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I

It was a quintessentially American scene. Although the event was slated to begin at four o’clock in the afternoon, the city square began to fill up hours earlier, as thousands of spectators gathered in eager anticipation of a venerable civic ritual: a militia parade and flag presentation ceremony. Such occasions, in which volunteer citizen soldiers displayed their martial prowess and their patriotic devotion to the state, generally followed time-honored scripts. And this parade was, in key respects, no different from countless others that had come before. The arrival of the militia was heralded by the martial airs of a regimental band. Having made their way to the square, the troops drew up in line of battle and opened ranks, to be inspected by their officers and demonstrate their skill in marching in close order. The regiment then wheeled into column by companies and passed a reviewing stand, where dignitaries and distinguished guests—military and civil—looked on with approval. “One might be easily excused for mistaking them for regulars, so admirable was their marching,” crowed the local newspaper, comparing the militiamen favorably to professional soldiers.1

The militia formed a line of battle again, and its commissioned officers marched forward to receive a stand of colors—featuring a brightly colored flag bearing the coat of arms of the state—from the general who commanded the militia force. The general made a short speech in which he expressed his faith that if the troops were ever called into battle, they would do the state proud. The regiment’s colonel, accepting the stand of colors on behalf of his fellow officers, then gave a speech of his own, expressing his sincere thanks for “the honor you have done us and the confidence you have reposed in us.”2

Such events had a timeless quality, as celebrations of the vital role nonprofessional soldiers have played, in times of peace and war, as auxiliaries to the standing, full-time, professional US military.

But this particular ceremony also marked a unique moment in American history—a moment of fleeting possibility. The year was 1870, the zenith of Reconstruction in the post–Civil War South. The place was New Orleans, a key proving ground for testing whether Reconstruction would succeed. The soldiers, the 2nd Regiment of the Louisiana State Militia, were African American. They pledged themselves to defend not only the flag of Louisiana but also the flag of the Union.

And positioned conspicuously in the reviewing stand, radiating his approval, was a man who had waged four years of bloody war against that very Union: the famed Confederate general James Longstreet.




II

Longstreet did not make a speech at this October review, but his presence spoke volumes. Like the militia’s commander, a former Union colonel named Hugh J. Campbell, Longstreet was there as a representative of Louisiana’s governor, Henry Warmoth, and of Warmoth’s governing coalition. Warmoth had appointed Longstreet adjutant general (chief of staff) of the state force, in recognition of his military experience as a career soldier and, more important, of the bold and unlikely political position that Longstreet took on Reconstruction: namely, to support the US Congress’s ambitious, revolutionary program for remaking the American South. The centerpiece of its plan was the enfranchisement of Black Southern men as voters and their inclusion in the body politic as citizens. In aligning himself with this program, Longstreet joined ranks with the Republican Party—the party of the North, of Lincoln, of emancipation, of Union victory, of everything Confederates had loathed and feared. The Republicans rewarded him with a major federal patronage position as customs surveyor in New Orleans (bestowed in 1869 by President Ulysses S. Grant) and with various leadership positions within the Louisiana party apparatus.3

Longstreet threw himself into his role as an agent of Reconstruction, in his capacity as a civil servant and warrior. As Hugh J. Campbell noted in his remarks during the October 1870 flag presentation ceremony, Longstreet showed “every favor in his power” to the Black regiments in the Louisiana State Militia, seeing to it that they were properly armed, equipped, and trained; promoting the careers of the LSM’s Black officers; and according them, from his position as one of the most “illustrious soldiers of America” (so Campbell put it), their rightful legitimacy and respect. Indeed, during the ceremony, Longstreet singled out one of the companies of the 2nd Regiment, led by United States Colored Troops veteran Captain R. R. Ray, for its drilling, praising it “in the most complimentary manner,” according to newspaper coverage of the event. Such a show of support was meant to nerve the men to do battle, as the regiment’s colonel, James B. Lewis, intoned in his comments, with their ultimate enemy, that “great monster, the most formidable of all”: the “caste prejudice” that had so long subordinated Southern Blacks.4

How did Longstreet, a man who had gone to war in 1861 to destroy the Union and perpetuate slavery, find his way onto that reviewing stand, among his former enemies? This biography will answer that question, and in so doing reintroduce Americans to one of the Civil War era’s best-known—but least understood—figures.

The basic outlines of Longstreet’s story have long been familiar to scholars and the interested general public. During the Civil War, he commanded the Army of Northern Virginia’s fabled First Corps, and won laurels in Confederate victories at Second Manassas, Fredericksburg, and Chickamauga, among other battles, earning a reputation as Robert E. Lee’s hardy and dependable “war-horse.” Longstreet’s postwar embrace of Radical Reconstruction infuriated his fellow white ex-Confederates, who promptly cast him out of the pantheon of Confederate heroes—and then proceeded, in a decades-long campaign, to blame Longstreet retroactively for their defeat in the Battle of Gettysburg, as well as for the loss of the war itself. Longstreet’s efforts to defend himself were muddled and contradictory, and he remained a social pariah, remembered in the South as Lee’s “tarnished lieutenant.”5

The vast majority of popular writing and academic scholarship on Longstreet has revolved around the question of whether, militarily speaking, he deserved this fate: his performance as a commander in the Civil War, especially at Gettysburg, has been litigated over and over in painstaking detail, with various verdicts (mostly negative) offered on his generalship. But Longstreet’s remarkable postwar political conversion—the very event that sparked the endless debates over his military leadership—has never been the subject of an extended, thorough account. Longstreet’s 1867 decision to support Reconstruction launched him on a lifelong career as a Republican political operative and national celebrity whose iconoclastic positions on race relations, sectional reunion, military history, foreign affairs, and even marriage kept him consistently in the public eye. A prolific writer and speaker and interviewee who produced a vast oeuvre of political commentary, Longstreet ruminated at length on the issues of loyalty and treason, victory and defeat, progress and reaction—and his distinct voice can help us better understand both the transformative changes and the entrenched inequities of the postwar era. Longstreet was not, by the standards of Radical Republicans and abolitionists such as Thaddeus Stevens and Frederick Douglass, a true racial egalitarian. But even his circumscribed challenge to the racial caste system—his insistence that Blacks could exercise, through the Republican Party, a measure of political influence and leadership in the Southern polity—was a clear and present threat to Lost Cause orthodoxies. Defenders of the Lost Cause, such as Confederate general Jubal Early, insisted on the righteousness of slavery, secession, the Confederacy, and white supremacy. Longstreet rejected the conservative South’s demand for ideological purity, and that was enough to cast him forever as an apostate in the eyes of those who rejected change. Longstreet was “le Judas Confedéré,” as the reactionary francophone New Orleans paper Le Carillon charged, to go along with the labels of “Benedict Arnold,” “Lucifer,” and other such favorites of the unreconstructed press.6




III

Longstreet’s political journey from ardent Confederate to ardent Republican was an exceedingly unlikely one. As this biography will show, his remarkable life played out in three distinct acts, each with its own dramatic arc. The first act saw Longstreet, bred for battle and steeped in proslavery ideology, seize the mantle of rebel when the South seceded and fight tenaciously for Southern independence until the bitter end. Longstreet was a true believer in the Confederacy’s racial politics. As a military commander, he tried to preempt and to punish the many forms of Black resistance to the Confederacy, such as the flight of slaves and their offering their services as spies, scouts, and soldiers to the Union army. And he worked to forestall and undermine emancipation, through acts such as seizing free Blacks during the Gettysburg campaign and sending them South as slaves.

While his belief in the Confederate cause did not waver during the four long years of war, Longstreet’s confidence in it did. His growing bitterness about the human costs of the conflict and the failings in Confederate leadership primed him to contemplate the prospect of defeat and to formulate a critique of the fatal flaws that beset Southern society—especially the flaw of hubris. It was not the battle at Gettysburg that defined Longstreet’s Civil War but rather the surrender at Appomattox. There, on April 9, 1865, Longstreet’s West Point classmate and dear old friend, U. S. Grant, extended the hand of clemency to the surrendering Confederates, to effect their submission to a new order. Longstreet took that offer to heart.

In his second act, during the turbulent era of Reconstruction, Longstreet affirmed the finality and necessity of both Union victory and of emancipation. Motivated by a complex blend of personal and political factors—including his respect for Grant and his exposure to the unique racial politics of New Orleans—Longstreet announced his support for Reconstruction to the public in the spring of 1867. “There can be no discredit to a conquered people for accepting the conditions offered by their conquerors. Nor is there any occasion for a feeling of humiliation. We have made an honest, and I hope I may say, a creditable fight, but we have lost. Let us come forward, then, and accept the ends involved in the struggle.” This simple sentiment drew the wrath of ex-Confederates, who reviled Longstreet as a race traitor—even as Northern and Southern Unionists, Longstreet’s wartime foes, rallied to his defense.7

Stung by Confederate condemnation of his stance, Longstreet doubled down and became deeply immersed in Republican Party politics. He chose, in Louisiana’s bitter gubernatorial election cycle of 1872, to back the faction led by Union veterans William P. Kellogg (a white Northerner) and Pinckney Benton Stewart Pinchback (a Black Southerner). As conservative whites wielded propaganda, fraud, intimidation, and violence to suppress Black votes and undermine the Republican coalition, Longstreet defended Black voting as a key to rebuilding the South. In what became known as the battle of Canal Street, on September 14, 1874, Longstreet, leading the interracial New Orleans Metropolitan Police and the state militia, fought to defend the Republican state government against a violent takeover by the White League, the Democratic Party’s white supremacist paramilitary arm, full of Confederate veterans. It took federal troops, sent by President Grant, to pacify the city.8

The traumatic events of 1874 drew the curtain on Longstreet’s second act, in which he had battled alongside Radical Republican allies against racial segregation and oppression. Making a strategic retreat from the turmoil in Louisiana, Longstreet resettled his family in Gainesville, Georgia. During his third act, lasting thirty years until his passing in 1904, he remained active in government, holding patronage posts as an internal revenue collector, postmaster, ambassador to the Ottoman Empire, US marshal for Georgia, and US railroad commissioner. He continued to support Black voting and officeholding, working closely, sometimes at cross-purposes, with Georgia’s leading Black activists and politicians. But Longstreet also tried in these years to claw back some of his lost popularity among white Southerners, especially Confederate veterans. He emphasized the need for white Southerners to firmly control the Republican coalition, and he fashioned himself as a herald of sectional reconciliation who was equally proud of his Confederate record and his Republican affiliation.

Limbering up his pen, Longstreet did literary battle with a clique of Confederate veterans, led by Jubal Early and William Nelson Pendleton, who worked relentlessly to scapegoat him for the South’s defeat and to immortalize Robert E. Lee as a faultless saint. Longstreet labored doggedly, and with considerable skill, to set the record straight on his military performance during the war. As he put it in 1876, “I should have been willing to have any one, who wished to use it, appropriate any or all of my part in the war if it had been done without arraigning me before the world as the person, and the only one, responsible for the loss of the cause. Under the severest provocations I have remained silent, until the importunities have forced me to speak.”9 Speak Longstreet did, in torrents of prose, including published interviews, letters, speeches, essays, articles, and a 690-page memoir, From Manassas to Appomattox: Memoirs of the Civil War in America (1896), all of which were eagerly consumed by a rapt public.

Longstreet’s tireless campaign at self-reinvention—one that received a jolt of energy when he married a maverick young journalist, Helen Dortch, in 1897—paid off. His popularity and visibility surged in the last years of his life, as he managed to build reservoirs of goodwill among divergent groups in American society, each of which saw in him, as he did in them, some political value. Those groups included Southern Blacks competing for Republican patronage in the nadir years of Jim Crow; Northern Republicans eager to devise a winning “Southern strategy” for capturing votes; “New South” boosters, like the editors of the influential Atlanta Constitution, who hoped to fuse economic modernization and social conservatism; and Civil War veterans, blue and gray alike, swept up in the burgeoning cult of sectional reunion. But Longstreet’s skill at cultivating these alliances only further pointed up his iconoclasm. His stubborn efforts to reconcile his Confederate and Republican identities meant that he never secured the full trust of either conservatives or progressives. His impassioned critiques of Southern intolerance boomeranged back on him, as whites in the region simply would not tolerate his challenges to the cult of Lee worship or the “Solid South” political dominance of Democrats.

