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Introduction



Every war begins as one war and becomes two, that watched by civilians and that fought by soldiers. Separation may begin soon after a society declares itself at war. Although twentieth-century conflicts have increasingly visited suffering on civilians, the experience of young men who go off to fight has always differed from that of those who stay at home. Combat changes soldiers more profoundly than participation on the home front alters even the most ardent civilian. Conceptions initially embraced by society at large—national war aims, attitudes toward the enemy, views regarding the character of the fighting—retain vitality for civilians long after the experience of the soldier has rendered them remote or even false. The divergence of outlooks leads inevitably to tension.


As the struggle advances, political leaders may become aware of the need to keep the two wars proximate, ordinarily by realigning civilian comprehension to encompass more of the realities of the soldiers’ war. If, after differences can no longer be denied, they are permitted to grow, soldier morale and, depending on the course of battle, even the cohesiveness of the nation’s military forces may be jeopardized. In the postwar period, the problem becomes less urgent but no less significant. As soldiers return and the military and civilian spheres recombine, two wars must again become one in the public’s understanding. At stake are the social integration or isolation of the veteran and the society’s receptivity or resistance to new wars, for both determinations will depend heavily on which war comes to prevail in the historical memory of a people.


The young men of the 1860s carried with them into military life a strong set of values that continued to receive reinforcement from home. In a day of simpler assumptions, when one’s actions were thought to be the direct extension of one’s values, they attempted to apply their values in combat, in camp, and in hospital. But the Civil War regularly betrayed the confidence with which Union and Confederate soldiers sought to fight it; much that they encountered was at odds with their expectations. As they wrestled with the unforeseen, they were changed. The experience of combat frustrated their attempts to fight the war as an expression of their values and generated in them a harsh disillusionment.


From that experience two composites of the Civil War soldier emerge, the first roughly characteristic of the war’s early phases, 1861-62, and the second of its final years, 1864-65. The problem of such generalized portraits is that in a canvas so crowded no individual seems to fit. But here the gravity of change—the dissolution of the first composite and the emergence of the second—is far more important than the fact that single soldiers seldom matched in every particular the portrait presented.


The focus of this book falls on the volunteers of 1861-62, those who fought the great battles of the East and of Sherman’s campaign, who arrived early and tried to fight the war to its end. They were the sons of farmers and landholding gentry; the sons of small-town shopkeepers and mechanics; the sons of city artisans and of commercial and intellectual elites. Those young men were white; were the possessors of basic schooling; were imbued with an American-Victorian morality; and, if not men of means, were confident of their ability to gain that status, Their families dominated social, political, and economic life.


The soldiers studied here thus do not represent all of the war’s participants. This book does not examine the Union Army’s important ethnic components, nor does it treat the experience of the 180,000 black soldiers who fought in the Civil War. Apart from Mosby’s forces in northern Virginia, it omits consideration of border state irregulars, and it views those who became regular soldiers in 1864-65, few of whom left accounts, through the eyes of others who generally thought them bounty-jumpers, cowards, and the refuse of the cities. Finally, only infrequent distinctions are made between Confederate and Union soldiers, for the evidence confirms David Donald’s judgment that during the Civil War “Northerners and Southerners showed themselves to be fundamentally similar, fundamentally part of the same … people.”1 In 1861 everyone assumed that the application of moral values to the struggle would determine both the forms and the results of the war. By 1865 those soldiers who survived had learned otherwise.


This story has elements in common with some of the wars of our century: the gap between the expectation and the actuality of war; the threat that gap posed for soldier-civilian solidarity in wartime; and the efforts of a postwar society to refashion the soldier experience to fit civilian comprehension of the war. There are as well elements of particularity: While the war was too long and too harsh a war not to have altered soldier values, for example, it was not quite long enough or harsh enough to overthrow those values within civilian society. Consequently, the price of adaptation exacted of soldiers by a war different from the one they had marched off to fight was severe. They were frustrated by what they had expected to do and could not do and horrified by what they were sure they would never do and then began to do. They grew to respect and even admire the enemy, but they went on killing him—and took satisfaction from it. They loved and longed for their families but grew to resent and to distrust and to want to punish many at home. They became more and more reliant on their comrades—and then watched them die. They yearned for the end of the war, never realizing that it would truly end for them only years later, when they surrendered the war they had fought to the war civilian society insisted they had fought.








ONE
Courage’s War












1 Courage at the Core



A young private of the Richmond Howitzers, Carlton McCarthy,7 recognized immediately how the soldier was expected to bear himself in the Civil War: “In a thousand ways he is tried … every quality is put to the test. If he shows the least cowardice he is undone. His courage must never fail. He must be manly and independent.”1


Numberless other soldiers joined Carlton McCarthy in filling their journals, their letters home, and their memoirs with the moral values they knew to be at issue in the conflict between North and South: manliness, godliness, duty, honor, and even—among the best-educated on both sides—knightliness. At their center stood courage.


Such words often seem irrelevant to contemporary thought. Americans continue to invoke “honor” and “courage” on ceremonial occasions—the Fourth of July, perhaps Memorial Day—but do so with a sense that they are not terms with which we need contend in our daily lives. When they are employed by a government agency, a specialized group, or others who would enlist them in behalf of their limited enterprises, we are often skeptical of their appropriation. The terms retain their old aura of importance, but their meanings seem elusive and their usages vaguely discredited. On the eve of the Civil War, however, Americans had hardly begun to confront the industrial transformation that would enlarge experience, multiply the categories of knowledge, and introduce processes requiring behaviors so much more complex that the older, obvious line separating the “right” and the “wrong” would grow indistinct. Prior to the rush of moral relativism that followed in the wake of industrialization and urbanization, conduct remained subject to standards both broad and precise, measures of comportment thought as easily applicable to the pursuits of war as to those of peace.


The constellation of values in 1861, with courage at its center, was not a perfect circle. Not all other values were equidistant from courage. Some stood very close and were almost identical with courage; others were distant and shared with courage only one or two components. But they all served, albeit in varying degrees, to support in the mind of the volunteer soldier the centrality of courage.


Manliness was only slightly removed from courage. Indeed, many soldiers used “courage” and “manhood” interchangeably. A Georgia soldier found in the “grand-glorious” sight of Tennessee regiments intrepidly repulsing Sherman’s attack at Kennesaw Mountain “the sublimity of manhood.” A Texas private, disappointed at his failure to act courageously in the field at Gettysburg, spoke plaintively of his efforts “to force manhood to the front.” Many soldiers called combat the test of manhood. They often spoke of courage as the “manliest” of virtues. In corroboration, the 1861 edition of Noah Webster’s American Dictionary of the English Language identified as virtues “much valued” by Americans, “chastity in females” and “bravery in men.” A failure of courage in war was a failure of manhood. A Union staff officer warned that cowardice robbed the soldier of all his manhood. Another Federal apologized for his pusillanimity at Antietam with the statement that it had been the only battlefield “I could not look at without being unmanned.”2


In the minds of numerous Civil War soldiers the connection between courage and godliness was almost as intimate as that between courage and manliness. Many thought of their faith as a special source of bravery; religious belief would itself endow one with courage. Such conviction especially permeated the more homogeneous Confederate armies, whose largely Protestant rank-and-file noted that those of their commanders whose spirituality was most ardent were those who possessed, in the words of a Southern artilleryman, “the most intense spirit of fight.”3 Robert E. Lee, Stonewall Jackson, and J. E. B. Stuart, with their fervor for combat and their equanimity under fire, seemed to demonstrate that God bestowed courage directly on those of great faith.


