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Cadmus Marcellus Wilcox, late in the war.
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INTRODUCTION


The story of a Confederate general with the then-fashionable Romanesque name of Cadmus Marcellus Wilcox does not deal with some great Civil War leader. He was merely one of Robert E. Lee’s nine infantry division commanders, and hardly the most distinguished. In the massive volume of information about that war, why then should the experiences of Wilcox demand any particular attention?


The answer lies in the personal perspective Wilcox provides on how the conflict tragically redirected the lives of some of its more reluctant participants. Wilcox was one of those Southern officers who had been to West Point, done well in the Mexican War, and had a promising career in the regular U.S. Army when, to his chagrin, he found himself being swept up in what was being regarded by his government as an armed rebellion. Leaving the “old army” to go with the Confederacy was, in Wilcox’s case, a particularly difficult and wrenching step, because few officers were as universally popular as he or, for that matter, progressing as well. He had been abroad to study the European armies and had written a highly regarded work on military science. While still in his twenties, he had been assigned to the military academy to teach infantry tactics.


From a familiar life of commanding seasoned regulars at established posts, he had to adjust abruptly to a ragtag army of volunteers, composed of men whose social background made taking orders offensive and, to their eyes, discretionary. Somehow he had to quickly prepare them for the battlefield, an arena he was one of the few to have entered.


Wilcox did his work well, and the Alabama brigade he shaped became one of the Army of Northern Virginia’s strongest units, contributing significantly to the victories at Gaines’ Mill, Second Manassas, and Salem Church.


Through Wilcox, the professional soldier, we are able to see how in a newly forming army in which promotion came with dizzying rapidity, even the most dutiful officer could become greedy for further advancement and jealous of any junior passing him. His later difficulties in command of an entire division underscore the reality that only so much could be demanded of a man who had been but a captain before the war and was now clearly being pushed by necessity to the very limit of his capacity for command.


In Wilcox’s forlorn foray into Mexico after the surrender at Appomattox to seek a place in Emperor Maximilian’s French army, we can sense his desperation to somehow continue using the only skill he had acquired—the practice of arms. And in his personal ruin—a fall so pronounced that he, in middle age and as a former major general, had to accept work as a lowly messenger in the U.S. Senate fourteen years after the war—we can appreciate the plight of so many Southern leaders after the war.


But while Cadmus Wilcox shared much in common with the 305 other West Point graduates who sided with the Confederacy, he had his own private concerns and distractions to deal with throughout the conflict and afterward.1 First and foremost was his constant worry about the welfare of his cherished sister-in-law and her two small children in far-off Texas after the sudden death of Cadmus’s brother, Confederate congressman John A. Wilcox, in Richmond. The lifelong bachelor’s solicitude for the family—to whom he was Uncle Cad—precluded his accepting lucrative positions abroad that would require lengthy separation.


The widow to whom he dedicated himself, even if unable to materially assist her, was the former Mary Emily Donelson, a gifted linguist and musician who provided a classic example of the family schisms the war created. She was born and raised in the White House, her father, Andrew J. Donelson, having served as Andrew Jackson’s confidential secretary and advisor while her mother, Emily Donelson, fulfilled the social role of first lady for the president, a widower. Whereas Andrew Donelson staunchly opposed the secession movement and the break up of the Union, Mary Emily’s brother and uncle became Rebel army officers.


Aside from the historic perspective Cadmus Wilcox provides, analysis reveals him as a very human, personable individual possessed of a wry, dry humor that is often charming; what seems to be a touch of hypochondria, given the list of exotic ailments his letters catalogue; and a rather picturesque taste in military attire. (Although he was sometimes ornately uniformed, in the field he usually wore a battered straw hat and a short, round jacket and rode a white pony, carrying a long hickory switch as a crop.)


While not performing whatever menial work was necessary for his livelihood in the postwar years, Wilcox began compiling a detailed history of the long-ago Mexican War in which, as a spirited lieutenant, he had had a conspicuous part. The book, edited by his niece and published shortly after his death, stood for decades as the definitive work. In it, Wilcox almost always alluded to the event that subsequently divided his host of army friends as “the late war,” never the Civil War or anything as repugnant to him as the War of the Rebellion.