Debates over the current landscape of Civil War memorialization invariably invoke the fate of Longstreet, who, unlike Lee and his ilk, never became a “marble man,” immortalized among the Confederate statues erected in town squares across the South. Longstreet could not be used as a symbol of white supremacy and the Lost Cause because, in the eyes of Confederates, he had repudiated both.10 But Longstreet’s legacy is so complex that he does not fit easily the mold of either hero or villain. His long life is a revealing window into nearly a century of Southern history. He embodied antebellum Southern society’s commitment to slavery and white supremacy; the wartime elusiveness, for Confederates, of command harmony and social cohesion; the suppression of dissent in the postwar South (with Longstreet taking up the mantle of an embattled dissenter); and American culture’s unfolding contests over the Civil War’s legacies. In the face of ex-Confederates’ intransigence, his greatest provocation was his very willingness to change. He is one of nineteenth-century America’s most significant public figures precisely because he confounds our labels and forces us to confront the haunting complexity of Southern history—and the elusiveness of reconciliation among Southerners over the meaning of the Civil War.
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I

On June 17, 1862, at a crucial juncture in the Civil War’s famed Peninsula campaign, Major General James Longstreet rallied his troops to the defense of Richmond, Virginia, against the invading Yankees with the following words:


Soldiers—You have marched out to fight the battles of your country, and by these battles you must be rescued from the shame of slavery. Your foes have declared their purpose of bringing you to beggary; and avarice, their natural characteristic, incites them to redoubled efforts for the conquest of the South, in order that they may seize her sunny fields and happy homes…. [T]hey care not for the blood of babes nor carnage of innocent women which servile insurrection thus stirred up may bring upon their heads…. [D]eath would be better than the fate that defeat would entail upon us all.1



Such rhetoric was an archetypal expression of proslavery ideology: Longstreet staked the claim that Northern society was irredeemably radical, intent on fomenting race war (“servile insurrection”) in the South to fasten the shame of political enslavement on the region’s whites.

Longstreet’s upbringing had primed him to make such a speech. He was shaped by the plantation South and by the political mentorship of his uncle Augustus Baldwin Longstreet. Augustus, an influential proslavery ideologue, saw the antebellum era’s slavery debates as a form of warfare. And he groomed his nephew James to carry the South’s banner into battle.




II

James Longstreet was born in Edgefield County, South Carolina, on January 8, 1821. His ancestors had roots in the Netherlands and had settled in Dutch New York and in New Jersey in the seventeenth century; descendants of these settlers made their way to Augusta, Georgia, in the eighteenth century. Longstreet’s grandfather William made a name for himself in Georgia as a second-tier inventor, experimenting with steam engines for riverboats and improvements to the cotton gin. William and his family moved at the dawn of the nineteenth century to rural Edgefield, where they acquired a small plantation. Over the course of the antebellum era, the county would acquire a reputation as a seedbed of proslavery and states’ rights sentiment, “famous for its state and national troublemakers,” such as the US senator-turned-secessionist James Henry Hammond, and for its high yields of cotton, as the historian Orville Vernon Burton has noted.2

William Longstreet’s son James eventually became a cotton planter, settling near Gainesville in northeastern Georgia and marrying Mary Ann Dent of Augusta in 1814. Ann gave birth to a son, James Jr., the couple’s fifth child, while visiting her mother-in-law in South Carolina. Young James Longstreet’s boyhood was spent mostly in the Gainesville region, a sparsely populated district that was still undergoing the transition from forested frontier to settled farmland. His father owned and bought and sold dozens of slaves to work family properties near Gainesville and also near Augusta and back in Edgefield. An advertisement James Sr. placed in an Augusta newspaper in 1816 seeking a reward for the return of two “negro boys” who had fled the Edgefield district is a glimpse into the Longstreet family’s slaveholding, as is the December 1822 record of James’s purchase, for the price of $401, of a “negro girl” named Nance.3

At age nine, James Jr. was sent to live with his uncle Augustus Baldwin Longstreet in Augusta in order to attend the Richmond County Academy there and to acquire some education and polish; James would divide his time between school and his uncle’s nearby plantation, Westover. For eight years, from 1830 to 1838, he was under the care and increasingly under the sway of Augustus; James’s father’s death in an 1833 cholera epidemic, and his mother’s decision to resettle in northern Alabama, further augmented Augustus’s role as James’s mentor and a father figure. In these years, Augustus was well on his way to fashioning a reputation as one of the South’s most strident defenders of slavery. In his overlapping careers as a lawyer and jurist, Methodist minister, politician, newspaper editor, fiction writer, and college president of four different institutions, Augustus used all of the platforms at his disposal to elaborate the states’ rights, proslavery creed. Like his friend and Yale University classmate John C. Calhoun, the fiery US senator who defended the sovereignty of Southern states against any abolitionist incursions, Augustus was instrumental in transmuting Southern disunion prophecies and threats into a disunion program. A lifelong adherent of the Democratic Party, he vociferously promoted the doctrine of nullification: South Carolina’s protest against tariffs (import taxes) that were, so nullifiers charged, harmful to the plantation economy.4

Even as Augustus Longstreet defended slavery as a “positive good,” he struggled to establish Westover as a profitable plantation. In a passage that reveals the mentality of Southern slaveholders, Augustus attributed his failings as a planter to the criminality of his slaves, casting himself as their victim. He failed to recognize that what he saw as their faithlessness was, in fact, resistance to his domination. “My crops barely paid the expenses of making them,” he recalled in 1870 of his Westover days, as “my negroes became thieves, they stole my hogs, my corn, my bacon (by false keys), and every thing they could sell. Security debts I had to pay by thousands; in short, you can hardly name a trouble to which I was not subjected.” Frustrated with plantation management, Augustus eventually put Westover on the market and sold nearly fifty of its enslaved persons (with his wife’s permission, as she had brought this property to the marriage) so that he could focus on his law practice. In 1832, as part of divesting himself of his large plantation workforce, Augustus transferred to his young nephew James Longstreet, then only eleven years of age, ownership of eight slaves: the “carpenter Dennis, Guss for Augustus, Daniel and Zanya, Charity and her children, Joe and Ned and Little May daughter of Nelly.” As he embarked on his career as a college president in the 1840s, Augustus would continue to own a domestic workforce of roughly a dozen enslaved persons, which classified him as a “middling” slaveowner rather than an elite “planter.” But he considered himself a mouthpiece for the interests of elite planters and sought public acclaim as such.5




III

Young James had grown to be an impressive physical specimen if not a particularly promising student, and Augustus saw him as the vehicle for his own ambition. To that end, he finagled his nephew an appointment to the United States Military Academy at West Point, on the Hudson River in New York. Their Georgia district’s vacancy had already been filled by another nominee, so Augustus reached out to an Alabama relative, Congressman Reuben Chapman, who could appoint Longstreet out of the district to which James’s widowed mother had relocated. West Point, one of the nation’s most prestigious and rigorous institutions of higher education, sought to train an elite officer corps of professional soldiers and to steep them in a distinct, emerging military subculture that “united men from different regions and social classes” by socializing them to “avoid strident political partisanship and instead be a neutral instrument of government policy.” This emphasis on political neutrality ran counter to James Longstreet’s family culture of intense partisanship; in the future, the tension between these two creeds would at times become quite acute.6

James Longstreet’s biographers have portrayed him as a jovial, fun-loving, boisterous young man. An indifferent student at West Point, Longstreet relished the physical challenges of soldiering, but showed little intellectual motivation for scholastics. His poor grades and low class rank lend credence to this portrait, as does Longstreet’s own recollection that he was more interested in “horsemanship, sword exercise, and the outside game of foot-ball than in the academic courses.” But Longstreet’s future Civil War tactical and strategic decision-making, and his voluminous postwar writings on what he called, following the military lingo of the day, the “art” and the “science” of war, reveal that at least some of the West Point academic curriculum took. Longstreet was clearly influenced by French military theorist Antoine Henri Jomini, whose writings on the Napoleonic art of war were conveyed to West Point cadets in the antebellum period through professors such as Dennis Mahan. Jomini’s emphasis on throwing force upon decisive points; on the value of the strategic offensive but potential pitfalls of the tactical offensive; and most of all his emphasis on “moral courage”—those key qualities of character that were the most essential attributes of a great leader—would all echo in Longstreet’s writings on the Civil War, as would Jomini’s view that one of the key tests of a leader’s character was whether he could resist having “too great a contempt for the enemy.”7

West Point’s demanding curriculum and discipline generally suppressed its graduation rate, but as the historian Jeffry D. Wert explains, Longstreet’s West Point class of ’42 defied the odds and “proved to be one of the better ones of the decade,” graduating a roster of future Civil War generals, including the Confederates Daniel Harvey Hill and Lafayette McLaws and Unionists William S. Rosecrans and John Pope. The most important connection Longstreet made at West Point was his friendship with fellow cadet Ulysses S. Grant of Ohio from the class of ’43. Although Pete and Sam, as they were known to their classmates, came from very different backgrounds, the prankish Georgian and the quiet Midwesterner quickly became best friends. Reflecting on his West Point years in his memoir, Longstreet described Grant reverently as “the man who was to eclipse all.”8

After their respective graduations, Longstreet and Grant were both posted to Jefferson Barracks, Missouri, where the steady routine of military drills and exercises and garrison duty was pleasantly punctuated by each man’s courtship of his future wife: Grant wooed Julia Dent, a distant cousin of Longstreet’s mother, while Longstreet courted Maria Louisa Garland, the daughter of his regimental commander, Lieutenant Colonel John Garland.9

But first duty intervened. As Longstreet recalled, “In May, 1844, all of our pleasures were broken by orders sending both regiments to Louisiana, near Fort Jessup, where with other troops we were organized as ‘The Army of Observation,’ under General Zachary Taylor.” This was the staging ground for the Mexican War, as Taylor was monitoring the border with Mexico in the wake of fierce congressional debates that had culminated in the annexation of Texas. Observation soon turned to occupation, as Taylor’s troops were ordered by President James K. Polk to Corpus Christi in the contested boundary zone between Mexico and the United States, even as diplomatic relations between the two republics were breaking down.10

While Longstreet, a second lieutenant in the US Army’s 8th Infantry, patrolled this volatile borderland, his uncle Augustus was busy sowing the seeds of sectionalism. Scorning the notion that ministers and educators should avoid partisan politics, Augustus Longstreet used the pulpit and lecture hall, as well as the printed page, to preach the proslavery creed. He was instrumental in the sectional schism that divided the Methodist Church into Northern and Southern branches, and integral to the biblical defense of slavery, telling Northern abolitionists in an 1845 pamphlet, “What you believe to be sinful, we believe to be perfectly innocent.” Augustus fancied himself a molder of the South’s young men and an anti-abolition prophet, who warned the white South early and often of the growing sway of antislavery sentiment in the North. He portrayed abolitionists as a “tribe of self-infuriated madmen, rushing through the country with the Bible in one hand and a torch in the other—preaching peace, and scattering the flames of civil war.” Augustus Longstreet resented what he considered the abolitionists’ condescension and hypocrisy, and he accused them of devising a ruthless “system of warfare against Slavery,” as he put it in 1847. Southerners must, Augustus insisted, be ruthless and systematic in slavery’s defense.11

At this juncture in the road to civil war, James Longstreet’s military duties and his uncle’s political agenda aligned: the slaveholding South embraced both Texas annexation and the Mexican War as vehicles for slavery’s westward expansion and for augmenting slaveholder power, through the addition of new slave states, within the Union. Prowar propaganda tapped into two strains of American nationalism. One was an idealistic tradition in which America was a model republic that could redeem the people of the world from tyranny; seen in this light, the Mexican War was a war of liberation that would bring the blessings of a republican government to a struggling, factionalized country. The second strain was an ascendant racial nationalism that asserted the superiority of Anglo-Saxon civilization and cast Mexicans as an unassimilable, inferior race that must yield to Anglo expansion and dominance. Racial nationalism resonated with Southern Democrats such as James Longstreet. While U. S. Grant would deem the Mexican War, in retrospect, a wicked one, provoked needlessly by Polk’s aggressive deployment of troops in the disputed territory between the Nueces and Rio Grande Rivers, Longstreet accepted the Polk administration’s arguments that Mexico had instigated the war. As Longstreet would put it in 1885, reminiscing on the war’s origins, “[T]he Mexicans were committing outrages which called for repression at the hands of the United States.”12