Others’ courage might be enhanced obliquely via a related conviction that God protected those who believed in Him. Many a soldier was certain, in the words of a South Carolinian, that God’s “unseen hand” had carried him safely through a furious battle. A Louisiana sergeant, Edwin Fay, the target of Federal balls that narrowly missed, did not “believe a bullet can go through a prayer,” for faith is a “much better shield than … steel armor.” The common understanding was that the more complete the soldier’s faith, the greater would be God’s care. Perfect faith seemed to offer the possibility of perfect safety. If only my comrades and I possessed Stonewall Jackson’s faith, a Confederate reasoned, we would find it unnecessary to give thought to our personal safety.4


Such conviction of God’s direct interposition was itself an inducement to courage, for soldiers agreed that a prime enemy of courage in battle was the apprehension rooted in fear for one’s safety. Accordingly, it was common to find in both armies on the eve of battle numbers of men who sought to shore up their courage by attempting to reinforce their religious faith. George Armstrong Custer was one who felt that by professing his belief he consigned himself to God’s keeping. His anxiety, he wrote his wife, Libbie, was thereby dispelled. Because his fate thenceforth rested “in the hands of the Almighty,” he was made brave.5 One could not always tell, of course, if one’s faith were sufficient to ensure survival, but with the outcome resting with God, soldiers felt relieved of a burden that would otherwise inhibit heroic action. “Leave all to Him” was a formula on which many drew for battle; courage.


Those of less substantial faith often promised greater attentiveness to religious prescriptions in return for divine protection. Bargaining with God, soldiers approaching battle threw away their decks of cards and vowed that if they were allowed to live they would never again gamble or utter a profane word or smoke a pipe, that they would control their tempers or carry to the spring all their comrades’ canteens or share food with others or go to services or live moral lives or declare publicly for Christ or become ministers.6


Godliness bore not only on individual survival but on the outcome of battles. A conviction of wide currency was that God would ensure the victory of the army whose collective faith was sturdiest, a notion requiring no complex extension of logic. As William Poague, an officer in Virginia’s Rockbridge Artillery, expressed it, he and most of his men had placed themselves in God’s hands: While “the good Lord [shields] our heads in the hour of peril,” the Confederates would be wounding and killing Yankees, making inevitable the enemy’s defeat on the field. Indeed, soldiers on both sides professed confidence that the benefactions of godliness would manifest themselves on every social level—that the faithful soldier would survive combat; that the army of greatest faith would win the battle at hand; that the cause whose adherents possessed the faith indomitable would prevail in the war. When at the battle of Stone’s River Federal troops realized that the Confederates had begun to retreat, a member of the 64th Ohio began to sing the Doxology. “Praise God from whom all blessings flow” was taken up first by his comrades, then by the regiment, and then ran up and down the line.7


As courage and godliness were linked, so were cowardice and disbelief. The Catholic chaplain of the 14th Louisiana was convinced that none were more cowardly than those who failed to renew their faith and relieve themselves of mortal sin by taking the sacraments prior to battle. A Protestant soldier of the 47th Illinois was equally certain that the Bible enjoined courage: The soldier’s “standard of manhood is high, and he found it in the Book his mother gave him: ‘If thou faint in the day of adversity, thy faith is small.’” Such thought found a deft summation in the words of George Gary Eggleston, who, though Indiana born, fought for the Confederacy. Cowardice, he said, “is the one sin which may not be pardoned either in this world or the next.” In the mind of the soldier, godliness sustained courage and victory; doubt underwrote cowardice and defeat.8


Duty would seem a value more comprehensive than courage, but that inclusiveness denied it the focus and force of courage as a prescription for behavior in war. A precise definition of duty is difficult. Civil War soldiers, particularly those of officer rank, spoke as if they knew their duty, but they seldom felt it necessary to discuss or dissect it. They most often referred to duty to country, but generally the objects and the degrees of obligation remained elusive. Webster’s 1861 dictionary identified duty as “that which a person is bound to pay, do or perform,” but to whom or to what? Duty to God? To the Northern or Southern cause? To the Union or Confederate government? To one’s unit, the regiment? To one’s comrades? To one’s family at home? There had been in the American experience no encounter with feudalism, and thus there remained at mid-century not even a residue of a hierarchy of duties. The prewar period, moreover, had been a time of expansive individualism, and duty was one of those categories in which individual definitions varied—and prevailed. Though men felt duty’s weight, its nature remained amorphous. What emerged, however, was an impetus to persist—to remain at soldiering, to continue to heed combat orders, to persevere in battle. Whatever the individual might conceive to be the object of his duty, the principal way to satisfy it was to act courageously. As the Brahmin Stephen Minot Weld made clear when, wrestling with prebattle suspense, he conceded that “I had all I could do to keep myself up to my duty,” actions that met duty’s demands also met the claims of courage.9


Honor too yielded to the centrality of courage but was of a still different quality. Courage, as we shall see, possessed clear definition, but within the meaning of honor—as within duty’s—there were broad areas of intangibility, at least to the mind of the twentieth-century observer. The compilers of Webster’s dictionary, failing—or perhaps assuming it unnecessary—to define honor, instead described it. The most important of the fourteen annotations they devoted to it represented honor as “True nobleness of mind; magnanimity; dignified respect for character, springing from probity, principle, or moral rectitude; a distinguishing trait in the character of good men.” While courage had to be demonstrated, honor did not. Notions of honor so suffused the opening of the war that the honorable nature of the soldier—especially the Northern and Southern volunteers of 1861-62—was widely assumed. In the works of the South’s writer-soldier John Esten Cooke, participation in the war was held to be in itself a mark of honor. An accompanying assumption, held most prominently by those in command positions, was that the forthcoming conflict would in its essence be a contest between gentlemen. Such convictions created for the soldier a task unlike that imposed by the requisites of courage. Assumed to be honorable, he had to act so as to escape any imputation of dishonor. It was not a simple matter; one risked dishonor in many ways—by employing coarse language, by exhibiting disrespect for women, by dropping from the line of march—but by far the gravest lapses—fleeing from battle, for example—were those that revealed cowardice. Thus the single most effective prescription for maintaining others’ assumption that one was a man of honor was to act courageously. Seldom could the soldier with a reputation for courage be thought dishonorable, so incompatible did those traits seem. Perfect courage was thus the best guarantor of an honorable reputation.10


The linkage between honor and courage manifested itself in Civil War soldiers’ frequent references to the “honorable death”—inevitably the courageous death—and the “honorable wound”—inevitably suffered in the course of courageous action.


Wounded at Ball’s Bluff, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., contemplated with joyful pride the prospect of dying a “soldier’s death.”11 The soldier’s desire to uphold his society’s values shines forth in such responses, especially when the honorable wound is contrasted with the “million-dollar wound” so prominently referred to during World War II. Clearly, Civil War soldiers gave highest importance to the context in which the wound was sustained, whereas the twentiety-century soldier first measured its severity—serious enough to require evacuation home, not so serious as to kill or disable permanently. The former was prized as a badge of honor and the latter, in a war of vastly different combat experience and broader-based armies less susceptible to middle-class values, as a passport from jeopardy.


Honor more than other values within the soldier’s moral constellation possessed aspects that did not attach themselves to courage but were nevertheless critical to the good soldier—the sanctity of one’s word of honor, for example. That it should so frequently have been offered with good intent and accepted by others without suspicion struck close to how nineteenth-century Americans thought of themselves. Today it seems remarkable that they so trusted the personal pledges of others—enemies in war—that they would build on that confidence arrangements critical to the war effort. Prisoners of war, for example, were often paroled pending exchange. Ulysses Grant released the Vicksburg garrison on parole. Each was liberated solely on the basis of his assurance that he would not return to soldiering until informed that a captive held by his own side had been released, freeing both to return to duty. In the interim the paroled soldier was expected to proceed on the basis of his word of honor—to go home or, in a few cases where states forbade the return of parolees, to report to one of the detention camps maintained by his own side.


After his division had led the disastrous charge at Gettysburg, George Pickett was angered by orders assigning its remnant to guard Northern prisoners, so “I instructed my Inspector-General to parole the officers and give them safeguard to return [to Northern lines], binding them to render themselves prisoners of war at Richmond if they were not duly recognized [as exchangeable] by their government.”12 There was no mockery in the expectation that a Northern officer released in Northern territory would, if unexchanged, make his way to the enemy’s capital and report for incarceration.