Throughout his years in Washington, Wilcox’s social life was confined mainly to old army friends, both Northern and Southern, especially the Aztec Club, an association of army officers he cofounded in Mexico City in 1847 and that was reactivated shortly after the Civil War. The meetings of this exclusive society brought together an unlikely assemblage of figures that might include, on any occasion, U. S. Grant and Joseph E. Johnston, William T. Sherman and P. G. T. Beauregard.


A final poignant reunion came after Wilcox’s death from an accidental fall in 1890, when three former Confederate generals and three U.S. Army generals served as pallbearers at his funeral. Virginian Harry Heth, one of Wilcox’s closest longtime friends, said of the man who had served all the way from Manassas to Appomattox conscientiously, if not spectacularly, that “he did his whole duty.”2


The man depicted in this study was revealed mainly in the letters that Wilcox, an active correspondent, wrote to relatives and army associates over the years, often indiscreetly. These letters are now housed in libraries and archives around the country, from the Library of Congress to the University of North Carolina. Wilcox’s image is enhanced by the voluminous papers of the remarkable family to which he became so much attached, the Donelsons of Tennessee.


As one traces Cadmus Wilcox’s experiences before, during, and after the war, one comes to realize the personal destruction the conflict was able to inflict on those never touched by a bullet, and how for some, the punishment for their involvement would never end.














CHAPTER ONE


Conquering a Peace


As Cadmus Marcellus Wilcox, fresh from West Point, crossed the Rio Grande and made his way across the rugged, arid Mexican landscape to reach the 4th Infantry at Monterey, the twenty-two-year-old brevet second lieutenant had the concern of many young soldiers who had not yet been in combat—that the fighting might be over before he saw action.


Approaching his exotic destination, he could observe, as did another new arrival, how “the whitewashed walls and the flat-roofed houses, half hid by the dark green foliage of the palm, the orange and the cactus, with the picturesque towers and Moorish domes of the Cathedral, the chapel and convents, gave it more the appearance of an Oriental city than one of the New World.”1


But Wilcox probably was more concerned with launching his first tour of active duty in impressive fashion than in noting the charms of his hardly warlike surroundings. “There seemed to be an impression that the war would terminate with the battle of Monterey and all who had seen field service, especially if they had been in battle, were regarded with high favor,” Wilcox later recalled.


He thought it fortunate that the three messmates he joined when he reported for duty on October 23, 1846, in his new but already dusty regulation blue uniform with high, visored hat, “had been with the army at Corpus Christi, on the march to the Rio Grande and in the battles of Palo Alto, Resaca de la Palma and Monterey.” They were Sidney Smith of Virginia, Jenks Berman of Vermont, and Ulysses S. Grant of Ohio.2
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Cadmus Marcellus Wilcox, as a U.S. Army lieutenant in 1847.
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The eager young subaltern from Memphis was particularly drawn to Grant, who had come out of the military academy two years before Wilcox. The two remained friends for life. Wilcox’s initial impressions of Grant, who was called Sam, were that he was “quiet, plain and unobtrusive, of good common sense, with no pretension to genius or, as believed at that time, to a high order of talent but much esteemed among his immediate associates for kindly disposition and many excellent qualities.”3
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Lt. Gen. Thomas J. Jackson, another of Wilcox’s distinguished classmates.
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Lieutenant Wilcox, described at this time as “wiry, well-formed, dark complexioned” with “eyes as piercing as an eagle’s,” had come to Mexico with his academy class of 1846 almost en masse. No one in the group “had so many friends and was so universally esteemed” as Wilcox, with his “joyous, kindly nature.” So exuberant a cadet had he been, in fact, that he ranked 186th in demerits among the 213 cadets at the academy the year he graduated.4


Wilcox had graduated fifty-fourth in his class. With him in Mexico were George E. Pickett of Virginia, who had finished fifty-ninth and last that year; Wilcox’s brilliant friend George B. McClellan of Pennsylvania, who had graduated at the age of nineteen; the gawky, peculiar Virginian Thomas J. Jackson; Jesse Reno; and Darius Couch—all out to make their marks.