IV

In the eyes of his family, his commanders, and the prowar press, Longstreet acquitted himself with honor in the Mexican War. During Zachary Taylor’s initial campaign to control Mexico’s northern provinces, Longstreet performed well in the string of US victories, stretching from the fall of 1846 to the first months of 1847, at Palo Alto, Resaca de la Palma, and Monterrey. Longstreet’s combat leadership in storming Monterrey’s imposing fortifications led to his promotion to first lieutenant and adjutant of the 8th Infantry Regiment. As Mexican authorities remained unwilling to negotiate even after having lost control of their northern and western provinces, President Polk and Major General Winfield Scott decided to invade central Mexico with a combined naval and army force that would first encircle the port city of Veracruz and then march inland toward Mexico City.13

Longstreet and the 8th Infantry were reassigned to Scott’s Army of Invasion and participated in the assault on Veracruz; the city fell after a merciless artillery bombardment that laid waste to homes, churches, and schools as well as its defenses and defenders. Scott’s army then moved into the interior, advancing on the National Road through the Valley of Mexico, a volcanic plateau ringed by mountains and blocked by the fortified positions of General Antonio López de Santa Anna. Scott’s tactics of outflanking Santa Anna’s fixed defenses worked, and, by mid-August, the American army had reached Mexico City’s southern outskirts. Surrounded by a flood-prone lake system and marshes and canals, the city was ringed by causeways, like spokes from a wheel, which constituted its only approaches. Scott was determined to strike the retreating Mexican army before it could bolster the defenses of the city.14

On August 20, 1847, Scott’s army clashed with Santa Anna’s rear guard at Churubusco in one of the most desperate battles of the war. On the orders of division commander Colonel David Worth, Longstreet and his 8th Infantry attacked the tête de pont (earthworks protecting a bridge) at Churubusco, advancing into withering enemy fire. The dogged Mexican defenders faltered as they ran out of ammunition, but the battle nonetheless inflicted heavy casualties on the American attackers and bought Santa Anna time, permitting the bulk of his forces to fall back toward Mexico City. Scott chose to regroup rather than to press on and assault the city, agreeing to a brief armistice with Santa Anna during which the Mexican army established a new defensive line. Longstreet earned a promotion to brevet captain for his bravery at Churubusco and also earned favorable coverage from the press back home. Improvements in transportation and communication, such as the advent of railroads and telegraphs and steam printing presses and the penny press, stoked the public’s appetite for news from the front. In November the Charleston Mercury of South Carolina published a letter from a South Carolina officer on the “exploit of our friend Longstreet, who highly distinguished himself” at Churubusco. “In a hail-storm of musket balls,” Longstreet had “rushed forward, calling upon all brave men to follow their standard.”15

The paper also revealed that Longstreet was badly wounded in a subsequent US attack on another imposing position: the fortified stone mansion of Chapultepec, home to Mexico’s national military academy. That assault took place on September 13, as Scott resumed his campaign after the abortive armistice. In keeping with his preference for flanking maneuvers, the general decided to attack the city from the drier land to the west rather than the more direct route from the south. After winning a meaningless victory on September 8, overrunning an entrenched Mexican position at Molino del Rey—a flour mill that the Americans mistakenly believed had been converted into a foundry—Scott’s army set its sights on the two causeways that entered the city from the southwest and were guarded by Mexican forces arrayed on the steep, rocky hill of Chapultepec. Scott created a diversion by having a small force feint against the southern causeways, and then softened up the Mexican defenses at Chapultepec with a blistering artillery bombardment. In the ensuing assault, the American attackers fought their way into the fortress, overcoming a desperate last-ditch defense by Mexican troops, who included young military cadets.16

Longstreet played a conspicuous role in the storming party, carrying the US flag toward the fortress heights, and suffered a grievous wound to the thigh. As Longstreet fell, Lieutenant George E. Pickett took the colors from him and carried them to the castle summit, in a dramatic set piece that entered the annals of the war’s heroic moments. The victorious Americans surged down the causeways toward the capital of Mexico City, forcing Mexico to surrender on September 14. Winfield Scott took up residence in the country’s National Palace. On February 2, 1848, Mexico signed the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, agreeing to cede more than half of its territory, including lands that would become the states of Arizona, California, New Mexico, Texas, Colorado, Nevada, and Utah.17

In its coverage of Longstreet’s heroics during the Mexico City campaign, the Charleston Mercury reassured readers that the recently brevetted major was “recovering rapidly” from his wounding at Churubusco. But, in fact, the musket ball wound to his thigh was severe enough to require a prolonged convalescence, first at an American hospital and then with an elite Mexican family, the Escandones, who were friendly to US troops. Longstreet eventually made his way back to his mother’s home in Huntsville, Alabama, to recuperate for another two months before proceeding on to Augusta, Georgia, in February 1848. Upon his arrival there, he received a warm welcome as a native son, the local papers noting that Longstreet had “behaved with a gallantry worthy of all praise” in the war.18

Longstreet could glean many lessons in combat leadership and tactical decision-making from the Mexican War. As the historian Alexander Mendoza has noted, Longstreet had “witnessed how troops, if properly motivated, could overcome great odds and overtake a strongly fortified position,” especially through flanking movements. Longstreet also derived lessons about the political nature of military command: on high-ranking officers’ perennial jockeying for credit and doling out blame, and the need to guard and promote one’s own reputation zealously.

These lessons were driven home when Longstreet was embroiled, in the spring of 1848, in a bitter feud between General Gideon Pillow and his superior, the war hero Winfield Scott. Scott court-martialed Pillow for publicly magnifying his own heroism and trying to take unwarranted credit for Scott’s successful tactics in the Mexico City campaign. But politics were at the heart of the feud: Pillow, a close ally of Democratic president James K. Polk, had political aspirations of his own, and stoked Polk’s fear that Scott, a member of the Whig Party, might be a rival for the presidency. Polk fired Scott as commander of the US Army and canceled the court martial; instead, he set up a court of inquiry stacked with Pillow supporters. Most soldiers took Scott’s side. As the Whigs were more willing to spend federal dollars on funding the military, they were generally favored by the career army officers. Although the party was more interested in economic modernization than territorial expansion, and had been ambivalent about “Mr. Polk’s War,” it saw the merit in riding the tide of military victory and in choosing a soldier as its standard-bearer. The Whigs would run the Mexican War’s second greatest hero, Zachary Taylor, for president in 1848, and then run Winfield Scott in 1852.19

Longstreet, during the Pillow-Scott imbroglio, stood strongly with Scott. When Scott arrived in Frederick, Maryland, in June 1848 for the military court of inquiry, Longstreet was in the small party of associates accompanying him. Longstreet’s testimony deflated one of Pillow’s overblown claims. Among the many acts Pillow took credit for was shooting a captured Mexican officer off his horse when the officer attempted to escape the custody of US troops in the aftermath of Churubusco. Longstreet testified that many soldiers in various regiments saw the attempted escape and that “at least fifty muskets were fired at the officer before he fell”; Longstreet could not recall even seeing Pillow at the scene. However, faced with a parade of conflicting witnesses, the court of inquiry eventually dropped the case. Pillow claimed vindication, and the hearings, which were covered in the national press, served his end of casting a shadow over Scott’s reputation.20

Over the course of his life, Longstreet had surprisingly little to say publicly about either the military or political lessons of the Mexican War. In postwar speeches and interviews, he often took the opportunity to praise the conduct of U. S. Grant. For example, Longstreet recalled in 1890 that at the Battle of Molino del Rey, he “had occasion to notice [Grant’s] superb coolness and courage under fire. So noticeable was his bearing that his gallantry was alluded to in official reports.” In Longstreet’s lengthy memoir, only ten pages would be devoted to the Mexican War, and they featured intimate anecdotes: of officers setting up a makeshift theater for performing plays to pass the time; of mosquitoes “as thick as the blades of grass on the prairies” swarming the troops on the march; of Longstreet’s being “unnerved” at the sight of a dead young Mexican woman, “her expression life-like.”

Longstreet also remembered that his spirits were lifted by the image of Maria Louisa Garland, whose daguerreotype he carried in his breast pocket. When Longstreet returned home, he promptly married “Louise,” as he called her, at her family home in Lynchburg, Virginia. A few months after their own wedding, on March 8, 1848, the young couple attended the August 1848 nuptials of Grant and Julia Dent in Missouri.21

Louise Longstreet was no stranger to the vicissitudes of military life: she was born in 1827 at the army post of Fort Snelling, in the Minnesota Territory, to career soldier John Garland of Virginia and Harriet Smith, descended from a part-Chippewa fur-trading family. As historian and Longstreet biographer William Garrett Piston has noted, James Longstreet married well not only by finding a devoted, resilient wife but also in riding the coattails of John Garland, who rose to the rank of colonel during the Mexican War and would help James in his own rise through the ranks. After a brief stint in Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania, where the first of their ten children (named John Garland, after Louise’s father), was born, the Longstreets were transferred, in the spring of 1849, to San Antonio, Texas, headquarters of the Department of Texas (one of the army’s geographic districts). John Garland Sr. arrived there in January 1850 to assume command of the 8th Infantry. Fortuitously, that same month, James was reassigned from detached duty at the western outpost of Fort Lincoln back to San Antonio to serve as commissary chief for Military Department No. 8, thus reuniting him with his wife and son. For nearly eleven of the next twelve years, Piston writes, Longstreet “served with or near his father-in-law under circumstances which suggest Longstreet benefitted from his favoritism.”22





V

When Longstreet was deployed to Texas in 1849, he entered a complex, shifting geopolitical terrain. Texas grew explosively in the mid-1840s, as settlers from the Deep South surged into the region, bringing the cotton economy and infringing on the borders of Comancheria—the vast trading empire, built through commerce, diplomacy, and raids, that the Comanche Indians had established in the Southwest and on the Southern Plains. One of the pretexts for the Mexican War had been Mexico’s inability to pacify and control this frontier. “The U.S. takeover of the Southwest was significantly assisted by the fact that Comanches and Apaches had already destabilized Mexico’s Far North,” the historian Pekka Hämäläinen observes, adding that Anglo settlers imagined they “earned Texas because they alone possessed the masculine and martial vigor to wrestle the land away from the Comanches and savagery.” But wrestling the land away took years and years of effort: when Longstreet arrived in Texas in 1849, half the state remained under Comanche control. The US Army’s mission in the region was to establish national authority; to protect the gold rushers, merchants, ranchers, and other Anglos who entered the Southwest; to provide supplies and escorts to those proceeding farther west on trade routes such as the San Antonio–El Paso Road; and to enforce the provisions of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. In Article 11, the one element of the treaty favorable to Mexico, “[T]he United States agreed to police the border to prevent Indian raids from crossing the Rio Grande into Mexico,” Hämäläinen explains. The US Army established a double ring of forts at the peripheries of Anglo settlements, arcing from the Trinity and Washita Rivers in North Texas to the Rio Grande in the south, to guard against Indian raids and to press outward into Comancheria. The first ring was established in the late 1840s, in wake of the Mexican War, and the second ring, roughly a hundred miles to the west, was established a few years later.23

Longstreet’s first assignment, in the summer of 1849, was as the commander at Fort Lincoln, a small garrison of approximately a hundred men located a two days’ ride west of San Antonio. Named in honor of a fallen Mexican War officer, the fort was part of the initial outer ring of federal posts in Texas. Longstreet left very little record of his experiences in these years, but a communication he submitted in the fall of 1849, which made its way into the report of the US Congress’s Joint Committee on Indian Affairs in 1850, hinted at the escalation of clashes between Anglos and Native Americans in this borderland. Longstreet’s description of how a “private in his command was killed on the night of the 21st November last, at Fort Lincoln, on the Rio Seco, Bexar County, by a party of Indians—tribe unknown” was folded into the committee’s case that so-called Indian outrages necessitated a firmer national commitment to frontier defense.24