Henry Kyd Douglas, a Confederate officer wounded at Gettysburg, was captured and then freed on parole. Very soon, however, he wrote to Washington, D.C., requesting outright release on grounds that a year earlier he had discharged a Union major from parole. (The major’s letter of attestation was enclosed.) But here Douglas overtaxed the bonds of trust. Washington, demurring at paroles individually negotiated, refused his request.13


Captain Edward Hastings Ripley and his men, part of the Union garrison at Harper’s Ferry, surrendered in September 1862 to attackers under the command of Stonewall Jackson. Jackson’s men treated the Federals “like gentlemen”—“Not by a word or expression did they give us any indications that we were captives and they the captors”—and took their paroles. Their home state, Vermont, was one of those that did not permit parolees to return home until exchanged, so Ripley’s men waited at Camp Douglas in Chicago, separated only by a partition from unparoled Southern prisoners of war and treated identically—that is, abysmally. Conditions were harsh. At least fifteen of Ripley’s company died of typhoid. The men gave vent to their wretchedness in fighting and in acts of insubordination and incendiarism, and Ripley complained of the delay in exchange, but apparently no one thought it outrageous that personal pledges should cost soldiers their freedom and expose them to severe and sometimes fatal treatment in the midst of an altogether friendly and sympathetic population. No, they had given their word, and there they remained for six months. Although such instances were rare, they do establish a willingness early in the war to endure much to uphold a conception of personal honor.14


When a “foolish” attack spurred by an overzealous color-bearer at Falling Waters, West Virginia, resulted in the capture of 735 Confederates, Wayland Dunaway of the 47th Virginia was one of the Southern officers invited to dinner by their captors, “as friendly as men who had been companions from childhood.” At its end, the guests pledged good behavior and were sent without a guard to rejoin the other prisoners. The Confederates were tempted by so easy an opportunity to escape, but “though our bodies were for the moment free, our souls were bound by something stronger than manacles of steel,—our word of honor. We groped our way back.”15


Intrinsic to a gentlemen’s war was the conviction that enemies no less than comrades merited honorable treatment. Accordingly, prisoner interrogations were gentle affairs based on the proposition that a soldier had no right to ask questions whose answers would compromise the integrity of the prisoner or damage his cause. Francis Amasa Walker, a future president of the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, was captured by rebels during Wilderness combat in 1864. His captors were “exceedingly cordial,” so much so that he was able to escape. Swimming the Appomattox River, however, he landed among other Confederates, whose colonel asked him whether anyone had escaped with him. Bristling, Walker retorted, “Of course you do not expect me to answer that question.” The colonel did not press him.16


Even those most impatient with any encumbrance on the waging of war accepted the constraints of honor. When a Southern captain whom he was examining objected, “Why, General, I cannot answer those questions. Did you expect me to?” Philip Sheridan replied, “No, but I thought I would ask them.”17


Interrogating a member of the 9th Michigan, Confederate General E. Kirby Smith asked how many men there were on the Union side and whether an attack was being prepared, “questions he had no right to ask.” The prisoner shot back that the general could reconnoiter for himself! It was apparently beyond the horizons of those men to weigh the value of a piece of military intelligence against the claims of honor or to contemplate coercion to extract it. After Francis A. Walker’s retort, General Jacob Hoke told the prisoner that he did expect an answer to that question regarding other escapees. When Walker again refused, Hoke muttered ominously that General Beauregard would attend to the matter. “He will get the same answer,” Walker said, and there the affair ended. What is surprising is the solemnity with which Walker regarded the episode as a violation of honor and what he obviously considered a harsh sanction against those who had so compromised themselves—“all chance of hearty comradeship … completely disappeared.”18


Another incident revealed what soldiers were willing to do to uphold the word of honor. Shortly before Antietam, a young Federal staff officer rode up to one of the colonels in General Jacob D. Cox’s brigade, insisted that there were no enemy ahead, and urged him to speed his advance: “Why don’t they [your troops] go in faster? There’s nothing there.” Stung by the reproach, the colonel pushed ahead vigorously and, just as he discovered the faultiness of the young man’s estimate, was captured by Confederate cavalry. Later, Cox met the colonel walking from the Confederate line to the Union rear. “But where are you going?” the colonel asked his general. Into the gap ahead, Cox replied. At that answer the colonel gave a start—Cox thought it “involuntary”—and blurted out, “My God! Be careful!” Immediately, however, he checked himself—“But I am paroled”—and turned away. Cox, no fool, brought up a brigade before advancing.19 Here not even the soldier’s desire for battlefield victory or the desire to protect comrades enjoyed decisive priority over the demands of honor.


Knightliness might be described less as a distinct value than as an extension and an exaggeration of honor. Its influence was not broad. The men in the ranks paid it little heed, and serious interest confined itself to two narrow social strata: the Southern upper class, especially Virginia gentlemen, and New England Brahmins. Here its impact was intense, and each group wielded in its section of the country an influence far beyond its numbers.


Those who aspired to knightliness imposed on warfare a set of romantic images derived from the writings of Sir Walter Scott, especially his Waverly novels. George Cary Eggleston found that the libraries of Southern planters, although “sadly deficient in the literature of the present,” contained Scott’s novels “in force, just as they came, one after another, from the press of the Edinburgh publishers.” John Esten Cooke had had Scott—“his ultimate literary ancestor”—read to him as a child. Five hundred miles to the north the boy Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., had enthusiastically lost himself in the Waverly adventures. Mark Twain would later charge, not entirely in jest, that Scott should be held responsible for the Civil War.20


To those imbued with knightliness, warfare seemed a joust and the soldier a knightly warrior or holy crusader, an exemplar of brave and noble manhood. Their influence at the outset of the war tended primarily to intensify certain aspects of courage’s war. Knightliness elaborated and sharpened the appeal of the honorable death; as its principal incarnation, J. E. B. Stuart, put it, “All I ask of fate is that I may be killed leading a cavalry charge.”21 Fascination with the duel accentuated the attractiveness of individualized combat. The idealization of the mounted warrior wrapped the cavalry, especially the Confederate horse, within an aura of romance. The chivalric ideal—sans peur et sans reproche—both enhanced the soldier-knight’s determination to do his duty without regard for consequences and harshly increased the onus attached to his feelings of fear. The accent on gallantry and courtesy strengthened ties between enemies. Had the impulse to knightliness been able to sustain itself, the Civil War would have been a most polite war.


Manliness, godliness, duty, honor, and knightliness constituted in varying degrees the values that Union and Confederate volunteers were determined to express through their actions on the battlefield. But each, as an impulse to war, remained subordinate to courage. Young Americans would most often cite “duty” as having prompted them to enlist and “honor” as having held them to soldiering through their terms of enlistment, but the pursuit of courage—and its obverse, the flight from cowardice—proved the ultimate sanction. Courage served as the goad and guide of men in battle.


7Dramatis Personae (pp. 298-314) offers brief biographical descriptions of Carlton McCarthy and other, perhaps equally unfamiliar, participants who are frequently cited in this text.





2 Courage from Battlefield to Hospital



Courage had for Civil War soldiers a narrow, rigid, and powerful meaning: heroic action undertaken without fear. To those aware of twentieth-century war’s powers of destruction and intimidation, that standard is likely to appear both hollow and hopelessly unattainable, but over the past century definitions of courage have evolved in delayed rhythm with changes in the nature of combat, and ours are no longer those of the 1860s. Americans would enter World War I holding to the Civil War conception of courage, but it could not maintain itself against an immensely more powerful weaponry. A courage earlier thought decisive in war as an extension of the will of the individual yielded to the power of the machine gun and a long-range artillery capable of obliterating men and, seemingly, even the landscapes over which they fought. The power of the soldier to produce effects that he willed dwindled, and through four years of impasse on the Western Front British, French, and German trench soldiers were likely to feel themselves so subordinated to the destructive processes of war that they came to think of themselves less as actors in war than as victims of war. Men were compelled to concede the limits of individual will and the exhaustibility of courage.


