of sanguine temperament, like yourself, are not to be trifled with or despised. I conjure you to be constantly on your guard, repelling and avoiding the slightest approach towards vice or immorality. . . . Your military training at West Point will strengthen you greatly in the struggle. By it you have been taught the necessity of strict subordination to superiors, and of kind and conciliatory manners towards equals.21

According to one biographer, though Stuart infrequently mentioned in his letters the growing uneasiness between the two sections of the country, he did deplore Abolitionists and the lack of Yankee understanding for “southern institutions.”22 He wrote in one letter to George Hairston, “One would think that a place [West Point] situated as this is, in the heart of free-soil-Yankeedom was strongly tainted with that spirit, but quite the contrary is the fact, for there is a strong Southern feeling prevalent on the Point. . . . There seems to be a sentiment of mutual forbearance. In a word with us all is harmony.”23

While at the academy, he frequently expressed his love of riding.24 Stuart scored high in cavalry tactics (tenth in his class of forty-six) and even higher in ethics (ninth). He remained in the top 15 percent of his class through most of his career, but clearly preferred summer encampments over the classroom: “We had left our pleasant quarters in Camp Gaines for barracks and were preparing to enter upon the dull career of the student.”25

Oddly enough, Stuart’s cavalry tactics textbook seems virtually unused. It shows no underlining, no dog-eared pages, or any of the usual markings of a well-studied book. Yet the pristine text is dated 1855, in Stuart’s hand.26 Perhaps this was the textbook he used at West Point and dated later when he was on his first assignment; perhaps it is a copy he picked up after graduation for reference. One would like to think that he wore the covers off his original cavalry textbook, but Stuart was a man of action and nothing in the manual says anything about how to cross a flooding river in pitch-black night or how to get men to ride for fifty hours straight on a campaign.

Upon approaching graduation, though he loved the soldier’s life, Stuart was still torn between the practice of law and the military. In July 1854 he graduated thirteenth of forty-six in his class. He was commissioned a brevet second lieutenant in the regiment of Mounted Riflemen—basically infantrymen on horseback—and ordered to Texas.

He wrote that the Mounted Riflemen were “a Corps which my taste, fondness for riding, and desire to serve my country in some acceptable manner led me to select above all the rest.”27 He was granted leave until October 15. He visited West Point to equip himself for his duty on the frontier and to see his cousin Pete Hairston, a plebe.28 He spent some time in St. Louis when his orders sending him through New Orleans were postponed due to a yellow fever epidemic there. He wrote to his cousin Alexander Brown: “The longer I am detained from the field of action the more anxious I become to reach it. I am burning with all the enthusiasm of youthful ambition to show my prowess in fight.”29

By December 1854, he had been promoted to second lieutenant. After a harrowing voyage across the Gulf of Mexico and a visit to Galveston, Stuart arrived at Fort McIntosh in Laredo, Texas, on the Mexican border. His Company G had already left to fight Comanches and Stuart had to catch up with it 450 miles north of Laredo. He traveled with an escort across an almost uninhabited area toward a region called the Limpia. A long series of letters to his cousin Bettie Hairston recounted his journey through places with names like Los Dos Hermanos, Rattlesnake Den, and Eagle Pass. During his early days in Texas, he saw his first mirage; witnessed searing, dusty heat change momentarily into rain, hail, and numbing cold; discovered aboriginal drawings on rocks; and lived through a wind-whipped prairie fire in an arroyo where his unit had camped.30

John Thomason, Stuart’s biographer and no stranger to the military himself, called Texas “one of the most difficult terrains in the world.” The story goes that William Tecumseh Sherman, upon seeing the region and assuming that the entire state was similar, announced, in his own fashion, that if he owned hell and Texas, he would rent out Texas and live in the other place. Other officers stationed in Texas included Major James Longstreet with the 8th Infantry and Captain Richard Ewell of the 2nd Dragoons.31

Stuart was in charge of the one cannon his unit possessed. During one march across the savage terrain, Stuart and his men fell behind and finally caught sight of the regiment’s encampment at the bottom of a 1500-foot escarpment. He rode down the narrow Indian trail to contact his commander, but, “The Major left no orders.” Stuart would have to improvise. Figuring that his horse would never make it back up, he climbed the cliff on foot.32 To the amazement of his commanding officer comfortably ensconced below, Stuart had the cannon dismantled and lowered piece by piece by ropes down the cliff. In a letter to his brother afterward, a realization of what it means to be a soldier as well as a certain spirit shone through: “I could not and would not forsake [the artillery piece]. . . . Down we went, lowering it by lariat ropes, and lifting it over rocks. We reached the bottom safely, and before night were sipping our coffee at the Major’s bivouac. The Major told me that I deserved great credit for my success, and said that he never expected to see me bring the artillery down that mountain.”33