Longstreet’s reassignment in January 1850 to San Antonio afforded him some physical safety, but posed its own challenges: “He was responsible for feeding every person and animal the Army employed in southeastern Texas,” as William Garrett Piston has succinctly put it. The site of the famous Alamo, San Antonio was, as a fellow soldier named Lewis Harvie Blair described it, “a mere village of adobe huts and American buildings of very cheap grade; with two plazas—one military, and the other civil, with a Mexican cathedral on the latter.” Although slavery was less of a presence in San Antonio than in Galveston and Houston, the institution grew exponentially in Texas in the 1850s, in urban as well as rural areas, and, by 1860, there were several hundred enslaved persons in San Antonio. The US Federal Census for 1850 shows that James Longstreet owned two enslaved persons while he lived in San Antonio: a woman age thirty-five and a thirteen-year-old girl.25

As the biggest city in Texas, San Antonio was an important staging ground for travelers heading west to California in the gold rush years. Longstreet, as commissary chief, ran afoul of a particularly notorious such emigrant in the fall of 1850: one Parker H. French, a practiced con man. French arrived in the city posing as the head of an emigrant company undertaking the journey from New York to California. Flashing a letter of credit from the New York merchant firm of Howland & Aspinwall, French persuaded Lieutenant Longstreet and two other officers to furnish supplies to the emigrants, consisting of quartermaster, ordnance, and subsistence stores worth roughly $2,000. War Department regulations permitted army officers to undertake such transactions, provided that the proper paperwork was done and excess supplies were available. But unfortunately for Longstreet, the method of payment French had offered turned out to be a forgery. When the fraud came to light, a search party was sent to track down the swindler, but he had already escaped into Mexico. In 1855–56, Longstreet and his fellow aggrieved officers successfully petitioned the War Department to be remunerated for the funds they had been defrauded of.26

Although Longstreet had otherwise done a commendable job as commissary, this incident likely contributed to his desire to get away from desk work and return to field duties; he got his wish when he was assigned in March 1851 to Fort Martin Scott in Fredericksburg, Texas, to resume scouting duty with the 8th Infantry. Another in the first ring of frontier garrisons, Fort Martin Scott was crude at best. “The face of nature here is lovely, noble hills, fine fields and beautiful streams, but botched and deformed by the works of man,” wrote the post doctor, US Army assistant surgeon Ebenezer Swift. The fort consisted of “a few log houses for officers and soldiers quarters… inclosed with a stick and brush fence that don’t keep the hogs out,” he continued. However “botched” the fort was, the town served as a key supply station for wagon trains bound for California.27

Longstreet was promoted to captain in December 1852. A glimpse of his activities in this period is afforded by a surviving unfinished painting by the German-born Texas artist Friedrich Richard Petri, who had immigrated to the United States in 1851 and settled in Pedernales, Texas, near Fredericksburg. In early 1853 Petri painted a scene set at Fort Martin Scott in which a military man is shown returning captured horses, mules, and supplies to a delegation of Lipan Apaches, who had allied with Texans and the US Army against the Comanches and Mexicans. Those resources had been issued to the Lipans by government agents and then violently seized by US troops on the false rumor that they were stolen goods. Petri’s biographer William W. Newcomb has argued that the soldier in the painting is Longstreet. The resemblance is strong—and records show that Longstreet, who had been reassigned to nearby Fort Chadbourne, located on the new outer ring of Texas’s cordon of garrisons, was the officer put in charge of the captured horses and supplies.28

Longstreet’s next western posting, in 1854, was as commander of Company I, 8th Infantry, at the recently established Fort Bliss in El Paso, on the western edge of Texas. In early 1855 he led a major 240-man mounted infantry expedition in the Trans-Pecos region’s Guadalupe Mountains against Mescalero Apaches, who had conducted raids on the San Antonio–El Paso Road. This was forbidding terrain. Three years later, a correspondent traveling through the Guadalupe Pass came across a chilling sight: two graves, one of which belonged to Longstreet’s Mexican scout in the 1855 expedition, Jose Maria Palancio, who had been “sent forward to look for water, and when in the narrowest portion of the pass, [was] shot full of arrows” by Apaches. While the Apaches dodged their pursuers, and the mission resulted in no combat, it was “an important element of the military pressure that led the Mescaleros to seek peace the following May,” as the historian David A. Clary has noted. It also represented Longstreet’s most extensive command experience before the Civil War.29

Longstreet would remain at Fort Bliss until the spring of 1858, when he took a leave of absence to head east and arrange for his ten-year-old son, Garland, to be placed in a school in Yonkers, New York. The family had been wracked with grief at the loss of two infant children: William Dent Longstreet, born in San Antonio in 1853, had died of illness during the family’s sojourn east to Washington, DC, where Longstreet was ordered on assignment as a courier, in the summer of 1854, and Harriet Margaret Longstreet died at Fort Bliss in 1856 at only six months of age. Longstreet was preoccupied with the welfare of his remaining sons: Garland, Augustus (named after his uncle), and his own namesake, James, who was born in 1857 in Santa Fe. Longstreet confided to his uncle Augustus in 1859 that if he could find a suitable education for the boys, it would “reconcile [him] to living anywhere on the continent.”30

Newly promoted to the rank of major and assigned to the Pay Department, Longstreet briefly took up a new post at Fort Leavenworth, in the Kansas Territory. Then he relocated his family yet again to Albuquerque, New Mexico Territory, in another instance of his being transferred to the same post as his father-in-law, John Garland. While there in February 1860, James penned a revealing letter to South Carolina congressman William Porcher Miles in Washington, DC. “Some one or two friends and myself have been working very hard for several years past to put Chihuahua into the US,” Longstreet revealed, adding, “She is now ready to come in and has applied to the Pres. for support or protection.” Highlighting the political implications of this maneuver to annex the sizable Mexican state, bordering Texas and New Mexico, Longstreet expressly noted that “if it can be granted, she can very readily be brought in as a slave state.”31

The historian Robert E. May has read this exchange as evidence of the seductive power of filibustering—the raising of private armies to invade foreign countries in peacetime—for young men, even career military officers, in the late antebellum United States. Filibustering exploits such as William Walker’s brief and ill-fated seizure of Nicaragua in 1856 “attracted front-page headlines,” May explains, by tapping a pervasive spirit of expansionism and martial manhood. Although the US Army was officially tasked with anti-filibustering duties, such as intercepting illicit expeditions before they could wreak much mischief, many soldiers nonetheless “held latent pro-filibuster sentiments.” According to May, Longstreet’s letter to Representative Miles, disclosing his designs on Chihuahua, was evidence of how a “sectionalist imperative reinforced filibustering inclinations”: soldiers such as Longstreet “shared civilian ideologies of Anglo-American racial superiority and Manifest Destiny.”32

While May’s points are well taken, an equally important context for the letter is President James Buchanan’s foreign policy. Longstreet specified that he intended to “raise a Regiment of Volunteers” that would march on Chihuahua after Buchanan had officially authorized them to do so. Longstreet was taking signals from the embattled Democratic chief executive, who, in the face of escalating sectional conflict between the North and South, hoped to divert the public’s attention with some sanctioned imperial ventures. Establishing a temporary American protectorate over the northwestern Mexican states of Chihuahua and Sonora, would, so Buchanan claimed, help Mexicans in their battles against “predatory” Indians. But Congress, preoccupied with the slavery debates and the upcoming 1860 presidential election, rebuffed the president’s request that it raise expeditionary forces for an invasion of Mexico, seeing such machinations as an unwarranted intervention in the affairs of a sovereign nation.33

Instead, the Southwest was swept up in the unfolding secession drama. In the late 1850s Deep South secessionists led the movement for Southern independence, reviling the new antislavery Republican Party that had taken root in the North as radicals hell-bent on forcing abolition on the South. Abraham Lincoln and other Republicans disavowed any intent to federally mandate emancipation; the party sought only to ban slavery’s spread to the west, in the hope that such a restriction might motivate Southerners to dismantle the institution voluntarily and gradually. But the reassurances left proslavery Southerners cold. The Republican critique of slavery as undemocratic and unproductive was an intolerable affront to Southern honor, secessionists claimed. Militant “fire-eaters”—whose leadership ranks included Congressmen Miles and J. L. M. Curry of Alabama, both friends of Longstreet’s—appealed to white solidarity and ginned up racial fears, warning that Lincoln’s election would bring race war, race competition, and race mixing. Lincoln fended off three other parties’ candidates to win the 1860 presidential contest on the strength of Northern votes. In the four months between the election and the new commander in chief’s inauguration on March 4, 1861, seven Deep South states, including Texas, seceded from the Union to form the Confederate States of America in Montgomery, Alabama. Four Upper South states would join the Confederacy that spring.34

Secessionists, especially those in Texas, eyed the New Mexico Territory as a possible addition to the roster of Southern states. In March 1861, disunionists in Mesilla, in the southern half of the New Mexico territory, seceded from the Union to form the Arizona Territory and expressed the hope that they would be absorbed into the new Southern Confederacy. US Army officers on duty in the Department of New Mexico in the turbulent months after Lincoln’s election did not stand in the way of secessionist demonstrations and mobilization. Instead, many of them, including Longstreet, resigned their commissions and headed east to join their state forces or the Confederate military.35




VI

Resigning from the US Army and taking up leadership roles in the rebel military was not a foreordained course for Southern soldiers like Longstreet, but rather a choice. A small but symbolically significant number of Southern men chose the Union—most notably the Virginians Winfield Scott, general-in-chief of the US Army at the Civil War’s outset, and General George Thomas, who would face off against Longstreet at Chickamauga, Georgia, in 1864. (Roughly 30 percent of Virginia-born officers in the US Army remained loyal.) Many more Southern military men qualified as “reluctant Confederates,” agonizing about forsaking the Union army for the Confederate one. Generally, they were committed to defending slavery and believed that the South had the right to secede, but they worried about the Union’s advantages in manpower and resources, and struggled to break their sentimental attachment to the Union. As the case of Virginia-born Robert E. Lee illustrates, events such as South Carolina’s April 1861 firing on Fort Sumter and Lincoln’s subsequent call for troops to suppress the rebellion moved such “conditional Unionists” off the fence and into the Confederate column. Lee resigned his US commission and joined the Virginia state forces, which he headed for six weeks before becoming a Confederate officer. Lincoln, men like Lee believed, had chosen the path of coercion rather than compromise.36

Longstreet would suggest in postwar interviews and in his memoir that he had been among those who struggled with the decision of whether to join the Southern cause, and that he had in part yielded to family pressure from secessionist relatives. As he put it in 1879,


I was paymaster in the United States Army when the trouble between the states began. I had the rank of major and was stationed in New Mexico. I viewed from my distant point of observation the agitation of the Southern leaders with impatience. I was devoted to the Union and failed to see any cause for breaking it up when secession was accomplished. I held on. I was determined to remain where I was if secession was peacefully accomplished, of which, however, I had little hope. My relatives in Georgia wrote me urgently to come on at once, saying that “all the good officers were being taken up.” I replied that if there was going to be any war, it would last for several years, and that in time every soldier would find his level, and so that it mattered little whether he commenced at the top or the bottom. At length Sumter was fired upon, and then I knew that war was inevitable and felt that my place was with my people. I resigned my commission and came home.37



Longstreet’s claim that his family pressured him to head east and join the Confederate army finds some corroboration in an April 17, 1861, letter he wrote to a fellow paymaster about arranging passage from Albuquerque: “My letters by the last mail call me home, and I cannot, at present, see that I can do otherwise than go.” But as Longstreet biographer Jeffry Wert’s sleuthing has revealed, the image of Longstreet as a reluctant secessionist is controverted by documents showing that he “acted with surprising haste” in embracing Southern independence. Deep South secessionists regarded the election of Lincoln as a virtual declaration of war. They did not adopt a wait-and-see attitude about Lincoln’s intentions—and neither did Longstreet. As soon as Alabama seceded in January 1861, making it the fourth state to do so, Longstreet wasted no time in lobbying its governor, Andrew B. Moore, for a Confederate military appointment. (Alabama had sponsored Longstreet’s West Point nomination.) In a February 1861 letter on Longstreet’s behalf, J. L. M. Curry explained to Moore that Longstreet, though still a paymaster in the US Army, had “asserted his determination to go wherever his state went, to bide her fortunes, and to serve her in any capacity, where his services were needed.” Curry urged Moore to appoint Longstreet “to an office of at least equal rank with that held by him under the government of the United States.” Wert speculates that ambition drove Longstreet’s choice of Alabama over Georgia as his designated home base, as he was the state’s senior West Point alumnus and thus poised to assume a leadership role in its armed forces.38