Charles Moran, later Winston Churchill’s physician but during three years of the Great War a medical officer in Flanders, still held courage to be “the master quality,” but on the basis of his observations of trench warfare he began to liken it to a bank account. Each soldier had only so much courage-capital and expended it bit by bit, not in what he did but in attempting to meet what was done to him. When a man’s courage had been used up—as inevitably it would be—he was finished as a soldier. Again in World War II, courage moved farther from the Civil War notion of assertive action. For Dwight Eisenhower, perseverance became courage; heroism, he declared, was “the uncomplaining acceptance of unendurable conditions.” Here Eisenhower marked a transition from active to passive conceptions of courage. In a war that John Steinbeck saw as “weapon against weapon rather than man against man” and that James Jones believed to be industries versus industries, with the infantryman of no more import than a mosquito, it was less often assumed that the soldier could, through the power of will, surmount situations presented by war; he could at best endure them.1


Subsequent wars have accelerated the separation of courage and will. To a Marine officer in Korea, expressions of traditional courage were symptomatic of the wreckage of the soldier—the loss of one’s mind and of one’s instinct for self-preservation. In Michael Herr’s depiction of Vietnam combat, courage was no more than undifferentiated energy cut loose by the intensity of the moment, “mind loss that sent the actor on an incredible run,” presumably a reaction primarily reflexive and physiological. Tim O’Brien stood Civil War courage on its head: cowardice, he suggested, was not fleeing the war in Vietnam.2


The experience of twentieth-century war also eroded the Civil War’s bond between courage and fearlessness—and its notion of fear as forbidden territory. To feel fear was to be a coward, Civil War volunteers thought. Moran, while granting as a matter of his own observation during 1914-18 that “almost all men felt fear,” still spoke of the soldier’s “secret battle with fear.” Each was “alone in his war with terror.” By the 1940s, however, soldiers were willing to acknowledge their fear, both to themselves and to others. In his study of three hundred members of the Spanish Civil War’s Abraham Lincoln Brigade, John Dollard found three-quarters of its American combat veterans willing to admit that they had felt fear going into action the first time; after that initial exposure to battle, 36 percent granted that they were always afraid and 55 percent sometimes afraid. More significant was his discovery that eight of ten thought it better to admit their fear and discuss it with their comrades; acknowledgment had thus become the first step in the individual and collective control of fear. “Courage is not fearlessness,” Dollard wrote, “it is being able to do the job even when afraid.” Thus Steinbeck could write of World War II that it was “the style” “to indicate that you were afraid all the time.” And Ernie Pyle, the GI’s correspondent, confirmed the parting of courage and fearlessness: “War scares hell out of me. I guess it’s because I don’t want to die. But I know I’m not a coward.” He wrote later, indeed just prior to the Okinawa invasion in which he died, “I have woolies but Marine officers do too, so I don’t need to feel ashamed.” Twenty years later the Green Beret Donald Duncan spoke in similar vein of his comrades in Vietnam: “We all know we’re scared so there is no real reason to mention it, but we do, because if we say it often enough, it loses reality.” Finally, Michael Herr again helps to measure, both in expression and in substance, the distance traveled beyond Civil War courage: “I was,” he wrote of Vietnam combat, “scared every fucking minute”—and, he added, all the others were too.3


Notions of a dauntless, assertive soldier courage have not disappeared from our society. They continue to occupy a niche in popular culture, especially in films, and a more prominent position in the training offered students of service academies and members of elite military units. But the changing circumstances of combat have reduced them from a powerful precept to a fugitive ideal.


No anticipation of such a future troubled those who marched to war in 1861. They were confident that the individual would remain the determinant of war’s course, that their personal goals would remain more important and challenging than any collective or organizational requirement. They did not contemplate their inundation by armies of massive numbers or by a war of powerful impersonal processes. They did not feel captive to enormous, aloof forces on which their fates would depend. They did assume that, within God’s superintendence, the world’s most powerful force was that of the individual will brought to bear on the course of events, including those of war, and that courage was the fulfillment of man’s highest nature.


Few Civil War soldiers felt able simply to declare their courage. No man knew how he would behave in battle, Ulysses Grant’s aide, Horace Porter,4 insisted, so courage was never assured until it had been put to trial. Critical to the soldier’s Civil War was his willingness to expose himself in a direct test of his mettle against that of the enemy.


The requirement that courage be a fearless courage meant that the soldier’s feelings about what he was doing were as important as his actions. Particularly admired—sometimes extravagantly—were those who seemed to possess fearlessness as nature’s gift, those so oblivious to fear that it could not exist within the range of their emotional reactions. Such men showed an absolute indifference under fire; they were those ideal officers who were perfectly brave without being aware that they were so. A Union artillery barrage catching Confederates in the open sent them running for cover—all but General Turner Ashby. He was, concluded an observer as moved as the general was unmoved, “totally indifferent to the hellish fire raining all about him.” Southern soldiers were convinced that both Stonewall Jackson and J. E. B. Stuart (“he saw everything in battle utterly undisturbed by the danger”) lived with no consciousness of the feeling of fear. When in battle, such men appeared to expose themselves recklessly, with no idea that they stood in danger of being killed. Long after others had abandoned uncommon markings as a sure invitation to enemy bullets, Stuart continued to wear in battle his distinctive slouch hat adorned with a long plume. He was widely admired for what others took to be his constitutional insensibility to risk. Similarly, Jackson’s “utter disregard of danger” was one of the strongest elements of magnetism drawing Southern rank-and-file to him.5


To the relief—and sometimes the alarm—of those many soldiers who felt such sang froid was no part of their own natures, there was a wider path to courage. One could—indeed, would have to6—test oneself in combat and, applying the powers of will, try to expel fear. Few could hope to achieve the insouciance of a Stonewall Jackson or the fearless courage of an Ashby or a Philip Kearny, but soldiers could at least so diminish their secret fear that they too would become capable of heroic action. Few felt that they would be able to join the company of courage’s exemplars, but all knew it essential to prove that they were not cowards—and that was itself a formidable task. The unpressed logic of the situation was perhaps analogous to that of the Puritan wrestling with his conviction of predestination; the individual could never be sure that he was one of the chosen, foreordained by God to heavenly bliss, but he could be certain that if he did not comport himself with piety and purity—that is, as if he was among the chosen—he would offer others, and perhaps himself, undeniable proof that he was not. Hence few balked at submitting themselves to the test of battle.


Reduced to tactical terms, courage was preeminently the charge—the boldest actions were assumed to be those of offensive warfare—but there were many other situations to which the tenets of the test were no less applicable, trials of steadfastness as well as advance. In the first years of the war the rank-and-file held themselves to a strict standard, that of fighting “man fashion.” They were expected to wait stoically through the tense and difficult period just prior to battle; to stand and receive enemy fire without replying to it (one of Lee’s soldiers called this “the most trying duty of the soldier”); and to resist all urges to quicken their pace under fire, to dodge or duck shells, or to seek cover. (Within those assumptions men who at the war’s outset had purchased body armor were ridiculed, but the issue became moot when breastplates were discovered to stop nothing except movement.)7


Difficult as those tests were for enlisted men, the burden on officers was far heavier. While each of those in the ranks felt the necessity to prove himself to himself, to those comrades around him and, to his family, the officer was compelled to do the same and, in addition, to impress his courage, less by stoic endurance than by positive demonstration, on all those he commanded. A Wisconsin colonel was convinced that “the men who carried the knapsacks never failed to place an officer just where he belonged, as to his intelligence and bravery. Even if [officers] said nothing, yet their instinctive and unconscious action in battle placed upon the officers the unavoidable brand of approval or disapproval.” Not even the highest-ranking officers were exempt. “We knew the fighting generals and we respected them,” a New York artilleryman said, “and we knew the cowards and despised them.” Of 425 Confederate generals, seventy-seven were killed in the war.8