While stationed in Texas, Stuart heard of Lee leaving the superintendent’s post at West Point. He wrote to Mrs. Berard, the wife of his West Point French instructor: “Who will succeed Colonel Lee as Superintendent? I fear his place will never be so well filled. What a loss for the Corps Mrs. Lee’s departure will be. It is useless for me to say anything in praise of such a model family, especially as my sentiments on that topic have been often expressed to you orally and concurred in entirely.”34

In 1855, Secretary of War Jefferson Davis organized two new cavalry regiments. They were to be elite, with hand-picked officers. Because of his overall performance and quite possibly in part from that spectacular feat in Texas, Stuart was selected for the new 1st Cavalry. In August 1855, it was ordered to Fort Leavenworth, Kansas Territory, with Stuart as quartermaster and commissary. This appointment was a surprise to the young officer, since it entailed handling large amounts of money and ensuring supplies for the entire regiment. He bunked with Lieutenant Robert Ransom, Jr., adjutant, and Major John Sedgwick. Both were to become major generals on opposite sides during the Civil War.

By August 1855, Stuart was still pondering choosing between a military or civilian career but was leaning toward the military. During that same time, he assured cousin Alexander Stuart Brown that even on the frontier, refinement could be found, as well as ladies, with whom he had been riding every evening. One especially caught his eye. In September 1855 from Fort Leavenworth, he wrote again to Alexander Brown, asking him to order a silver set with “Stuart” engraved on it. He was to be married to Miss Flora Cooke, daughter of Colonel Philip St. George Cooke, respected commander of the 2nd Dragoons. On November 14 at Fort Riley, Kansas Territory, the wedding took place. The couple left for his duty station at Fort Leavenworth the next day. Sadly, Stuart’s father had died just before the wedding; Flora had the duty of writing her betrothed while he was on the Sioux campaign with his regiment. Just a few days before, Stuart had received a letter from him with his blessings for the marriage. “What a shadow is life!” Stuart wrote to Alexander. Yet there was duty, in spite of grief: “I got Flora’s letter yesterday while in the midst of an important business transaction and will be heels over head in business for a month yet. I assure you it makes me sick at heart to pursue the details of business in the midst of such melancholy tidings.” It would not be the last time duty took precedence over personal suffering.

There was also something greater to lean upon: “These dispensations of an all wise providence must be experienced by all. His will not mine be done.”35

By December 20, Stuart had been promoted to first lieutenant. His duties for the next year and a half took him away from Flora a good deal; she remained with her family at Fort Riley. Flora was used to it. She had grown up “in the Army,” married into it, and knew exactly what the life was like.

On the North Fork of the Solomon River in Kansas on July 29, 1857, six companies of Stuart’s regiment were confronted by 300 Cheyenne warriors, spread out in battle line and marching steadily toward them. The order was given to draw sabers and charge. A few dozen yards before the enemy, the Indians broke and scattered across the plains. Stuart swept in pursuit with two other companies.

As they caught up to the Indians, he saw another officer about to be shot by a dismounted warrior.

Stuart rushed in with his saber to save the life of his fellow officer and slashed the Indian severely on the head. But in so doing, Stuart was shot point blank in the middle of the chest by the Indian.

Miraculously, the heavy lead ball glanced to the left, and lodged beneath Stuart’s left nipple, so deep that it could not be felt by the doctor upon examination. With the help of his fellow officers, he dismounted. The colonel rode up and ordered that Stuart be placed in a blanket and carried back to camp. On the night of August 4 the camp was attacked by twenty or thirty Cheyennes. On August 8, the group started for Fort Kearny in Nebraska Territory. On August 14, awakening in the midst of a thick fog, the troopers realized that their Pawnee guides had disappeared in the night. Stuart, though still recovering from his own wound, volunteered to lead a small party to find Fort Kearny. They rode the remaining fifty-five miles and arrived at Fort Kearny on August 17 after some of the most trying marching anyone could have endured. In addition to giving Stuart a soldier’s look at death, eye-to-eye, this experience would assure Stuart that, despite hardships, much can be accomplished with dogged perseverance.36

The America in which Stuart grew to manhood was on the verge of a second revolution. What was to break out into the bloodiest conflict Americans were ever to see had several flashpoints in the 1850s, all seeming to culminate in the attack on the U.S. arsenal at Harpers Ferry, Virginia (now West Virginia), by the fanatical Abolitionist John Brown in 1859.