Wert’s interpretation rings true, for Longstreet had made no secret of his ambitions—or his frustrations. Back in 1850, stationed in San Antonio, Brevet Major Longstreet wrote US Secretary of War George W. Crawford requesting promotion on the grounds he had performed “as much service as any officer of my grade could have rendered” to the US Army in the Mexican War and in frontier duty. Longstreet was dissatisfied with his brevetting, a temporary symbolic promotion that recognized merit but did not necessarily bring additional pay or authority. He lamented to Crawford, “[B]revets have been given in such promiscuous profusion” that they conferred “neither fame nor reward.” A Confederate appointment promised a chance for that deferred recognition and for future acclaim. “Major Longstreet expects to get a good position in the Southern Army,” Captain Edmunds Holloway of the 8th Infantry wrote from New Mexico on February 10, 1861, to his wife, Eliza, in Illinois. Holloway, a proslavery Missourian and close friend of Longstreet’s who had served alongside him in the Mexican War and on frontier duty in the Southwest, thus provides additional confirmation of Longstreet’s yearning for promotion.39

At the same time he was pursuing a state-level appointment in the secessionist cause, Longstreet was also reaching out to Confederate authorities in Richmond, the new capital of the South. He had his older brother, William Dent Longstreet, of Mississippi, send a letter directly to Confederate president Jefferson Davis on February 22, 1861, tendering James’s “services to any new government or Southern organization to serve in any capacity that is within the scope of his profession.” The letter noted that right after Lincoln’s election, James had requested a US Army escort for himself and his family from Albuquerque through “Indian country” to Texas so that he could proceed to points east—but that the request had been denied. William editorialized that should Lincoln provoke war, the Confederacy should “not be on the defensive entirely, but carry [the war] into Africa”—namely, invade the antislavery North. “What I am and what I have belongs to this Southern Movement,” Longstreet’s brother proclaimed, speaking for the entire family. William Dent Longstreet would serve as a second lieutenant in the Mississippi 11th Infantry Regiment.40

As further evidence of James’s keen enthusiasm for secession, Wert reveals that Longstreet was appointed a lieutenant colonel in the Confederate infantry in March 1861 and accepted that appointment on May 1, well before he had tendered his official resignation from the US Army ranks (May 9) and before the War Department accepted the resignation (June 1). “As a U.S. Army officer, he accepted a commission in an enemy army,” Wert writes, and thereby “crossed the delicate line between honor and dishonor.” Further complicating Longstreet’s claim that he went “home” to defend “his people”: from Texas, he went straight to Richmond to join the army there rather than going to Alabama. “He did not go to answer Alabama’s ‘call,’ ” Wert notes, “but to answer the Confederacy’s.”41

Siding with the South had immediate implications for Longstreet’s role as a slaveowner. When Longstreet was young, he had been deeded (by either his father or uncle) an enslaved man named Daniel. But because Longstreet’s army career often took him to places that were “not in favor of slavery”—such as the Kansas and New Mexico Territories—he could not, as he would later put it, “have Daniel with me.” When Longstreet returned to the slaveholding South to enter the Confederate service, he soon “called for Daniel” to act as his body servant in the army, despite the fact that “by this time, [Daniel] was old and had the rheumatism.” Tasked with cooking, foraging, tending horses, and other chores of camp life, body servants answered to their individual masters, not to the Confederate authorities, and thus were considered valuable assets by the slaveholding officer class. Like thousands of other enslaved men and women forced to work as laborers for the Confederate army, Daniel was released from bondage only with Union victory at the war’s end.42




VII

In choosing the Confederacy, James Longstreet aligned himself with the proslavery secessionist ideology that his uncle Augustus had done so much to promote. Over the course of the 1850s, Augustus had escalated his own personal war against abolitionism and the “radical” North, calling on Southerners to reject “polluted” Northern books and schools and journals and to develop their own proslavery literary culture in order to “elevate and purify the education of the South.” Emphasizing the theme of Southern victimization, Augustus, in his capacity as college president, told the graduating class of South Carolina College in the spring of 1859, “You are embarking upon a strange world, my young friends…. You may expect, therefore, at times to be depressed by your rivals, condemned for your patriotism, and tormented for your benefactions.” In the wake of white abolitionist John Brown’s failed attempt at inciting a slave revolt that fall in Harpers Ferry, Virginia, Augustus postured as a prophet, telling his students that he had predicted the “present crisis”: “I foretold its course and results as though I had been inspired.”43

Augustus did everything he could to be provocative. In the summer of 1860 he engaged in an attention-grabbing stunt that shocked Northerners and thrilled Southern secessionists: while in London as a US delegate at a prestigious scholarly gathering called the International Statistical Congress, he withdrew in a huff to protest the presence there of a Black delegate, the American abolitionist and physician Martin Delany. Augustus fumed that Delany’s inclusion was an insult to the South. In a torrent of anti-abolition vitriol, Augustus Longstreet urged Southerners to “declare war against [their] oppressors” and vindicate their honor, lest history write them down as “the most arrogant cowards that ever disgraced the earth,” as he put it in his December 1860 polemical essay “An Appeal to the South.”

“I do not believe that there exists on the face of the earth two nations who more cordially detest each other than the slaveholding and nonslaveholding states of this Republic,” he intoned. “It was bad enough before Lincoln’s election; it is ten times worse, if possible, now.” For secessionists like Augustus, the ascendancy of Lincoln’s Republican Party represented both a political and social revolution: the eclipse of slaveholders’ power to control the US government, and the specter of social leveling, of “high, low, white, black, male, female—all on a level, all tongue-clattering, all furious,” as he warned. Augustus vastly exaggerated the egalitarianism of Northern Republicans, most of whom, like Lincoln himself, were political moderates. Casting all Northerners as radical abolitionists was a core secession strategy for engineering solidarity among Southern whites.44

A letter from Longstreet to his uncle in March 1861 testifies to their personal and political bonds. Written in Albuquerque as Longstreet was arranging his passage east, it recounted how he had, back in February, already offered his services to the Confederate cause. He hoped to delay his family’s difficult and long journey home until winter was over, but he was prepared to leave them behind and hurry back east if Lincoln “attempted or threatened” the “coercion” of the seceded states back into the Union. Longstreet confided that Louise was “quite distressed” at the prospect of being left behind. “But I shall not flinch from any sacrifice that I feel I may be called upon to make,” he vowed, signing the letter “most affectionately, yours.”45

In the eyes of the secessionist public and press in the Deep South, Augustus Longstreet’s reputation as a spokesman for the South was linked to James’s reputation as a soldier. As James traveled from the southwest to the seat of war in the spring of 1861, the newspapers reported his progress. According to Mississippi’s Oxford Intelligencer, “Major James Longstreet, nephew of our distinguished friend, Judge Longstreet, and late of the United States Army, passed up on Monday last en route for Richmond…. He is reported to be a splendid officer,” the paper observed, citing James’s Mexican War record. “We welcome him to the service of his native South.”46
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I

Longstreet achieved renown as a Confederate national hero during the first two years of the war, despite enduring personal tragedy and military setbacks. He was sustained by his fervent ideological commitment to the Confederate cause and by his faith in his own ability to mold his men and lead them in combat. But even as it brought battlefield victories that stoked Longstreet’s confidence, the early war also forced him to confront what the historian Stephanie McCurry has called “the problem of the slaves’ political allegiance.” Confederate ideology defined the enslaved as existing outside of politics, with no duties or obligations as citizens, only the duty to obey the authority of their masters. During the secession crisis, Southern nationalists depicted the enslaved as submissive and loyal—and dangerous only if they fell under the spell of abolitionists and became instruments of Northern conquest. When the enslaved ratcheted up their resistance in the South during the war, “work[ing] toward the destruction of slavery tactically and in stages,” whites like Longstreet faced a reckoning: the realization that there was a Unionist enemy within.1

Initially, at least, hopes ran high among soldiers on both sides that the war might be resolved swiftly in a grand military showdown. In June 1861 Longstreet was appointed to command of the Fourth Brigade (made up of the three regiments of the Virginia Volunteer Infantry) and ordered to join the forces of the hero of Fort Sumter, Brigadier General P. G. T. Beauregard, at Manassas Junction in Northern Virginia. Longstreet’s primary role was to help anchor Beauregard’s far-right flank, in the Confederate defensive position guarding the rail junction at Manassas. With this Confederate force massed a mere day’s march southwest of Washington, DC, the pressure was on Union forces to dislodge the foe from the threshold of the capital. So, a Federal army under Union brigadier general Irvin McDowell set out for Manassas in mid-July, hoping to land a devasting blow on the insurgents.2

Beauregard, anticipating such a move, deployed Longstreet’s brigade to guard the Bull Run crossing point at Blackburn’s Ford. As the historian Edward G. Longacre has explained, Beauregard intended that “when the Federals struck, Longstreet was to move his entire command to the north side of Blackburn’s Ford and lash the Union left flank and rear.” McDowell’s troops reached the village of Fairfax Court House by noon on July 17, and, the next day, a Federal vanguard probed at the Confederates at Blackburn’s Ford, only to be turned back by Longstreet’s men in a sharp skirmish. From a favorable defensive position of earthworks on the south side of the Bull Run, Longstreet’s force pummeled the attacking Federals with a series of musket volleys and artillery blasts. Then they executed a blistering counterattack that sent the Federals reeling back and in need of a new plan for approaching Manassas.

As he described it in his after-action report, Longstreet’s preparation had paid off: “My line of defense being quite extended, I threw out a line of skirmishers to the water’s edge, covering my entire front, holding strong reserves in readiness to defend with the bayonet any point that might be violently attacked.” Despite sixty-three casualties, the new recruits’ performance gave momentum to Longstreet and his army, and won him plaudits in the Southern press. In the eyes of Confederates eager to prove their mettle, the affair on the 18th was a full-blown battle, in which “Longstreet displayed a courage and military skill that astonished every one,” according to one Richmond paper. Longstreet would briefly second-guess himself about Blackburn’s Ford, writing to his uncle Augustus in mid-August that he wished he had further attacked and pursued the retreating Federals—but the magnitude of the subsequent victory at Manassas largely kept such doubts at bay.3

Longstreet missed the main show at Manassas on the 21st. The setback at Blackburn’s Ford helped convince McDowell that the best plan of action was to send part of his force against the center of the Confederate defensive position, while the other part executed a flank attack on the Confederate left. But this plan was foiled by Federal mistakes and Confederate counterstrokes—delays in McDowell’s advance afforded the enemy time to reinforce its own front and to counterattack, sending the Union army taking flight across the Bull Run toward Washington. The Confederates scored a tactical as well as strategic victory in this first major battle of the war, inflicting nearly 3,000 casualties on the Federals, while suffering nearly 2,000 of their own.4

Having waited in vain at Blackburn’s Ford for orders to advance, Longstreet seemed fleetingly to get the chance to contribute to the unfolding victory at Manassas when Beauregard directed him to intercept McDowell’s retreating troops and cut off their avenues for withdrawal. But to Longstreet’s profound frustration, Beauregard ultimately aborted that pursuit as being too risky. For Longstreet, the battle at Manassas illustrated both a key tactical principle—the effectiveness of a counterattack from a strong defensive position—and a key “moral” dictum, namely, “Never despise your enemy.” By this, Longstreet meant that military commanders should take care not to underestimate the fighting capacity of their foes. He attributed the Federals’ defeat to McDowell’s “overconfidence” in his own troops and underrating the Confederate soldiery. In the weeks after Bull Run, Confederates reveled in their victory, seeing the Yankee “invasion” of the Virginia countryside as the fulfillment of secessionist prophecy that the enemy would wage war without mercy. When a British correspondent visited the rebel encampments a few days after the battle, Longstreet pointed out to him a nearby small Episcopal church on which Union soldiers had scrawled graffiti slogans such as “Death to traitors—thus saith the Lord!” Here was proof of Northern condescension and barbarity—and an intimation that the war could not be restricted to the battlefield.5