For the officer, the arena was larger, the audience more numerous, the possibilities of courageous demonstration more varied, from the casual to the monumental. In his first battle Robert Burdette, whose Illinois regiment was bracketed by rifle and cannon fire, watched an officer ride down the line, stop to ask a soldier for a match, light his pipe, puff on it as he would relaxing before his hearth, and then ride forward to overtake his skirmishers: “How I admired his wonderful coolness!” A less “natural,” more hortatory, but no less admired courage was that of Colonel Emerson Opdycke, who, caught in the rout at Chickamauga, was determined to hold ground vital to General George H. Thomas’s stand against the onrushing Confederates. He sat on his horse at the crest of a hill and, though fully exposed to enemy view, continued to point with his sword in the direction his regiments were to fire. Such a pose might today appear appropriate only to his posthumous equestrian statue, but to those who watched, Opdycke was “the very incarnation of soldierly bearing and manly courage.”9


That passages through the test should sometimes appear effortless or theatrical should not hide its essential characteristics. Its gravity was unquestioned. William Dame was a young, well-educated Southern gentleman whose artillery battery, the Richmond Howitzers, fought under Lee. A teamster—“a dreadful, dirty, snuffy, spectacled old Irishman,” certainly no gentleman and not even a soldier—one day insisted on taking the pulses of William and his friends. He then announced that one soldier was excited, another was frightened, that a third “would do all right” in combat, and so on. Some of the judged were pleased, others hated the Irishman for his verdicts, but no one dared either to refuse to submit to the test or to question its results. “Nobody can tell what a dreadful trial this simple thing was!”10


Dame and his comrades were apprehensive far in advance of the test of battle, for they knew that mercilessness awaited failure. Seeing in battle a soldier so fearful that he was about to run, Rutherford B. Hayes threatened him with a pistol and vowed that “he would kill him on the spot” if he did not “go in and fight.” The man regained control, returned to the battle, and was immediately killed. Hayes was glad to have given the weakling the death of a hero rather than that of a coward. Nor for a moment did he imagine that the dead soldier would have reproved him; Hayes simply assumed his eternal gratitude. Frank Wilkeson, a private in the 11th New York Battery, helped a fellow Union soldier, wounded in the foot, to a field hospital. The doctors, however, discovered powder burns suggesting self-infliction (“The cowardly whelp!”) and Wilkeson was “really pleased to see the knife and saw put to work and the craven’s leg taken off below the knee.” Notwithstanding a “look of horror” that came to the coward’s face when he realized that his leg had been amputated, “The utter contempt of the surgeons, their change from careful handling to almost brutality,” Wilkeson added, were “bracing to me.” The Confederate cavalry commander Wade Hampton reported that he had killed eleven Federals, two with sword and nine with pistol. An afterthought prompted him to add that he had slain two others who had been running and were thus not to be counted. Cowards apparently lost the right even to be numbered among the trophies.11


Those who anticipated such reactions from others imposed a meticulous discipline upon themselves. An Illinois private, Robert Strong, suffered attacks of rheumatism and diarrhea so debilitating that the lieutenant gave him a pass. Still he hesitated. “The boys have not had a single fight without my being with them. If I go to the rear and am killed there, I will be ashamed to meet them on the other shore. I am going [back] to the company.” A Massachusetts soldier feared at Gettysburg that his lame brother would not arrive in line before battle began: “I was worrying for him every time I heard the skirmishers firing…. I can remember well how glad I was to see him when he came limping up,” for he would not be called a “skedaddler.”12


Often the most powerful fear was that one’s fear would be revealed—and that meant a prohibition on discussion, frequently even among comrades, of the topic of greatest concern to each soldier. Fear was not an anxiety to be shared but a weakness to be stifled. Soldiers knew their own fear and noticed “pallor on every face,” but ordinarily no one spoke of fear. “I was scared,” Charles Bardeen recalled fifty years after a mortar barrage. “Prest was scared; I knew he was scared, he knew I was scared; I knew he knew I was scared, and he knew I knew he was scared: yet though either of us if he had been alone would have lost no time in getting to a place of safety, rather than acknowledge to each other we were scared we pretended to deliberate.” A private in the 11th Pennsylvania, James T. Miller, drew the contrast between campfire and battle line, between those tales of bravery that could be spoken and those fears that had to be suppressed:


[I]f you could only be with us around our camp fires after a fight and listen to the accounts of the hairbreadth escapes that are told of and hear the loud laughs that greet each one’s experience and see the gay reckless careless way in which they are told, you would be very apt to think that we were the happiest set of men you ever saw. But if you should go with us to the battle field and see those that [were] so gay, their faces [now] pale and their nerves trembling, and see anxiety on every countenance almost bordering on fear, you would be very apt to think we were all a set of cowardly poltroons—this picture to be taken just before the fight begins, and the enemy is in sight and the dull ominous silence that generally takes place before the battle begins.


A friend confided to Rice Bull of the 123d New York that he had had a premonition that he would be killed in the next fight. He had told no one else, for he felt ashamed and thought that others would believe such a presentiment was evidence that he was a coward.13


The assumption that fear was a special problem only for oneself often brought surprises when words could be found. David Buell of the 8th Alabama, whose manner failed to hide “the deepest anxiety,” asked Hilary A. Herbert:


Colonel, does it ever occur to [you] that you may be killed some day in battle?


Yes, very frequently. But why do you ask?


Well, I thought from [the] fact that you never say anything about it, and then from the manner in which you expose yourself … recklessly, that you had an idea that you were in no danger of being killed.


O, no … I have no idea … that I am at all exempt from any of the dangers that confront officers holding such a position as I do…. I know that the probabilities are that a colonel of an infantry regiment … who does his duty, will in all probability be either killed or seriously wounded. I have … simply made up my mind that I must take my chances…. That is all there is to it.


Here silence had allowed Buell, “my friend,” to mistake Herbert’s fatalism for fearlessness.14 The reticence was unfortunate, for Civil War soldiers were thus unable to draw on that reassuring conviction of mid-twentieth-century soldiers that battle fear was “normal.” Instead, the terrors of combat seemed to grow larger because so often they were suffered wordlessly.


Soldiers did not often challenge those harsh reactions to evidence: of fear in battle, because they considered the results of the test decisive and unalterable. They thought of the test as if it were a litmus revealing their single essence, either courage or cowardice. Leander Stillwell of the 61st Illinois was certain that war brought out “all the latent force of character a man possessed.” John Esten Cooke observed that peril aroused fierce pride and courage in the brave but unnerved the coward. Thus the test did more than reveal the soldier’s basic nature; it intensified it. Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, the hero of Gettysburg’s Little Round Top and a man as reflective as he was brave, believed that the test of war made the good better and the bad worse. All soldiers spoke as if its results were final—though in practice negative results brought damnation (“Was I to run and prove myself a coward?”) much more readily than positive results brought certainty to oneself or others that one was a soldier of courage. A lieutenant colonel, so badly frightened that he “soiled his breeches,” “never got over that scare” and during the next fight left for home. “Cases of recovery from the disease of fear … are rare,” Horace Porter concluded.15


Regulations ordinarily permitted officers of both armies simply to resign their commissions and return to civilian life, but all understood that to do so on the eve of, or during, a campaign invited the imputation of cowardice. Confederate General Frank Paxton made clear to his wife on September 22, 1861, what was at stake:


To return home, all I have to do is to resign my office, a privilege which a man in the ranks does not enjoy. Then your wish and mine is easily fulfilled, but in thus accomplishing it I would go to you dishonored by an exhibition of the want of those qualities which alike grace the citizen and the soldier. An imputation of such deficiency of manly virtues I should in times past have resented as an insult. Would you have me merit it now?16