After graduation, Wilcox had had a brief furlough and traveled home in company with three classmates, one of whom was “Old Jack,” as the cadets called their cold, undemonstrative classmate from Virginia. On their trip, Cadmus caught a glimpse of Jackson that he never revealed again. But it was one that provided the playful Wilcox with grounds for extortion if he chose.


The four had stopped over in Washington and took a room together just under the roof of Brown’s Hotel. Wilcox was invited to spend the evening with Secretary of War William Marcy, a former governor of New York. How the invitation came about isn’t clear, but Wilcox did not return from his engagement until 1 A.M. As he told the story to a friend:




The door was locked, and the sounds of boisterous revelry were roaring within. For some time, he demanded entrance in vain, and when at last admitted found ‘High Jinks’ were enacting there. Poor Archie [Botts] in his fine new uniform, lay slumbering upon a bed, while Dominie [Wilson] and ‘Old Jack,’ with only one garment, were singing with stunning effect ‘Benny Hahns’ Oh,’ and executing a barefooted back-step in time to the music. Each composed his own poetry, in tones which resounded through the house and over the Avenue, until the proprietor sent his compliments and a demand for quiet.


This was Old Jack’s first and last frolic, to which in years long after his fame had filled the world he dimly alluded when he said he was too fond of liquor to trust himself to drink it.5





It was memories such as this that made it difficult for the West Pointers to regard one another in the same way the men in the ranks looked upon their officers. They could see through every affectation and abruptly bring down even the most pompous by merely asking, “Do you remember the time when . . . ?” Perhaps it was their awareness of this vulnerability that led so many to keep their relations with men they had known since boyhood formal and reserved; the man who later became known as “Stonewall” Jackson was a prime example.
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Now in Mexico, filled with nervous energy, Wilcox wasted little time in establishing himself with Gen. Winfield Scott’s army. He was promoted to second lieutenant in the 7th Infantry on February 16, 1847, and was conspicuous at the battles of Vera Cruz, Cerro Gordo, and the advance on the City of Mexico.


In July, much to Wilcox’s surprise and delight, he was invited by Maj. Gen. John A. Quitman, a political general from Mississippi, to join his staff as an aide-de-camp. It was a high honor for an ambitious junior officer so newly commissioned.


Under the eye of the division commander at Chapultepec, the lofty fortress guarding the approach to the capital, Wilcox and two other young officers daringly mounted the scaffold of the Belen gate to raise the Palmetto flag of a South Carolina unit and signal to the army the capture of that key entry point. Such heroics naturally began to attract heavy fire from the Mexicans, and General Quitman, mounted below, soon called up to Wilcox and the others, “That will do, get down.”


“I jumped from the scaffold instantly,” Wilcox wrote, “and as I reached the ground was considerably shocked, almost turned around by a musket ball striking a pistol at my left side, worn under the sash and sword belt. The ball flattened itself, fell to the ground and was picked up.”6 It was a perilously earned souvenir, but Wilcox’s fiery dash at Chapultepec won him a brevet first lieutenancy for gallantry.


If he was pleased with his own performance thus far in his first exposure to warfare, he was also extremely proud of the skill displayed by the other West Pointers taking part, particularly members of his outstanding class. But one officer he encountered in Mexico whom he regarded with absolute awe was a forty-one-year-old captain of engineers, Robert E. Lee. Wilcox first made his acquaintance at the siege of Vera Cruz, later recalling: “I was much impressed with his fine appearance, either on horse or on foot. Then he was in full manly vigor, and the handsomest man in the army.”