II

Longstreet was assigned by Beauregard to hold down Centreville, north of Manassas. Over the next six months, he trained his troops and attended to the many often mundane duties of a brigade commander. Longstreet was preoccupied with obtaining and transporting supplies, from rations to maps to ambulances. “We can only get four or five days’ rations at a time,” he complained to Colonel Thomas Jordan, adjutant general for Beauregard’s army, in late August, adding, “This keeps me constantly on the watch and is exceedingly annoying.” Longstreet’s other duties included sifting through various intelligence reports from scouts, spies, civilians, and Yankee prisoners and deserters, to try to distinguish fact from rumor; resolving scuffles between his troops; meting out discipline to malcontents and troublemakers, such as when he sent a mutinous company of Marylanders to the rear in September 1861; and maintaining troop morale through inspirational speeches, promotions, furloughs, and other incentives. As was to be expected, there was a competence gap between the experienced career soldiers among his troops and the large numbers of inexperienced volunteers. For example, in September 1861 Longstreet issued a general order commending Colonel James Ewell Brown “J. E. B.” Stuart and his cavalry for their performance in a minor engagement at Lewinsville, Virginia, proclaiming that “this handsome affair should remind our forces that numbers are of little avail compared with the importance of coolness, firmness, and careful attention to orders.” But behind the scenes, in letters to Jordan, Longstreet complained of his green recruits’ occasional fecklessness on the battlefield: in one incident, a sentry, “by his own carelessness,” got shot in the leg by friendly fire after changing stations without informing the other pickets.6

Longstreet was generous in his praise and promotion of any man who rose to the occasion and acquitted himself well. Over the course of the war, he cultivated the confidence and loyalty of a core group of staff officers, such as his chief of staff, Gilbert Moxley Sorrel, and assistant staff John Walter Fairfax, Osmun Latrobe, and Thomas J. Goree. Longstreet reveled in the chance to praise these men’s combat mettle in the romanticized language typical of the early war. Of Sorrel’s conduct at Manassas, Longstreet wrote, “He came into battle as gaily as a beau, and seemed to receive orders which threw him into more exposed positions with peculiar delight.” These men in turn all left extensive wartime writings that provide windows into Longstreet’s own performance and morale. For example, Goree’s letters to his family in Texas in this period reveal that Longstreet and the men in his inner circle were frustrated by their inaction and by the lingering sense that the Confederates had missed the opportunity at Bull Run to pursue the enemy all the way into Washington, DC, and perhaps take the capital and end the war in one decisive blow. The moment had slipped away: from the Confederates’ advanced picket positions at Mason’s and Munson’s Hills, they had full view of Alexandria, Georgetown, and Washington and could see the Federals fortifying their defenses.

Goree also provides the most intimate portrait of Longstreet at this juncture of the war. “At home with his staff, he is some days very sociable and agreeable,” Goree related in a December 1861 letter home, adding, “then again, for a few days he will confine himself mostly to his room, or tent, without having much to say to anyone, and is grim as you please…. We all know now how to take him and do not now talk much to him without we find out he is in a talkative mood.”7

On October 7, 1861, Longstreet was rewarded for his exploits at Blackburn’s Ford and his effective stewardship over his brigade with a promotion to major general and his own division to lead. The key development in this period of the war was Longstreet’s growing connection to General Joseph Johnston, who assumed command of this sector once Beauregard was reassigned in early 1862 to the western theater. Johnston, a decorated and experienced Mexican War veteran and career soldier, was already at odds with Confederate president Jefferson Davis, resenting how Davis had placed Robert E. Lee and other generals ahead of him in the command chain. Longstreet made no secret of his admiration for Johnston and began to gain a reputation as a member of the general’s clique, in the escalating feud between Johnston and Davis. In the early spring of 1862 Longstreet joined with Johnston’s forces in relocating from Northern Virginia to the eastern Peninsula, bounded by the James and York Rivers, to form a defensive barrier protecting the Confederate capital of Richmond from the Union’s new offensive. But first Longstreet would be jolted by a string of staggering personal tragedies.8
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Writing under the pen name “Via” from winter quarters at Centreville in December 1861 to the Richmond Daily Dispatch, an infantryman in the 1st Virginia Regiment wistfully captured the perennial dilemma of soldiers, caught between duties to home and to country. “It is hard to forget home,” he lamented. “In most instances, when a man gives himself to his country, he not only withdraws the cheering influence of his presence from those who have a natural claim upon him, but he also abandons the means by which they have obtained shelter and support. Can any man do this without a painful struggle? Are these not sacrifices worthy of hesitation?”9

Such questions took on an agonizing immediacy for Longstreet when, in the space of just six days in January 1862, he and Louise suffered the losses of three of their four children to a scarlet fever epidemic that was ravaging Richmond. The bacterial illness preyed especially on the young. Longstreet had visited his family, which was boarding with friends in Richmond while he was in Centreville, early in the month. He then returned to his post, only to be beckoned back to his wife’s side by the news that the children had fallen dangerously ill. One-year-old Mary died on January 25, 1862, followed by four-year-old James the very next day, and eleven-year-old Augustus on February 1. Only thirteen-year-old John Garland (known in the family as Garland) survived. The Longstreets had already lost two infants, a boy and a girl, before the war. This series of blows was nearly unbearable. “Just think of it—three children within one week,” Tom Goree wrote home to his own family on February 9. “The General is very low spirited.”10

As his biographer Jeffry Wert notes, Longstreet did not pause for a long period of mourning but instead returned to Centreville on February 5. “Perhaps he could find solace only in work and with old comrades,” Wert speculates. Certainly Richmond remained in the grip of panic over the epidemic. “Ladies with young families are fleeing from town to escape the scarlet fever,” the Richmond correspondent for the Charleston Mercury reported in early February, taking note of Longstreet’s losses. The grief-stricken general returned to his command “a changed man,” Moxley Sorrel recalled. “He had become very serious and reserved and a consistent member of the Episcopal Church.”11

Longstreet threw himself into the task of securing the reenlistment of men whose initial twelve-month enlistment terms would expire that spring. Inuring his men against the “allurements of home” that might “entice the citizen solider from the field,” Longstreet, in an address he promulgated to his army on February 8, painted a dystopian picture of what would befall the South if his veteran soldiers failed to reenlist. The “unchecked Yankee horde” would “overrun and destroy Virginia, the Carolinas, and the entire South,” and “leave for our mothers, wives, and children a country polluted, desolated, and enslaved,” he thundered. In time, Longstreet would channel some of his sadness over his family’s tragedy into anger at the war itself and at the Confederate leadership. But for now, his personal grief fired his indignation at the Yankee foe.12




IV

In March 1862 that foe launched a massive offensive targeting Richmond. The man in charge of the Federal forces, Major General George Brinton McClellan, would face off in the ensuing Peninsula campaign against the general tasked with defending the rebel capital, Joseph Johnston. After McClellan’s troops were transported down the Chesapeake Bay to the York River Peninsula, Confederates kept the Federals stalled in siege operations at Yorktown before executing a well-planned retreat that caught the cautious McClellan off guard. Longstreet, in charge of the rear guard of Johnston’s army, played a key role in the withdrawal, clashing with the Federals’ advance units in the inconclusive Battle of Williamsburg, Virginia, Longstreet’s first as a division commander. McClellan declared the fight a great Union victory, but Longstreet’s division had been effective in protecting Johnston’s retreat; in his official report on the action, Johnston praised Longstreet’s “clear head and brave heart.” McClellan had squandered almost a month at Yorktown—during which time the arrival of Confederate reinforcements shrank the Union manpower advantage from nearly 6 to 1 to 2 to 1.13

Meanwhile, the Confederate leadership debated its own tactical options. Jefferson Davis grew impatient with General Johnston, who failed to offer stern enough resistance to the Yankees as they made their way up the Peninsula toward Richmond. By May 31, the Federals were on the city’s outskirts. Johnston, hoping to take advantage of the fact that McClellan’s army was divided—with some of it positioned north of the Chickahominy River and some to the south—ordered Longstreet, commanding the Confederate right wing, to lunge at McClellan’s left. The two armies clashed on May 31 near a plantation called Seven Pines. A poorly executed Confederate attack on that day was followed on June 1 by a successful Federal counterattack. Johnston himself numbered among the 6,000 Confederate casualties—he was grievously wounded while conducting reconnaissance on May 31, and would be, to Longstreet’s chagrin, out of action for six months.14

Longstreet, historians agree, mismanaged his own assignments. He literally lost his way to the front on the first day, wasted precious time squabbling with Major General Benjamin Huger over how to proceed, and then needlessly divided his own force, attenuating its attacking power. He “also acted indecisively during the second day of fighting by giving imprecise orders to his subordinates,” as Alexander Mendoza explains. Adding insult to injury, Longstreet then tried to pin the blame for these poor results on Huger. He lamented to Johnston, who was convalescing in Richmond, that the “slow movement of Gen. Huger’s command… threw perhaps the hardest part of the battle on my own poor Division”; although Longstreet’s men had performed bravely, Huger’s failure to hit the enemy’s left flank had squandered their efforts. In modern-day assessments, Jeffry Wert has called this grousing “unjustifiable, even reprehensible,” while Mendoza observes that such scapegoating was pervasive in both armies. Both points are sound, but it should be noted that commanders who took fellow officers to task were often motivated by a desire to protect not only their own personal reputations but also that of their collective rank and file. Even as he scapegoated Huger, Longstreet reported of his army’s performance that a “better body of men never marched upon a battlefield.” His division was “greatly cut up,” Longstreet wrote to Johnston, “but as true and ready as ever.” In a sign of their strengthening bond, Johnston took Longstreet’s side in this feud, describing Longstreet’s conduct in the battle as “worthy of the highest praise.”15

Jefferson Davis named his trusted military adviser Robert E. Lee as Johnston’s replacement on June 1; Lee christened his new command the Army of Northern Virginia. Davis granted him broader authority than Johnston had held, placing under Lee’s purview armies in the Shenandoah Valley and North Carolina. Lee sought to retake the initiative by maneuvering McClellan out into the open and turning the Federal right flank to threaten McClellan’s supply and communications line; Lee counted on the support of Major General Thomas Jonathan “Stonewall” Jackson, who was summoned east after winning a series of battles in the Shenandoah Valley.