It was theoretically possible, though in practice unusual, to regard positive outcomes with the same decisiveness. James A. Connolly, an Illinois soldier serving in the Army of the Cumberland, was put up for promotion to brevet lieutenant colonel. He had earned it, he was certain, for he had entered combat “with fear and trembling” and had conquered both. On the other side, John O. Casler of the Stonewall Brigade showed a similar confidence in retrospect: “I do not consider myself a hero [but] neither do I consider myself a coward, for I have been in positions that tested me thoroughly, and such as a coward could not stand.” Great numbers, however, failed to find confirmation of their courage and continued to look to the next test of battle with no less apprehension than they had to the last. Tension persisted. If the soldier’s courage once fails, Carlton McCarthy warned, “he will be told he’s a baby, [will be] ridiculed, teased, and despised.”17


As if this test of one’s fundamental nature were not sufficiently severe, nineteenth-century Americans added to its gravity. Civil War armies were youthful armies. Soldiers under eighteen numbered more than 10,000 in the Union Army and made up perhaps 5 percent of the strength of Southern forces. Dunaway watched a twelve-year-old Confederate cannoneer playfully roll over backward each time he pulled the lanyard. In both armies, eighteen-year-olds constituted the largest single age group during the first year of war. So for some the test that divided courage from cowardice came also to separate manhood from boyhood. One who passed welcomed the assurance that he was no longer a “spoiled” and “finicky” boy; he had been made a man. Stephen Crane would later celebrate the transition in The Red Badge of Courage. Rallied from a retreat, Henry Fleming and his boyish comrades, frightened, anxious, and only tentatively in control of themselves, settled down sufficiently to fire a volley at the pursuing rebels. When the smoke lifted and no enemy remained in sight, the Union soldiers leaped into “an ungainly dance of joy.” A few moments earlier, they had felt divided and impotent, but pride and trust had arrived, Crane tells us—“And they were men.”18


A corollary of the test of male maturity was for some soldiers the assumption that they were also testing themselves against womanly influences in their lives or womanly characteristics in themselves. Rutherford Hayes, whose relationship with his mother and sister had been unusually dense and constricting, found liberation in the “man’s world” of army life, which despite its dangers was to him a delightful existence devoid of bother-some women and babies. There were also hints that passing the test, and thus confirming the dominance of one’s masculinity, bestowed permission to express occasionally one’s softer, feminine side. Joshua Chamberlain listed among “the highest qualities of manhood” called forth by war the “tenderness of caring for the wounded and stricken—exhaustless and unceasing as that of gentlest womanhood which allies us to the highest personality.” Those who had passed combat’s test could afterward help the wounded on both sides “with the kindness and tenderness of a woman,” could relieve in softness the hard and driving spirit of combat. Wounded in battle, Chamberlain accepted as high tribute the words of one of his regimental commanders, “General, you have the soul of the lion and the heart of the woman.” The sequence of compliments was, however, critical. To express oneself in womanly ways before meeting the test, before proving onself the lion, was to reveal womanish weakness.19


The demands of courage did not disappear with the soldier’s withdrawal from battle. Not even a wound provided the immediate exemption one might anticipate. The soldier was expected to depart from the field courageously—that is, with no exhibition of pain—a remarkable expectation based on the “sublime self-abnegation of the true soldier,”20 the assumption that the wounded could retain control of themselves if imbued with the right values.


Sparse indeed are soldier accounts that do not express admiration for some heroic departure from the battlefield. Robert Stiles, an artilleryman in Lee’s army, told of a Louisiana captain who, while cheering on his gunners, was struck by a shell that carried off his “bridle arm” at the shoulder. The captain caught the reins in his right hand; swung his horse in order to hide his wound from his men; called out, “Keep it up, boys, I’ll be back in a moment”; started down the hill; and fell dead. Chamberlain, wounded at Petersburg, concealed his hurt, steadying himself with the point of his sword until the charge passed and he felt that he could withdraw honorably. George Eggleston’s brother, his arm torn away, held up the bleeding stump and called out, “Never mind, boys; I’ll come back soon and try ’em with this other one.” A cavalry lieutenant asked his captain for permission to leave the column. “What for, Mr. Hoyer?” “Because I am mortally wounded, sir.”21


Those who reached the military hospital found that though it might offer respite to the body, it seldom permitted any relaxation of the will. Thirty years later Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., would tell a Harvard audience that “the book for the army is a war-song, not a hospital-sketch,” and in obvious ways hospital and battlefield presented contrasting experiences of war, but there was no dichotomy in expectations of soldier comportment. The battlefield’s values extended to the hospital and in ways intensified there. The body’s debility and the removal of comrades’ support contributed to the necessity of what William Howell Reed, a Sanitary Commission medical worker, called “the harder heroism of the hospital.” He and his fellow workers—Sanitary Commission and Christian Commission and nurse volunteers—dedicated themselves to the alleviation of the soldiers’ suffering. No one could mistake the selflessness of many of them, for to enter army hospitals was always to risk one’s own life against disease and against injurious medical treatment. Louisa May Alcott had worked only a month as a volunteer nurse at Georgetown’s Union Hotel Hospital when she contracted typhoid fever. The preferred treatment—massive doses of calomel—resulted in a mercury poisoning that caused the loss of teeth and hair and the slow degeneration of the nervous system. She lived until 1888 but was never again entirely well. Her nursing supervisor, the New England feminist reformer Hannah Ropes, succumbed to typhoid pneumonia after eight months. Walt Whitman visited Washington area hospitals from late 1861 until June 1862, when his physical collapse brought doctors’ warnings that he must not return.22


Dedicated as they might be, however, such people took up roles not designed simply to make the wounded more comfortable. The problem confronting them was their inability to aid recovery in any medically significant way. Few of the nurses had received training, and in any case the state of medical science had little to offer. Still ignorant of the relationship between germs and infection, doctors amputated wounded limbs and then administered stimulants in misguided efforts to forestall sepsis. Nurses could wash and feed the wounded, could “clean” wounds, bind them with linen and, as theory held beneficial, keep them moistened with water. In the end, however, medical workers had little choice but to rely on the teaching of Florence Nightingale: Nature was the healer, and the task of the nurse, nature’s partner, was to encourage in the wounded soldier a receptivity to nature’s actions, a task more moral than medical. Indeed, here some nurses felt themselves better qualified than doctors, who were present “because their work proceeded either from obedience to military duty or a contract for pay.” They were thus inferior as healers to the nurse volunteers, who were there out of selfless concern for their patients. “Apothecary and medicine chest might be dispensed with,” Hannah Ropes said, “if an equal amount of genuine sympathy could be brought home to our stricken men.”23


In practice, however, nurses could do little (and doctors little more). Though nineteenth-century Americans were well acquainted with chronic illness and death, especially infant mortality, in ways that must have generated some protective emotional callus, virtual impotence amid so much pain surely distressed medical aides. Their reaction was to encourage the soldiers to live—and especially to die—in harmony with soldierly values, to accept pain and death within the framework of those values. The presence of women, the hospital agent Julia Wheelock Freeman said, brought forth “the better angel” of the soldier’s nature. “A kind, cheerful look, a smile of recognition, one word of encouragement, enables him to bear his sufferings more bravely.”24 So vital did that seem to nurses that their desire to encourage the courageous death frequently became the determination to compel it.


The nurses’ working proposition was the supremacy of the individual will as an extension of courage: Suffering was a refining and properly subduing influence to be borne cheerfully and quietly. No matter how severe the wound, the soldier possessed the spiritual power to triumph over pain. Tending wounded soldiers in May 1864, Reed wrote of a Union soldier shot through both lungs:


In one corner, upon a stretcher, lay a soldier, whose open, manly face, high forehead, and clear, intelligent eye, bespoke an excellent character…. I recall his cheerful courage, his pleasant companionship, his bright smile, which seemed to me to light up that room of suffering and death with a radiance from the other world.