Whether it was making roads over difficult terrain to get the army in better position, situating batteries, or undertaking night reconnaissance, Lee’s indefatigable enterprise was contributing to victory after victory, at Cerro Gordo, Contreras, Churubusco, and Chapultepec, and made the achievements of his fellow officers appear trivial. Lee’s later prominence came as no surprise to Wilcox. “His success, great as it was, was only what had been anticipated,” he observed after his close exposure to Lee in Mexico.7


To Wilcox, the Mexican War was a noble war and not one carried out mainly for expansionistic purposes, as many believed. “Responding to their country’s call in the hour of danger, and commissioned by her to ‘conquer a peace,’ ” he wrote of the men who took part, “they waged a contest unique in American and unparalleled in historic annals. The only war in which the United States forces ever invaded an enemy’s country, occupied its capital and held its territory by right of conquest, it is also the only one ever undertaken by a nation to ‘conquer a peace’ and in which the material advantages gained by the victors were counterbalanced by the political, commercial and educational benefits accruing to the vanquished.”


He maintained that the conflict with Mexico engendered “a national prestige inspiring confidence at home and respect abroad. Its momentum generated a force which flashing forth in 1861, removed the blot of slavery from the national escutcheon and is not yet spent.”8 It was an odd connection to make, the Mexican War and the antislavery movement, but Wilcox ascribed myriad benefits to the success there beyond territorial.


Once the fighting had stopped and Wilcox became part of an army of occupation in the City of Mexico, the campaign was a very pleasant experience for the young officer. Although destined to be a lifelong bachelor, he had an appreciative eye for the ladies. He was duly impressed with the peerless climate of the Mexican capital, its tree-bordered promenades, the theaters, and the bullfights, but also found the “dark eyed señoritas and voluptuous señoras had many alluring attractions.”9


At times, Wilcox was clearly appalled by the actions and behavior of the triumphant army, and he was frustrated by the difficulty of managing volunteer troops that have been given a measure of freedom. “Soldiers commit many grave offenses, not cognizable by the rules and articles of war, for which in their own country they would be tried by the civil courts but if committed in a foreign land there is no tribunal before which they can be brought.”10


To provide themselves with a social gathering place, a group of idle officers of the occupying army decided to form a society that would make its “clubhouse” the mansion of Señor Boca Negra, the former Mexican minister to the United States, on the Street of the Silversmiths. It began as an affordable dining club for members and their guests, but soon it became a place for the officers to drink liquor, smoke cigars, gamble at cards, and otherwise consume their off-duty time while they waited to be withdrawn. When, years later, Confederate general A. P. Hill was asked if he knew personally the Union general confronting him, Ambrose Burnside, he replied, “Ought to, he owes me $8,000.” Burnside was known to be as unlucky at the card table as he was on the battlefield, and one might speculate that the Aztec Club may have been where he incurred such an astronomical debt.11


The original 160 members of the Aztec Club included McClellan, P. G. T. Beauregard, Joseph Hooker, Joseph E. Johnston, Philip Kearny, John B. Magruder, George Sykes, and dozens of others who became prominent on one side or the other in a civil war only fourteen years distant. It was at the Aztec Club more than at the regulated West Point that the officers got to know one another well, sorting the brash from the timid, the quick-witted from the slow, the heavy drinkers from the abstinent. The convivial Wilcox was one of the cofounders. The men little imagined that the organization they established with mock formality on October 13, 1847, would still be active long after they were all gone and would be as valued by those who belonged as membership in the highest military order.


The easy life in slow, sunny Mexico came to a close in 1848, when the officers of the army of occupation began receiving new assignments back in the States. For Wilcox it meant garrison duty at Jefferson Barracks outside St. Louis, where he was happy to find he would again have the companionship of Sam Grant. He would also be serving with James Longstreet of South Carolina, whom they called “Pete” or “Dutch”; George Pickett; and several others he knew from either Mexico or West Point.


It was an uneventful period in which the proud, young officers could enjoy the laurels they had earned in Mexico. Time could be spent innocently in such activities as watching Grant’s remarkable displays of horsemanship astride mounts others wouldn’t dare approach or taking advantage of the opportunities for dissipation in lively St. Louis for those so disposed.