During this tense prelude to the epic Seven Days battles, Longstreet found himself in the spotlight among Confederates not for what he did but for what he said. On June 17, 1862, Longstreet appealed to his troops with a stem-winding speech, portraying Yankees as merciless despoilers who “attempted to make the negro your equal by declaring his freedom.” Intent on the “dishonor and violation” of Southern homes and firesides, the Yankees “care not for the blood of babes, nor carnage of innocent women,” and would knowingly foment insurrection by the enslaved, Longstreet fumed. The speech not only echoed the rhetoric of fire-eaters such as Augustus Baldwin Longstreet, but also had a personal edge, reflecting Longstreet’s desolation at his family’s recent trials. His references to the “blood of babes” and to the desecration of once “happy homes” tapped his grief at the death of his children—while he could not blame the Yankees for the scarlet fever per se, he did blame them for bringing the scourge of war into Southern communities.16

Moreover, the speech reflected Confederate alarm at the rising tide of slave flight and resistance. With his reference to Black freedom, Longstreet condemned Federal commanders such as Generals Benjamin F. Butler and John Frémont, who were laying the groundwork for the Union’s emancipation policy. In the spring of 1861 Butler inaugurated the practice of “confiscating” fugitive slaves who ran to Union lines as “contraband of war” so that they could be put to work aiding the Northern war effort as laborers, on the grounds of military necessity; Butler hoped thereby to undercut the Confederate army, which extracted the coerced manual labor of the enslaved to clear roads, build fortifications, and work as teamsters and camp servants for their rebel masters. Butler’s improvised policy was formalized in the US Congress’s Confiscation Act of 1861. Frémont went Butler one better, with an August 1861 proclamation of emancipation in the slaveholding loyal border state of Missouri. Although the US Congress tried initially to limit the scope of confiscation to slaves who were military assets, and although Abraham Lincoln voided Frémont’s proclamation, the tide of resistance kept rising wherever the Union army made inroads in the South. In the spring and summer of 1862, slaves flocked to Union lines during the Yorktown siege, the move up the Peninsula, and the fighting around Richmond, offering their services to the Union war effort.17

Longstreet’s speech conjured images of slave resistance and race war because he knew this kind of rhetoric would resonate with his troops. Thirty-six percent of the men in the Army of Northern Virginia owned slaves or lived with slaveholding families—a greater percentage than the 25 percent of families that owned slaves in the general Southern population. The broad swath of Confederates, nonslaveholders included, were deeply invested in the institution of slavery as a system of social control, racial hierarchy, and economic profit. The experience of war, the historian Aaron Sheehan-Dean has noted, made Confederate soldiers “more committed to preserving slavery” and more inclined to see the enslaved as “active and conspiring enemies.”18

Along with venting his grief and anger, Longstreet sought in this speech to steel his troops for combat. Eager to reassure the “fresh and inexperienced troops” in his command, Longstreet told them that although the “fiery noise of battle” was “terrifying,” it was “not so destructive as it seems.” “Few soldiers, after all, are slain,” Longstreet declared, in a message that strained credulity, as Richmond’s hospitals and private residences overflowed with casualties from Seven Pines. Longstreet meant in this speech to sustain a fundamental premise of nineteenth-century definitions of masculinity and of soldiering: that courage was the essence of manhood, and that it would ultimately win out on the battlefield and guarantee success and survival. “Preserve a quiet demeanor and self-possessed temper,” he continued. “Keep cool, obey orders, and aim low.” If men could do as he commanded, he promised “the bright sunlight of peace” would soon “be a sufficient reward for the sacrifices we are now called upon to make.”19

Longstreet’s “flaming address,” as the press called it, circulated widely in the South. It was initially published on June 23 by the Richmond Daily Dispatch, which editorialized that it “had the ring of true metal, and will be read with interest by soldiers and civilians.” It was then picked up by papers in Charleston, Macon, and elsewhere, solidifying Longstreet’s reputation as a fearsome warrior. Northern papers, too, took note of the address, but saw it in a different light. A correspondent to the New York Times observed that Longstreet “shows the desperation of his cause by the falsehoods by which he seeks to sustain it.”20
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In the next phase of the Union’s grand offensive, it was Lee’s turn to try to dislodge McClellan from Richmond’s front. The two armies battered each other in a series of clashes that came to be known as the Seven Days battles (June 25 to July 1), with Confederate blows compelling McClellan to scrap his plan of besieging Richmond and to instead essay a strategic withdrawal, southeast across the Chickahominy, to Harrison’s Landing on the James River. There he could establish a new base of operations and restore his access to Federal gunboats. Confederates launched a determined pursuit, and the June 27 Battle of Gaines’ Mill gave Longstreet the chance to weigh in. When Union brigadier general Fitz John Porter established a defensive line near the military bridges crossing the Chickahominy, Lee hit him. After some uncoordinated assaults during the day, in which Porter held off the attackers, Lee launched the largest Confederate tactical offensive of the war: a concentrated onslaught of more than 32,000 men at Porter’s line at dusk, with Longstreet’s men driving Porter on the Union left, from the west. As night fell, this final wave broke the Northerners’ position and forced Porter to fall back toward the Chickahominy. According to Longstreet’s memoir, Lee had relied on him to turn the tide of the battle. “All other efforts had failed, and unless I could do something, the day was lost,” Longstreet recalled. The largest of the Seven Days battles, Gaines’ Mill was another costly victory for which the Confederates paid dearly, as their roughly 8,700 casualties exceeded the Union’s 6,800.21

For the next four days, Lee’s harassing columns ensured that McClellan’s retreat toward the James would be a fighting one. Confederates struck the Union rear guard at Savage’s Station on June 29 and Glendale/White Oak Swamp on the 30th. Longstreet anchored the Glendale assault on the center of the Union line, and his troops pressed the Federals back in brutal hand-to-hand combat. But those efforts were in vain, as Huger and General John B. Magruder did not provide the necessary support and reinforcements in flank attacks on the Union left and right, and Jackson failed to strike a blow from the north. Lee’s attacks unnerved McClellan but fell short of ensnaring the Union army and cutting off its retreat, in part because Lee’s army was plagued by what Longstreet called “a succession of mishaps,” especially on Jackson’s part.22

The last of the Seven Days battles, at Malvern Hill on July 1, found the Confederates assaulting an imposing Federal defensive line in a last determined attempt to disable McClellan’s army before it reached the James. Despite waves of attacks, the Union forces remained intact and slipped away from the Confederate grasp, remaining on the Peninsula until Lincoln summoned McClellan back to the North in mid-August. Although he had won tactical victories (measured in casualties inflicted) in all but one of the Seven Days battles and extracted his army from a trap, McClellan was deemed the loser in his showdown with Lee. All told, this week of carnage, unprecedented in American history, cost the Confederacy approximately 20,600 casualties to the Union’s 15,800.23

It was quite clear to Confederates at the time that although they had saved Richmond, victory was “not as decisive as could be wished,” as Longstreet’s trusted aide Tom Goree put it in a letter home on July 21, 1862. Lee’s plan for the campaign, Goree maintained, had been well conceived, but his subordinates’ execution of it imperfect; indeed, afterward, Lee transferred some senior major generals in the Army of Northern Virginia who had performed poorly. Goree nonetheless saw the Seven Days as a breakthrough for Longstreet. “He was the staff in my right hand,” Lee said of Longstreet after the battle. Lee had sought Longstreet’s advice in conceptualizing the offensive and was impressed by his battlefield conduct at Gaines’ Mill and Glendale. As Goree declared with pride, “Genl. Longstreet has undoubtedly acquired as much or more reputation than any other officer in this army. He is now next in command in Virginia to Genl. Lee.” Lee rewarded Longstreet’s relatively strong performance in the Seven Days by dividing his army into Longstreet’s Command and Jackson’s Command, with Longstreet designated Lee’s senior subordinate, ahead of Jackson—a position he would hold for the duration of the war.24

In the aftermath of the Seven Days, a dustup over Longstreet’s effectiveness at the Battle of Glendale (Frayser’s Farm) revealed his willingness to do public battle with his detractors. The controversy was sparked by an article in the Richmond Examiner that gave General Ambrose Powell Hill undue credit for heroism at the battle while denigrating Longstreet’s role and the contributions of his brigades. Longstreet penned an indignant reply and asked Major Sorrel to place it in a rival Richmond newspaper, under Sorrel’s name. The letter sought to set the record straight, taking the Examiner to task for inflating Hill’s role and the losses sustained by Hill’s division. “Exaggerated statements of casualties,” Longstreet objected, “are calculated to be of great injury to the army, both at home and abroad.” Hill in turn felt disrespected by Longstreet’s account and decided that he would no longer comply with Longstreet’s orders. In response, Longstreet ordered Sorrel to arrest Hill and take him into custody, prompting Hill to challenge Longstreet to a duel. Lee finally stepped in to resolve the matter by transferring Hill and his division to Stonewall Jackson’s command. But relations between Longstreet and Hill remained sour, hinting at internecine strife to come.25
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Longstreet would soon have the chance to prove himself worthy of Lee’s trust, as the Army of Northern Virginia resumed offensive operations in mid-July. A new Northern force, under Major General John Pope, entered the lists and threatened to link up with McClellan’s army and target Richmond anew. Determined to prevent such a combination, Lee positioned a small force to defend the Confederate capital and then headed northward to drive back Pope. On August 24 Lee launched a daring assault in which he divided his army: he and Longstreet would hold down the Rappahannock front while Jackson undertook a flank march around Pope’s right to cut off Federal communications and supply lines.26

Lee’s plan, the historian John J. Hennessy has explained, held “dire risks”: it would “leave the two wings of his army separated by more than fifty miles, with a Yankee army nearly twice the size of either of them in between,” and with reinforcements from McClellan’s army en route to the scene. But the risk paid off. Jackson seized the Federal supply depot at Manassas and lured Pope, who had to respond to this threat to his flank, into a trap: on August 29 Pope attacked Jackson’s strong defensive line, which ran across the original Manassas battlefield, to no avail.27

Meanwhile, Longstreet was rushing to the front with reinforcements. The prospect of battle “seemed to give new life and strength to our jaded men,” he wrote in his official report. He and Lee arrived at the Manassas battlefield on the morning of the 29th. After a careful reconnaissance of the Yankee positions, Longstreet repeatedly persuaded Lee to delay their offensive and prepare the way for a decisive strike the next day. Three times on the 29th, Lee called for Longstreet to launch assaults, and each time, Longstreet cautioned that they hold off and instead aim to land a counterpunch when the Federals renewed their offensive the following day. Lee’s willingness to trust his senior subordinate paid off. Fitz John Porter’s attack on August 30 was met with a shattering blow by Longstreet against the Union general’s left flank; an artillery barrage scattered the attackers, and the infantry then swept down upon them “like an avalanche.” The Federals once again retreated back to Washington, DC, over the very same ground they had covered in the first Bull Run debacle. Like his experience at Blackburn’s Ford, the battle “solidified Longstreet’s belief in defensive tactics, specifically, allowing the enemy to attack a fortified position, then counterattacking the weakened foe,” Alexander Mendoza has noted.28

The men in Longstreet’s inner circle would look back on the August 30 fighting as a signature triumph for the general. “Longstreet was seen at his best during the battle,” Moxley Sorrel remembered. “His consummate ability in managing troops was well displayed that day, and his large bodies of men were moved with great skill.” Modern scholars have echoed this assessment. Longstreet’s was “one of the finest counterattacks of the war,” Jeffry Wert has observed, adding that it would have taken a more decisive toll on the Federals had Stonewall Jackson’s men done more to support Longstreet. In his own reminiscences, Longstreet would cast Lee’s willingness to heed his counsel as illustrating “the character of the relations that existed between us.”29

The Second Battle of Bull Run was both a tactical and strategic triumph for the Confederacy, with Federal casualties numbering roughly 16,000 and the South’s, 9,000. Longstreet attributed the Union’s failure not only to Pope’s tactical mistakes but also his hubris: Pope had unwisely boasted that he was the man to subdue the rebels, and his “great contempt for his enemy” had led the Union general to underestimate Lee’s men. Confederate morale surged, and the stage was set for Lee’s movement in Maryland. On the Federal side, a disgusted Lincoln turned Pope’s men over to McClellan, despite rumors that McClellan had purposely undermined Pope’s campaign by withholding his own troops from it.30

A parallel drama was unfolding, as slave resistance continued to roil the Confederate army and Southern society, and to shape the Union’s emerging emancipation policy. The summer’s fighting in Virginia accelerated the pace of slave flight to Union lines. In Washington, DC, Radical Republicans in the US Congress sought to leverage the changes that were under way: as the Peninsula campaign unfolded, they pushed for the broader military use of African Americans. While the Confiscation Act of 1861 had applied only to slaves employed by the Confederate army or navy and had left the legal status of forfeited slaves unclear, the second Confiscation Act, passed in July 1862, authorized the seizure of slaves from all disloyal masters and declared such persons “captives of war” and “forever free.” Republican politicians built the case that emancipation was a military necessity, as the Northern press featured countless illustrative stories of how “contrabands” were aiding the Union war effort.31