From the fall of 1857 to the summer of 1860, Stuart was at Fort Riley with the 1st Cavalry under Sedgwick’s command. He spent much of his six-month leave of absence in the summer of 1859 joyfully visiting relatives in Virginia. During his stay in Richmond in October he was called to Washington to negotiate for the sale to the government of a saber attachment he had invented. While there, Stuart visited Arlington House across the Potomac River and called upon his dear friends the Lees and their children, including Mary Custis. Then came word of the attack at Harpers Ferry.

Backed financially by Abolitionists in New England, Brown, bent on the immediate abolishment of slavery by any means, had gathered arms over the summer. His plan was to capture the armory and allow word to spread throughout the South. Then he would arm and lead a slave army to freedom.

Brown was prone to violence, particularly in the Kansas Territory in 1855–56 while it was wavering between admission into the union as a free or slave state. Stuart had been stationed there and, when Brown and his gang took prisoner some pro-slavery men at Black Jack, Kansas, part of the 1st Cavalry, including Stuart, freed them. Thus Stuart got his first look at the man who would become the embodiment of and martyr for the Abolitionists.37

Harpers Ferry is built on the steep hill that rises between the confluence of the Shenandoah and Potomac rivers. With two rivers for water power, abundant forests for fuel, and eventually two railroads and a canal converging there, it was a natural place for the manufacture and shipment of goods to the East. Arms had been produced there since 1801. Also located on the arsenal grounds were warehouses and a small firehouse near where the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad bridge crossed the Potomac at “the Point.”

By 10:30 P.M. October 16, Brown and his group crossed the B&O bridge, took the watchman prisoner, and left guards on the bridge as they went into the town. They quickly broke into the armory grounds. Brown sent his men out to capture the rest of the town and gather hostages. Hayward Shepherd, a B&O station baggage man, was shot when he refused to halt for the raiders. He later died.

Word of the raiders’ occupation of the armory and town spread. Residents armed themselves and started taking potshots at the raiders; several died in the skirmishing. A militia unit from Charles Town drove them from their outposts into the armory with their hostages, and they established a “fort” in the firehouse.

More militia units arrived from Martinsburg, Shepherdstown, and Winchester, Virginia, and Frederick and Baltimore, Maryland. Yet, only one attempt was made to dislodge the raiders and that was driven back. Brown, wondering where were the slaves he expected to rally to him, attempted to bargain for his escape. Offers to free the hostages in return for freedom were rejected.

When word arrived at the War Department early on the afternoon of October 17, Stuart was sitting in the office waiting to present some papers on his saber attachment. He was given orders to deliver at once to Lee at Arlington House: Lee was to take command of a detachment of Marines from the Washington Navy Yard and proceed to Harpers Ferry. He not only delivered the message but volunteered to accompany Lee.38

Lee did not even have time to change into a uniform and Stuart had barely enough time to borrow a uniform coat and saber.39 They met the Marines, commanded by Lieutenant Israel Green, near Harpers Ferry and marched them into the armory yard by 11 P.M. Lee demanded surrender at 2:30 on the morning of October 18 but began to mobilize for an assault while waiting for a reply. Green hand-picked a storming party of a dozen Marines. They were ordered to use only bayonets to avoid injuring the hostages.

With the militia formed outside the armory for crowd control, the Marines gathered at a comer of the engine house. Stuart moved to the door and demanded surrender. Brown came to the door and made a counterproposal. Stuart recognized the piercing, blue, killer’s eyes above the matted, gray beard. Lee had instructed Stuart to accept no terms other than surrender. Brown tried every tack, all amounting to allowing him and his band to escape. The hostages begged to talk to Lee, but Stuart said that Lee would never agree to any terms but those already laid down.40 When Stuart realized nothing was to be accomplished in talking with Brown, he leapt to the side and waved his hat, the signal for the Marines to attack.

The Marines broke down the door with a heavy ladder. Bayonets and sabers were used on the resisting raiders. Brown himself was felled by a series of blows from Green. The entire fight lasted about three minutes. No hostage was harmed.