It was probably during this period that Wilcox found himself one day officiating at a christening with his friend and classmate D. N. Couch of New York. When Cadmus Marcellus Wilcox and Darius Narcissus Couch identified themselves for the minister performing the ceremony, he was taken aback. In fact, according to someone who heard of the incident from Cadmus, “it is said that when these sonorous designations reached the parson’s ear he almost dropped the baby in round-eyed astonishment.”12


A memorable occasion during this tour was the long-postponed marriage of Grant to Julia Dent, a cousin of Longstreet’s and the daughter of a prominent slave-holding farmer in the area. Grant had become engaged during his and Longstreet’s initial service at Jefferson Barracks before being sent to Mexico. Longstreet, who had introduced the couple to one another, was entitled to be a groomsman at the wedding, and Wilcox was asked by his former messmate to be another attendant. Until Appomattox, seventeen years later, it may have been the last time the three officers were together, for in 1849 Wilcox was ordered to Florida for service in the Seminole War, and Grant and Longstreet were dispatched in other directions. The three men shared an uneven relationship, however. While Grant was fond of both Wilcox and Longstreet and they of him, the two Southerners, for whatever reason, grew to dislike one another intensely. They came together often in the course of their lives, in various settings, but their mutual disdain never diminished.
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On August 24, 1851, Wilcox, now with the 7th Infantry in Corpus Christi, Texas, was promoted to first lieutenant. In a small regular army in which even someone like Robert E. Lee could remain in grade as a lieutenant for eleven years and a captain for nine, Wilcox, just five years out of West Point, could look upon his career as proceeding well enough, though his current posting was a dull assignment.


Although Wilcox sometimes may have thought otherwise, he had not been forgotten in distant Texas by the army brass in Washington. On November 22, 1852, orders came for Wilcox to report to the U.S. Military Academy to serve as an assistant instructor of infantry tactics. The appointment coincided with that of now Brevet Colonel Lee as superintendent of the academy and brought Wilcox in close touch with the officer he so admired and who could presumably help his advancement, if indeed Lee had not already had a hand in Cadmus’s receiving the choice faculty assignment at the rather young age of twenty-eight.13


During Lee’s administration, the course of study was extended to five years, and several physical improvements were made to the academy and its surroundings, including a new wharf down by the majestic Hudson and construction of a spacious riding hall. Mainly, however, Lee concentrated on tightening cadet discipline at West Point, an effort in which Lieutenant Wilcox was an eager supporter.


After being named acting commandant—the number-two rank at the academy—Wilcox had charge of discipline and administration of the entire battalion of cadets for a while and demonstrated his authority in sometimes strange ways. He became part of the lore of the institution by his nocturnal practice of attaching rubber soles to his shoes to silently descend upon cadets smoking in their quarters, a common infraction. So notorious did Wilcox become with his stealth that a ditty was composed:




“I hear the old rascal upon the stairs;


In spite of his rubbers, I hear him there.


He stole! He stole!


He stole my pipe away!”14





Whether this could be counted as a form of amusement for the usually congenial Wilcox or he was playing the martinet with the plebes is unclear. As a regular army officer of six years’ active duty who had already been in two wars and had a brevet for gallantry to his credit, some posturing may have been expected.


In May 1853, Wilcox wrote his family that all was going well for him at the academy, though one thing was bothering him, particularly because he was still such a young man: He was losing his hair.15


For most of the faculty members, the period at the academy between the Mexican and Civil Wars was one of the most pleasant times of their careers. A few years of active service had given them a chance to shed much of the rigid formality instilled during their own cadet days and they were able to relax and enjoy themselves when away from their classrooms. In fact, every time some new faculty member arrived whom they may have known from some prior service it was reason enough “to start the champagne corks popping.”16


During the five years that Wilcox was at the academy, a procession of cadets came under his instruction, including a tall, rawboned youth from Kentucky named John Bell Hood, hardly a scholar; a not very good-looking boy from Virginia who went by the initials J. E. B. Stuart but whom his classmates facetiously had nicknamed “Beauty” Stuart; a bright Georgian by the name of Edward Porter Alexander who was appointed to the engineering faculty immediately upon his graduation; and a tough, dark-eyed, olive-skinned North Carolinian named William D. Pender, whom everyone called Dorsey.