One such story implicated Longstreet himself. On July 25, 1862, a Washington, DC–based correspondent to the newspaper Boston Traveller reported that he’d had an extensive conversation in DC with a “fugitive from rebeldom” who had been a servant to Longstreet. The “intelligent contraband,” as the correspondent called the fugitive, was a free Black man from Northern Virginia whom the Confederate army had “impressed” (forced) into menial service as a camp servant early in the war; his principal responsibility was making “cocktails” for Longstreet—of which the general, the article claimed, partook liberally. The fugitive had stealthily gathered military intelligence on the troop strength, disposition, and morale of Confederate forces, and seized the opportunity of the “noise and confusion” of the battles around Richmond to escape to Federal lines and then make his way to DC. His report to Union authorities there was valuable in its details, but sobering in its overall tone. The “contraband” reported that the rebels had an “undoubted faith in the righteousness of their cause.” They “will fight to the bitter end with a zeal and desperation we little imagine,” he prophesized.32
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Lee sought to capitalize on the advantage he had seized from the overmatched Pope by launching a large-scale raid of the North. The decision to cross the Potomac River into Maryland—and thus to assume the strategic offensive—reflected both long-standing assumptions and new contingencies. The idea that slaveholding Maryland was a natural part of the South and that Marylanders longed for “liberation” from Yankee rule was one such assumption. The hope that decisive Confederate battlefield victories would undermine Lincoln’s popularity in the North and perhaps unseat him was a second. Confederate hopes for British recognition of and support for the Confederacy, too, factored into Lee’s plans. Moreover, the abundant crops and brimming larders of rural Maryland and Pennsylvania beckoned the poorly fed Confederates. Lee intended to keep up the initiative and to strike while the Federals were still demoralized.33

Meanwhile, Lincoln chose after the Second Bull Run setback to reinstate McClellan as commander of the Army of the Potomac. At first, McClellan seemed to justify this vote of confidence, moving his army of 85,000 men out from the Washington defenses and northwest into Maryland in pursuit of Lee. Confederate forces converged on the town of Frederick on September 7, with military bands playing the secessionist anthem “Maryland, My Maryland” to announce the deliverance of this Southern territory from the Yankees. But Marylanders failed to hew to Lee’s script and generally scorned the Confederate army. Lee had miscalculated: if he had entered the southeastern plantation districts of Maryland, he might have encountered a far warmer reception than he did in the Unionist northwest.34

To Longstreet’s exasperation, more miscalculations ensued. On September 9, while in Frederick, Lee issued Special Order No. 191. This plan for a northern raid directed Stonewall Jackson to capture the federal garrison at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, while Lee and Longstreet would proceed west through the South Mountain gaps to the vicinity of Boonsboro, Maryland, where they would await Jackson. Once the armies were reunited, they could forge on into Pennsylvania and dare McClellan to attack them on terrain chosen by Lee. Longstreet objected to this plan, maintaining that the Confederate army was “in no condition to divide in the enemy’s country” where the Yankees could “get information, in six or eight hours, of any movement we might make.” He preferred that the South concentrate its forces and recruit more men and supplies. But Lee, in what Longstreet would later call a “fatal error,” chose not to heed these objections.35

Lee was counting on McClellan to be hesitant in his pursuit, as had been his habit. But on September 13, as McClellan’s men camped on ground near Frederick that Confederates had just passed through, a Yankee corporal found a copy of Lee’s Special Order No. 191 lying in the grass. It was wrapped around three cigars and tucked into an envelope. This intelligence windfall might have permitted McClellan to catch the rebels in their own trap. But Lee moved decisively to neutralize the Federal advantage, ordering Longstreet and Major General D. H. Hill to focus on blocking the passes at South Mountain to buy time and prevent the Federals from relieving Harpers Ferry. Moreover, McClellan diminished some of his advantage by waiting until the morning of September 14 to send his columns forward. Nonetheless, the Federals prevailed in the fight for South Mountain that day, forcing Longstreet and Hill to fall back to the town of Sharpsburg, near the Antietam Creek. At day’s end, Confederate prospects seemed so poor that Lee considered calling off the campaign and returning to Virginia. Longstreet, for his part, felt that the “moral effect” of the Confederates’ move into Maryland—their bid to legitimate their cause and dispirit the Yankees—had been attenuated by their struggles at South Mountain.36

But daybreak on the 15th breathed new life into Lee’s proposed raid, as he learned that Jackson had secured the surrender of the garrison at Harpers Ferry and could thus join forces with him and Longstreet. The terrain on the west side of the Antietam Creek—a commanding plateau overlooking the creek valley—seemed to Lee to afford the Confederates a strong defensive position. So, he decided to make a stand, aware that until Jackson could reinforce him, his 19,000 men would confront a Federal force of more than 80,000. McClellan, meanwhile, plagued by his old indecisiveness, tarried in moving his troops through the South Mountain passes, and this delay enabled Jackson to arrive at the Antietam front, meaning Lee was outnumbered only two to one rather than four to one.37
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McClellan’s battle plan for the fateful day of September 17, 1862, called for serial attacks on the Confederate defensive position. Major General Joseph Hooker’s First Corps would strike first, at Jackson’s command, on Lee’s left, northernmost flank. Then Major General Ambrose Burnside would attack the Confederate’s southernmost right flank, forcing Lee to weaken his center to bolster the flanks. When these movements had pinned back the Confederates, the Union center would finish off Lee. For the Federals, the day began well: Hooker’s columns pushed Jackson’s brigades through the West Woods in furious fighting. But a timely counterattack by Major General John B. Hood’s troops stalled the North, compelling McClellan to send more men into the fray. The frenzied armies churned up a thirty-acre cornfield at the edge of the West Woods in some of the war’s most horrific combat.38

The Army of the Potomac’s Second Corps now weighed in, with one division joining the action on the Confederate left, at the Dunker Church, and two more attacking the Confederate center, along a sunken, rutted farm road that would go down in history as the “Bloody Lane.” The Confederates’ defensive position there was encircled by waves of Union attacks. But rather than sending in his reserve units to follow up on the momentum on the left and center of Lee’s line, McClellan held back these reinforcements, thus permitting the battle to shift to the south. Longstreet’s men, especially his old West Point friend and future confidant D. H. Hill, thwarted the Union assault; Longstreet, by all accounts, managed his lines expertly.39

In its third act, the battle moved to the Confederate right, where Longstreet’s command, this time with A. P. Hill in the starring role, would make another dramatic defensive stand and counterattack. Burnside was trying to take the stone bridge crossing the Antietam Creek, but the bluffs on its west bank gave the outnumbered Confederates a strong vantage point for blunting repeated Union frontal assaults. “Brigadier-General [Robert] Toombs held the bridge and defended it most gallantly, driving back repeated attacks, and only yielded it after the forces brought against him became overwhelming,” Longstreet recounted. After hours of ferocious fighting, just as Burnside’s men seemed to have sealed a victory, Hill’s reinforcements arrived from Harpers Ferry and struck back, enabling the Confederates to recover their lost ground. “Before it was entirely dark, the 100,000 men that had been threatening our destruction for twelve hours had melted away into a few stragglers,” Longstreet wrote—with some literary flair and hyperbole—in his official report. The battle ended in a tactical draw, with the two armies having each suffered roughly 12,000 casualties and scarcely shifted the positions they had assumed at the battle’s outset. Rather than withdrawing his troops across the Potomac and back into Virginia on the night of the 17th, Lee chose to stand his ground and dared McClellan to renew the contest. The Union general chose not to risk a new attack, and the Confederates executed an orderly retreat, on their own terms, after dusk on the 18th.40

Capturing both the horror and exhilaration of combat, Confederate staff officer Osmun Latrobe described Antietam in his September 17 diary entry as a “terrible battle, slaughter heavy on both sides” and also as “a long, exciting, amazing day.” In Latrobe’s view, Longstreet had comported himself “like a man god” as the fighting raged; Latrobe recounted a “special deed of bravery” in which Longstreet dismounted his horse and manned an artillery battery against Burnside “with such tremendous effect that the Federal advance was checked.” The battle affirmed Longstreet’s reputation, in Lee’s eyes, as a consummate combat leader. Lee dubbed Longstreet his trusted “old warhorse,” and the Confederacy formalized Lee’s informal designation of two commands into two official corps under Longstreet and Jackson, with each man promoted to lieutenant general.41

Antietam further strengthened Longstreet’s belief in the tactical defensive; “he preferred the counterstrike to the attack,” as Jeffry Wert puts it. Historians have carefully analyzed an October 6 letter Longstreet sent to Joseph Johnston from Winchester, Virginia (where the Army of Northern Virginia was rehabilitating after the battle), for insights into his relationships with both Johnston and Lee. Had Longstreet’s allegiance to Johnston—whose defensive mindset he shared—superseded his allegiance to the more aggressive Lee? In the letter, Longstreet flattered Johnston, telling him that he was still the army’s favorite. Attuned to rumors that Johnston would soon assume command of Confederate forces in the West, Longstreet also offered to go west in his place, ostensibly to protect Johnston, still recuperating from his Seven Pines wound, from hardships. Wert has argued persuasively that Longstreet held both Johnston and Lee in high regard at this stage and was not signaling any discontent with the latter. But one can also see in this letter Longstreet’s taste for and growing skill at ingratiation and back-channel politicking. He insinuates that he would have confided more deeply in Johnston if he could. “T’would do my heart a great deal of good to have one good talk with you,” Longstreet related, adding, “Cant always write what we would like to say.” Longstreet professed his regard for the fire-eating secessionist and Confederate senator Louis T. Wigfall of Texas, a strong promoter of Johnston’s and an outspoken critic of Jefferson Davis’s conduct of the war; Longstreet told Johnston he relished the chance to advance the career of Wigfall’s son, Francis, who had joined the Confederate army.42

Perhaps the most revealing aspect of Longstreet’s October 6 letter was its assessment of Confederate morale. In his postwar memoir, with the benefit of hindsight, Longstreet would take the Confederacy, not the Union, to task for hubris at Antietam. The “Army of Northern Virginia should have held in profound respect its formidable adversary”; instead, “the hallucination that McClellan was not capable of serious work seemed to pervade our army,” he reflected. But in the moment, in the fall of 1862, Longstreet shared in the defiant confidence and optimism of Lee and his men. “We are now beginning to feel like gamecocks again,” Longstreet reassured Johnston, “and some begin [to] wish for the chance to convince the Yankees that Sharpsburg is but a trifle to what they can do.” That chance would soon come at Fredericksburg, Virginia.43




IX

In early November Lincoln replaced McClellan with Major General Ambrose E. Burnside. As Moxley Sorrel of Longstreet’s staff saw it, even though Burnside had “conspicuously failed at Sharpsburg,” the president turned to him because at least Burnside “could and would fight, even if he did not know how, and after ‘Little Mac,’ this was what Mr. Lincoln was trying for.” Sorrel’s assessment was astute. After turning back Lee at Antietam, McClellan had squandered much of the fall, allowing Lee to position himself favorably between the Federal army and Richmond. Burnside hoped to avoid McClellan’s flaws and his fate, and sought to move the Army of the Potomac, 120,000 men strong, with alacrity across the Rappahannock River to seize Fredericksburg and thus clear the way for a new push southward to Richmond. The Federal army reached the outskirts of Fredericksburg by November 17, but the pontoon bridges they needed to cross the river did not arrive until a week later, and this logistical delay gave Lee time to concentrate forces to defend the city, fortifying the high ground at Marye’s Heights. Longstreet established extensive field fortifications, taking full advantage of the terrain features: “He ordered the construction of trenches for his infantry, pits for his cannon, and placed abatis in front of the works as well as in the flat fields that lay between the town’s edge and his positions,” the military historian Harold M. Knudsen explains. (Abatis were field fortifications of felled trees.) Longstreet’s meticulous preparation would succeed in minimizing his own casualties.44

As Federal artillery massed on Stafford Heights, across the river from the Confederate defenses, and Longstreet’s men dug in, perfecting their earthworks, most of Fredericksburg’s civilians evacuated their homes and took to the road as refugees in anticipation of a shattering clash. The Union army’s odds of success worsened each day, as Lee bolstered his forces; nevertheless, Burnside was determined to act boldly and sent a division across pontoon bridges and right through Fredericksburg in order to drive Longstreet’s men off the high ground. On December 11, 150 Federal artillery guns on Stafford Heights blazed away at Fredericksburg for two hours, reducing many blocks to rubble. Civilians sought safety in basements and cellars or fled in a panic as advance Union assault parties began entering Fredericksburg and ransacking the city.45
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