While Brown was unconscious (Stuart thought he was pretending to be dead), Stuart was the first one to expose his identity. That same day about noon, Lee asked Stuart to lead some Marines about five miles into Maryland to confiscate 1,500 pikes Brown had stashed.41 The next day, Brown was questioned by Governor Henry A. Wise and others. Stuart was there and asked Brown that after all the killings, burnings, and thefts he had committed in Kansas if he did not believe the teachings of the Bible.

Brown did not answer directly, for he was trying to portray himself as a gentle man who only was trying to free an oppressed people. Indicating Stuart, he said, “I believe that the major here would not have been alive but for me. I might have killed him, just as easy as I could kill a mosquito, when he came in, but I supposed he came in only to receive our surrender.”42 Stuart mentioned this remark in a letter to his mother.43

What Brown said after that may have chilled the cavalryman even more:

You had better—all you people at the South—prepare yourselves for a settlement of that question that must come up for settlement sooner than you are prepared for it. The sooner you are prepared the better. You may dispose of me very easily; I am nearly disposed of now; but this question is still to be settled—this negro question I mean—the end of that is not yet.44

On October 31, Brown was convicted of treason against the state, conspiring with slaves to rebel, and murder. He was hanged December 2.45 In a letter to his mother, Stuart praised Lee, saying that he should receive a gold medal from Virginia for his cool, efficient handling of the affair. The young cavalryman was at Lee’s side virtually every moment and he confided, “No one but myself will ever know the immense but quiet service he rendered the State and the Country before and after the particular attack for which all give praise.” He also passed on a telling emotion: “The feeling that actuated me was this: I felt duty bound to let no opportunity slip to do my native State service—particularly when menaced with a servile war.”46

Stuart’s reaction to the encouragement by a Northerner of a slave rebellion was probably typical. Writing from Wytheville to Wise less than a month after the Harpers Ferry incident, he touched on the “armament and defense of the State against ‘invasion from without, and commotion within.’” He referred specifically to the vulnerability of Virginia to attack from the North, recommending that the state encourage young men to enlist in the military by paying for their uniforms. He also recommended that they be required to drill once a month.47

Stuart’s assistant adjutant general and biographer, H. B. McClellan, said that Stuart had determined before the war to follow Virginia whichever way it went. Perhaps his experience with Brown had something to do with this; in his letters after the raid, he began to mention his loyalties to Virginia more and more often.

In a letter dated January 11, 1861, after his return to Kansas, Stuart asserted where his deepest allegiances lay: “I for one would . . . throw my sabre in the scale consecrated by the principles and blood of our forefathers—our constitutional rights without which the Union is a mere mockery.” Finally, he lamented that he was not nearer the scene of the impending conflict and that the country’s wounds already were too deep to heal.48

On May 3, shortly after Fort Sumter fell, Stuart wrote his resignation from the U.S. Army. Ironically, his promotion to captain arrived simultaneously. His resignation was accepted on May 7 and three days later he was commissioned as a lieutenant colonel of infantry in the Confederate army.49

Events happened quickly after that.


CHAPTER TWO

Civil War

[image: img]

“For my part I have had no hesitancy from the first that, right or wrong, alone or otherwise, 1 go with Virginia.”1

—J. E. B. STUART, 1861

Stuart wrote to his wife from Richmond and later Harpers Ferry, where he was sent to serve with the odd genius Thomas J. Jackson. He mentioned his mentor, Robert E. Lee, now a general in the Southern army, who was beleaguered with staff duties. Between the lines is a sense of a sorrow for Lee and a regret that Lee’s gifts of cool, planned decision-making were being wasted.

He also wrote that many of the young men he studied with at West Point and fought with on the frontier were beginning to gather around the new Confederacy. He was especially eager to see his father-in-law, Philip St. George Cooke, come over. Cooke was considered one of the best cavalry officers in the country.

A change in command brought to Harpers Ferry Joseph E. Johnston, whom Stuart had seen in command on the Plains. Shortly thereafter, Stuart got the cavalry command he desired: the 1st Virginia Regiment.

In another letter to his wife, he wrote of the attention from the ladies he was suddenly receiving: “If you could see the strawberries, bouquets, and other nice things the ladies send me you would think me pretty well off. The young men of the Regiment wonder why it is that I am the recipient of so much favor—they forget that rank will tell.” By now the Stuarts had two children. In the same letter he told his wife to kiss “our dear ones a thousand times” and to remind them of their father. He signed in haste, “Your devoted.”2
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