To all these cadets, Wilcox, a seasoned veteran who had been to Mexico and on the frontier, was disciplinarian and mentor. An articulate, authoritative instructor who could reinforce his points by citing his personal observations in the field, he was at a level of knowledge and experience far beyond their own, and they jumped to their feet when he addressed them in class.


In 1856, Wilcox was superseded as commandant by Lt. Col. William J. Hardee, a Georgian who had recently finished a text entitled Rifle and Light Infantry Tactics, which would be broadly adopted. Perhaps Hardee’s work inspired Wilcox to try to further his own career by making a literary contribution to military science, or maybe it was envy that his friend George B. McClellan was getting so much attention for his accounts of the Crimean War after being sent abroad by the secretary of war as an observer. But a year after Hardee’s arrival at the academy, Wilcox took the bold step of requesting a yearlong leave of absence in order to go to Europe to study the methods of warfare being employed in the Old World.


Officially, Wilcox was granted leave on November 12, 1857, by the adjutant general’s office for reasons of health, but he was given permission to spend the time in Europe, which would indicate that part of the therapy he needed was a change of routine and scene.17


Whatever the nature of his ailment, it was not debilitating enough to inhibit his voyaging to Dieppe and traveling on to Paris and other points. Wilcox dutifully reported his exact whereabouts to Washington every month. Though he no doubt enjoyed seeing the French capital, his professional interest was mainly in the army school at Vincennes, where he observed carefully the rifle instruction methods developed there. While abroad, he undertook a translation of a book on Austrian evolutions of the line and compiled a “Tabular Statement of the Composition of the French Army on a War Footing” drawn from the most recent official documents. (Wilcox, after some exposure at West Point, apparently had become quite proficient in French.) In his sea chest when he finally returned early in 1859 were a number of excellent French military works.18


On his return, Wilcox published a major work called Rifles and Rifle Practice: An Elementary Treatise upon the Theory of Rifle Firing, Explaining the Causes of Inaccuracy of Fire and the Manner of Correcting It. The study was the first of its kind and was considered so valuable that the War Department ordered 1,000 copies for distribution throughout the army. It also became a standard text at West Point.19


In his work, Wilcox demonstrated an extraordinary grasp of infantry tactics and was almost prophetic in describing how developments in the design of army rifles and ammunition, including the ringed minié ball, were going to revolutionize the conduct of warfare. He provided an accurate preview of what the fighting would be like when the American Civil War broke out two years later:




The increased range and accuracy of the rifle, and the confidence with which it must inspire the soldier, will cause the fire of infantry to be far more destructive that formerly, and every enemy killed or wounded will no longer cost his weight in lead (or ten times his weight in iron, when killed by artillery).


Fields of battle will be more extended than formerly. There will be more difficulty in estimating the variety and number of the adversary; more difficulty in properly placing troops on the field, and directing their movements. Keeping them together, holding them well in hand so as mutually to protect and sustain each other will, in future, require the greatest care. As fields of battle will cover more ground than formerly, new tactical means to obviate the disadvantages resulting from this will be required; that continuity of lines required by tactics will no longer be necessary.





One can only wonder how much of what he had written came back to Wilcox a few years later at Gettysburg when he found himself on an exterior offensive line that extended more than seven miles.


Whereas infantry could once approach to within 300 yards of an enemy line without experiencing much loss, Wilcox pointed out, with the modern rifle fire is destructive at up to 1,200 yards and, when well directed, it becomes irresistible at 600 yards.