Reed also cited with approval an episode in which a young conscript lay dying of lockjaw; while his body twitched with pain, he had resigned himself to God’s will and thus his face bore an expression of serenity. Such cases were the assurance that one could remain in control if one’s values were the proper ones.25


Pain expressed, however, was weakness revealed. “Our American man,” Whitman wrote, “… holds himself cool and unquestioned, master above all pains and bloody mutilations.” Thus wounds offered opportunities to demonstrate a courage transcending even that of the battlefield. Mary Livermore, a Sanitary Commission organizer and frequent traveler to battle sites and hospitals, thought that “it may be easy to face death on the battle-field, when the pulses are maddened by the superhuman desire for victory…. But to lie suffering in a hospital bed for months … requires more courage.” Hospital courage meant staying calm and not complaining, even to the point of death. “He made no display or talk; he met his fate like a man.” The coward, on the other hand, abject and groveling, gave voice to his pain. Soldiers often contrasted their wounded comrades’ “stoical bravery” (“A Union soldier, if so severely wounded that he could by no possibility assume a cheerful countenance, would shut his teeth close together and say nothing”) with the faintheartedness of the enemy (“a rebel, if he could boast of only a flesh wound, would whine and cry like a sick child”).26


In their efforts to bolster the impulse to courage, hospital workers were certain that they were successful. Whitman recorded the testimony of a doctor who in six months among the wounded had seen none who had died “with a single tremor of unmanly fear,” and the poet’s own experience bore out the claim: Not one case of a soldier’s dying “with cowardly qualms of terror.” He thought that record was the “last-needed proof” of American democracy. Mary Livermore did encounter a dying soldier who told her, “I have lived an awful life, and I’m afraid to die. I shall go to hell.” “Stop screaming,” she commanded. “Be quiet…. If you must die, die like a man, and not like a coward.” God, she assured him, was willing to pardon him. Later a Methodist minister arrived to urge trust in Christ and to sing hymns. Finally, the soldier said, “It’s all right with me, chaplain! I will trust in Christ! God will forgive me! I can die, now!” Mary Livermore watched as his face grew rapturous. “I looked at the dying man beside me, and saw, underneath the deepening pallor of death, an almost radiant gleam.” It was, she reported, the only case of fear of death that she encountered.27


Often hospital workers thought of themselves as observers serving in behalf of soldiers’ families. Those at home would want to know about their son’s or husband’s comportment at the end. Especially were they anxious to learn his last words, that they might reveal an ultimate success in pursuit of courage or godliness. Thus the state of one’s courage remained until the end—and especially at the end—a matter of the most intense concern, both to the soldier and to those who surrounded him.


The harsh dichotomy between courage and cowardice was sometimes diminished by removing cowardice from the realm of individual will. Cowardice might be mitigated, for example, when seen as a form of insanity. Sergeant Fay wrote his wife that Lewis Peters, a fellow Louisiana townsman who had shot off his hand “to get to go back home,” was “not thought by most persons to be in his right mind.” There was some softening, too, in occasional metaphorical references to cowardice as an illness. A South Carolina volunteer called it “chicken heart disease.” Ira Dodd, a Union enlisted man describing regimental officers whose health “failed suddenly” and who quickly resigned, generously referred to their affliction as “cannon fever.” Reed described a wounded solder whose loud moans issued from “a wild delirium.” Clearly he was not himself. Sometimes even environmental influences might be considered. Nurse Jane Woolsey suggested that while the wounded under her care were ordinarily “marvels of good and even gay humor,” those who were sullen might be so because they were city “roughs.” But such flexibility was both rare and superficial.28


A more accurate gauge of the weight with which courage’s war bore down on soldiers was to be found in their discussions of wounds as desirable, even valued, acquisitions. Rutherford Hayes “fiercely wished” a wound—and was rewarded with five. The colonel of the 9th New York complained to a wounded fellow officer: “You are a lucky man, Colonel. I’d give a thousand dollars if I had your wound. I am afraid my friends in New York will think me a coward because I never can get hit.” When his wife’s brother was struck by a bullet, Benjamin Harrison wrote to her: “I almost envy John his honorable wound.” William Dame insisted that the wounded making their way to a field hospital were “as cheerful a lot of fellows … as you can imagine, Wounded men coming from under fire are, as a rule, cheerful, often jolly. Being able to get, honorably, from under fire, with the mark of manly service to show, is enough to make a fellow cheerful, even with a hole through him.” If there was here some ambivalence between the wound as emblem of courage and as a safe-conduct from combat, none was retained in civilian translation. Searching for his wounded son on the field at Antietam, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Sr., observed of the survivors that the “wounds they bore would be the medals they would show their children and grandchildren by and by. Who would not rather wear his decorations beneath his uniform than on it?” One of Louisa May Alcott’s patients, shot through the cheek, requested a mirror; his image worried him. “I vow to gosh, that’s too bad! I warn’t a bad looking chap before, and now I’m done for; won’t there be a thunderin’ scar? and what on earth will Josephine Skinner say?” To Alcott the answer came easily: His fiancée would surely admire his “honorable scar,” “lasting proof that he had faced the enemy, for all women thought a wound the best decoration a brave soldier could wear.”29


Reinforced by such conceptions, the impulse to courage was indeed potent. “Death Before Dishonor” might ring today in many quarters as no more than a hopelessly hackneyed line from hoary stage melodrama, but for Civil War soldiers it had both vivacity and pertinence. When Weld learned that officer “X” would be dismissed from the army for asking a hospital attendant for something that would make him sick, he decided that X “had a great deal better have been killed.” A Confederate chaplain, Charles Todd Quintard, said in praise of General Benjamin Cheatham that he “understood thoroughly that it was better that a leader should lose his life than his honor.” As George Stevens of the 77th New York watched the ritual dismissal of a New Jersey officer caught in cowardice, he thought, “how much better it would have been to have fallen nobly on that field of battle, honored and lamented, than to live to be degraded and despised.” A Wisconsin private wrote home that he “would rather have been under ground, than to have been branded as a coward before the whole Reg’t.” An Indiana small-town soldier, Theodore F. Upson, told of his colonel’s confrontation with one of the regiment’s skulkers. “Get up … Cherry. Go to your Company and show yourself a man for once. You ought to be ashamed of yourself.” “I will go, Colonel, since you insist, but I am sure if I go up there I shall be killed.” “You had better be killed than have the reputation of a coward.” Cherry went up on the line and was killed instantly by a shot from a Confederate battery.30





3 Courage as the Cement of Armies



As Robert E. Lee began his first invasion of the North in the early autumn of 1862, one of the most renowned regiments marching in his Army of Northern Virginia was the 1st Virginia of James Longstreet’s corps. In its ranks was an ordinarily buoyant, gregarious, and sweet-tempered private, the son of immigrant parents who had met during the crossing from Ireland, married, and raised in Richmond a large family that in time became one of the city’s wealthiest and most popular. On the afternoon of September 14, however, John E. Dooley found himself in a situation so menacing that all equanimity disappeared.


The “Lost Order of Antietam” had revealed to the Northern commander, George McClellan, how widely separated were the units of Lee’s army, and Union divisions were pressing northwestward through Maryland against the Confederate rear at South Mountain. Dooley’s regiment was one of those Lee ordered to return to Turner’s Gap by forced march to join D. H. Hill’s division in stemming the Yankee advance. That help arrived too late. Hill’s men had already been enveloped and routed by stronger Union forces, so that as the 1st Virginia pressed up the mountain, it passed Confederate stragglers and limping wounded. “The appearances of things are to say the least very discouraging,” Dooley wrote. Soon Northern batteries began to sweep the road over which the Virginians marched. The casualties, the confusion, the absence of firm command frightened John Dooley. The force of Union round shot seemed to multiply as it splintered rocks and sent their fragments hurtling at the Confederates; the noise of the bombardment magnified as it resounded from ridge to ridge.