Wilcox’s primary tactical advice was that “to shelter troops from the enemy’s fire as long as possible without being too far distant, and to hold them well in hand, will probably be the best rule to observe.”20


If making a contribution to military science was really the primary purpose of his unusually long leave, Wilcox had succeeded in making an impression on the army’s high command, and a year after his return, he was promoted to captain and appeared to be well established in the officer corps.
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Wilcox’s prowess was particularly impressive in light of his background. His Connecticut Yankee father, Reuben Wilcox, a merchant, had relocated to Wayne County, North Carolina, where Cadmus was born on May 29, 1825, the second of four children. When he was two, the family moved to Tipton County, Tennessee. A few years later, Reuben died unexpectedly, leaving three small sons and a daughter for his wife, the former Sarah Garland, to raise on her own. Somehow she managed to send Cadmus to the University of Nashville, which he was attending when an appointment came for a cost-free education at the U.S. Military Academy, and he quickly altered his course.21


At about the same time, Cadmus’s older brother, John A. Wilcox, who had been reading law with a local attorney, also left home, crossing the state line to start his own practice at Aberdeen, Mississippi, before he was even twenty-one years old. He soon became active politically in that state and was elected clerk of the state senate. When the Mexican War broke out, John went off with Col. Jefferson Davis as a lieutenant in the 1st Mississippi Rifles, a regiment of volunteers who wore black slouch hats and red shirts outside their white duck pants. They were armed with Windsor rifles and carried eighteen-inch Bowie knives. John advanced to adjutant then lieutenant colonel of the unit that had gained fame at the battle of Buena Vista, and eventually he succeeded Davis in command of “Davis’ Red Shirts.” Forevermore, John Wilcox would be known as Colonel Wilcox, an appellation that surely must have galled his lower-ranking, West Point-trained younger brother.22


Moving in totally different directions, the Wilcox boys were doing very well for themselves, though in Cadmus’s case the demands of a military career required that he exhibit a great deal of adaptability. When he returned to the army, it was to garrison duty at Fort Columbus in New York Harbor, a place where he spent a melancholy Christmas in 1859. Of the life of a professional soldier, he wrote at the time, “I have no home and the sad truth is brought vividly to my mind just at this particular season of the year.”


Though without either a mother or father now, Cadmus noted “I believe I have some good friends,” and tried to content himself with that.23


After he had enjoyed the refinement of European capitals and the cosmopolitan ambience of New York City for some years, the army abruptly brought Wilcox back to the realities of the life he had chosen by sending him off to frontier duty against the Navajo in New Mexico in 1860.


Before leaving, however, Wilcox had a very pleasant social responsibility to fulfill. He had been invited by his close friend, George B. McClellan, to serve as senior groomsman at his wedding in May 1860 in New York. McClellan, out of the army now and a successful railroad executive, was marrying the popular Ellen Mary Marcy, adored by many young officers, particularly Ambrose Powell Hill of Virginia, who was also to be a groomsman. Miss Nelly was the daughter of Maj. Randolph B. Marcy, a career officer. Wilcox later wrote, “I know his [McClellan’s] wife and her mother and father well, they were my most intimate friends in the old army.”24


At Fort Fillmore, near La Mesilla, in the vast, open stretches of the Southwest, Wilcox busied himself (to the amusement and guffaws of the enlisted men, no doubt) in mastering a revolutionary new method of field communication. This was the wigwag flag signaling system, introduced by Maj. Albert J. Myer, and Wilcox was among the first officers in the army to learn it.25 Wilcox was not one to idle away his time. However dull his posting, he always found ways to improve himself professionally and advance. He must advance.
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Gen. and Mrs. George B. McClellan, at whose New York wedding Wilcox was senior groomsman.
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At a time when Wilcox’s career could not have been progressing more enviably, and when he must have felt assured of his future in the army, alarming reports began arriving belatedly at his and other distant frontier posts of the worsening political situation back in the States that was threatening to break up the Federal Union. Having been so recently stationed in New York City, he had a sense of the mood in Yankeedom toward the South and the concern there over the direction affairs were moving on questions ranging from slavery to secession.


Now a momentous decision was rapidly approaching for Wilcox and the 165 other academy graduates from the Southern states then on duty with the Regular army. For the few who were politically active and felt strongly the grievances of their section, their course was clear. Most, however, were far removed from the controversies and were doing little to promote or discourage disunion beyond engaging in quarrels at the officers’ mess. With time, ties to home states had become more and more tenuous. It is doubtful that Wilcox had returned to Tennessee more than a few times in the twenty years he had been in the military; now he regarded the army as his home.