At the edge of a field on the brow of the mountain, the regiment established a line, only to be attacked by swarming Federals. “There was not a fair fight here,” and Dooley joined his friends in withdrawing from one position to another. Thirty minutes later, at a last line, “lying on our faces while shell and shot and bullet screamed and whistled over our heads,” he “considered it a great want of prudence … to remain.” As he was about to flee, a captain of the 11th Virginia came up and clapped him on the back: “Hurrah for you! You are one of the 1st [Virginia]. I know you’ll stand by us to the last!” He said nothing more. He delivered no order, spoke no threatening word, but what he said fixed Dooley to the spot. “What could I do under such circumstances? Was I to run and prove myself a coward? No Sir! So I just laid [sic] down with the others who were making a last stand, lying [down].”


John Dooley was not required to pay the price of his resolve. The Federals soon broke off the attack, and under cover of night the Confederates slipped away and joined the forces Lee was hurriedly concentrating at Sharpsburg. Dooley’s company, however, was no more than a slender accession: Only he and the captain remained to prepare for the battle at Antietam Creek, where once again the power of the ideal of courage held him in combat.1


With soldiers like John Dooley so painfully sensitive to their actions in battle as the fulfillment or failure of the most basic values, courage moved beyond individual concern to take on critical social and military importance. It became integral to the way soldiers—and armies—fought.


By far the most important function of courage was to sustain the minimal discipline required to organize armies, to bring them together on the battlefield, and to motivate their soldiers to fight one another. Such a role may seem anomalous to twentieth-century Americans inured to discipline established by extensive military training and enforced by a strong system of military justice and by the public’s willingness to respect and even to extend into civilian life the penalties imposed by that system. But in the Civil War indiscipline was chronic,2 and without the power of the ideal of courage both to impel and compel men to combat, neither the Union nor the Confederate government could have mounted so comprehensive an effort. In courage was the armies’ cohesiveness.


The extraordinary lack of formal discipline within Civil War armies sprang from the strength, vitality, and persistence of soldiers’ local sources of identity and support. As Ulysses Grant would later point out, the United States before the war was a country divided into “small communities” and “localized idioms.”3 The farmboys and small-town youth who filled the ranks did not at first experience the war as a rupture with community life rendering them susceptible to new idioms and new rules. It was to be an adventurous outing, perhaps slightly dangerous, but it would remain in its essentials an extention of home life. Soldiers might welcome the temporary suspension of small-town superintendence, but they would not hesitate to invoke small-town values to resist any new set of restrictions.


Small-town individualism and egalitarianism contributed nothing to military discipline. The first expressed itself as opposition to any development threatening to submerge the individual in the collectivity. Volunteers on both sides fiercely resisted subordination to a military hierarchy. The Southern soldier, Carlton McCarthy insisted, was “an individual who could not become the indefinite portion of a mass, but fought for himself, on his own account.” The Confederate rank-and-file, Herbert observed, “failed utterly to understand … why, as soldiers enlisted in [the cause of constitutional liberty], they were not each and all entitled to be treated as free men.” Northern perceptions were identical. “It is not necessary for one to lay down his manhood when he takes up the dress and arms of war,” an Indiana soldier maintained. “After everything was done that could be done to make a model soldier of an American volunteer,” a Federal from Wisconsin said, “there was still left a reserve of individuality.”4


Such insistence was a source of despair for leaders on both sides. Sherman was appalled that individualism should threaten to dominate combat. He complained after First Bull Run that “each private thinks for himself,” an observation that for a time reduced him to black pessimism. “I doubt if our democratic form of government admits of that organization and discipline without which an army is a mob.” As slavery had weakened the South, democracy had weakened the North—and no one, he added, could say which was the greater evil.5


The egalitarian spirit expressed itself in resistance to distinctions between persons, even in armies conceived from the outset as loose groupings of individuals. Holmes might believe that “the lines of nature … establish orders and degrees among the souls of men,” but that was a snobbish Brahmin judgment that few tolerated. Northern citizen-soldiers, as Colonel Grenville M. Dodge of the 4th Iowa discovered, simply refused to be “bossed.” Nor did any sense of natural distinctions induce the Confederate soldier to relinquish what McCarthy called “the right of private judgment,” which extended even to the soldier’s prerogative to decide when his unit could not accomplish its mission in combat and when, accordingly, he might surrender.6


The target of those determined to retain “the right of private judgment” was the officer. Frank Wilkeson put confidently and bluntly the sentiment of the ranks: Enlisted men were the equals of their officers—“and not a few … the superiors”—in courage, intelligence, and military ability. The result was a strong bent to resist the orders of any officer whose superior qualifications were not immediately apparent to the privates.7


A Federal general of volunteers, John A. Logan of Illinois, explained that the men had known at home “no discipline or superior authority” and were thus “absolutely ignorant of … the proper deference due superior officers.” If he thought, however, that informing them of the deference due would dissolve their antagonism to orders, he was grievously mistaken. Men inclined to resist officers in general knew that their own officers were particularly vulnerable. Most companies were made up of residents of the same county. Some were even more intimately connected, with a nucleus drawn from a single church or business enterprise. While social distinctions were by no means absent from home communities, no relationships there (among whites) remotely approached that, for example, between a prewar Regular Army colonel and a career private. Thus volunteers could not but continue to think casually of their company and regimental officers; they had little “awe and reverence” for those who were boyhood companions and friends or neighbors of long standing.8


One might expect the problem to be less serious in the Confederate Army. Would not a society one of whose pillars was slavery have inculcated a strong sense of status and a keen ability to recognize superiors and inferiors? It seems not. Richard Taylor, whose standing as the son of President Zachary Taylor and the brother-in-law of Confederate President Jefferson Davis would appear to have commanded the utmost deference, complained that among his Texas soldiers “distinctions of rank were unknown. Officers and men addressed each other as Tom, Dick, or Harry, and had no more conception of military gradations than of the celestial hierarchy of the poets.” Mark Twain and fourteen friends from Hannibal who organized themselves in the Marion Rangers refused orders to cook—that was “a degradation”—to go on picket duty, or even to attack a house occupied by the enemy. The sturdiest prop supporting their resistance was their inability to think of Brigadier General Thomas Harris as other than “the sole and modest-salaried operator in our telegraph office” at home in Hannibal.9


A relatively small number of Southern gentlemen held to a well-developed sense of hierarchical relationships and a desire to compel the observance of social gradations; a significant proportion of them, however, chose to enlist in the ranks. As one of them noted, “the higher the social position, the greater the wealth, the more patriotic it would be to serve in the humble position of a private.” Extending beyond the desire to demonstrate selflessness in the cause was the determination to prove that their abilities were independent of social status and, most important, that their worth did not rest on rank—exactly what other privates were intent on establishing. Gentlemen, moreover, often gravitated into local units whose ranks were filled with those of similar standing—the Richmond Howitzers, the Rock-bridge Artillery, the Washington Artillery of New Orleans. In such blueblood units the same issue—equality—came to the fore, this time as intraclass equality. Southern gentlemen might uphold the necessity of a societywide sense of social subordination—Eggleston spoke of the “fixed” social status of every person—but they spent much of their time as soldiers resisting their own subordination at the hands of their officers. “It took years,” McCarthy observed, “to teach the educated privates … that it was their duty to give unquestioning obedience to officers because they were such, who were awhile ago their playmates and associates in business.”10


The view then was the same from both social ends of the Confederate Army. John Dooley knew from long observation “the meager discipline in the Southern armies, their spirit of insubordination and levelling of distinctions.” Robert E. Lee lamented after Gettysburg: “Our people are so little liable to control that it is difficult to get them to follow any course not in accordance with their inclination.” As the historian Ella Lonn so well put it, “All Southern soldiers had a strong consciousness of themselves as free moral agents; they were wholly unaccustomed to acting on any other than their own motion. They were unused to control of any sort and were not disposed to obey any one except for good and sufficient reason, fully stated.”11
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