Richard S. Ewell, a captain of dragoons at the time, explained the prevailing attitude among the Regular army officers this way:




Every one here is on the tenter hooks of impatience to know what the Southern States will do. . . . Officers generally are very much averse to any thing like civil war, though some of the younger ones are a little warlike. The truth is in the army there are no sectional feelings and many from extreme ends of the Union are the most intimate friends.26





The career consequences of taking sides in the looming conflict, which they all were under enormous pressure to do, were almost imponderable. To leave the army meant giving up the investment of years of service and hard-earned advancement, pensions, and security. As Ewell, sweating out developments at a post in the Southwest, put it to a member of his family, “I look to the business with particular dread because every cent I have in the world may be lost in the distress and trouble of civil war.”27


A newly forming Confederate army might offer the immediate promise of lofty rank, but what sort of an amateurish military force would they be directing? Taking up arms against the government of the United States was a chilling prospect, and what would become of them as commissioned officers if the struggle for Southern independence should fail?


Wilcox, though opposed to the institution of slavery, nonetheless supported the secession movement, but it is not clear if that alone dictated his decision. He could have gotten little guidance from his fellow officers, because he had as many Northern friends who would stand firmly with the Federal government as he had chums from Dixie who were merely waiting for the appropriate moment to “go South.” Though his classmate John Gibbon of North Carolina sensed such an obligation to the Union that he remained in the U.S. Army while three brothers enlisted in Confederate units, the sentiments of Wilcox’s family and the thought of having to stand against his own kin if Tennessee left the Union were probably the strongest factors in his decision, as they were for so many others whose most fervent wish was that the issues could be resolved before they had to make a choice.


Wilcox’s one hope was that the Federal government would simply permit the seceding states to leave the Union and not use force to bring them back. The man whose opinion he apparently valued most was his friend George B. McClellan, and when he contacted him on the subject, McClellan told him candidly to “stick to the Union to the last for it is both right and politic.”28


Wilcox’s moment of decision came on June 8, 1861, the day after mail reached the remote Fort Fillmore from San Antonio with the news that North Carolina, the state where Cadmus was born, and Tennessee, where he was raised, had seceded. At the same time, he also received an order to report to Lt. Gen. Winfield Scott in Washington. Such a directive from the commanding general summoning him to the nation’s capital could only mean that Wilcox was to be placed in some very important position in the army. His career was suddenly at a crossroads, and Wilcox faced the most significant decision of his life. Washington was an ambitious officer’s most prestigious posting. How could he pass up such a reassignment? In the morning, after what must have been a night of anguish, Cadmus sat down and wrote the briefest of notes to the adjutant general in Washington—one sentence that would change the course of his life forever: “Sir, I have the honor herewith to tender the resignation of my commission in the Army of the United States.”29


For those leaving the service, such terse communications were more than a mere formality. By submitting them, the withdrawing officers believed they were relieving themselves of all obligations to the government and absolving themselves of the oaths of allegiance they had taken, in the event that any action was contemplated against them. But only the outcome of the fast-approaching war could really determine the validity of the Southern officers’ argument. If their side won, it would not be an issue, but if they should be on the losing side, they would have to wait and see how the government intended to treat them. In an emotional sense, it is difficult to imagine that any of these men felt that the attachment to the “old army,” its institutions, and the flag they had watched raised each day at one post or another could be so easily severed with the stroke of a pen.
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Before leaving Fort Fillmore, Wilcox carefully packed up his set of French military works and shipped the books to his brother John. Much had changed in the elder Wilcox’s life, too, since he had returned to Aberdeen, Mississippi, from Mexico as Colonel Wilcox. Now a familiar figure in the state, John decided to run for office and was elected to a seat in Congress in 1851 as a Union Whig, defeating the incumbent, Winfield Scott Featherston. His tenure in the House of Representatives, however, was brief. Failing to win reelection, Wilcox concluded that it was time for another change of scene, and in late 1853 he relocated once again, this time to Texas. He opened a law office in San Antonio, a lively town with a mixed English, Spanish, and Indian population still under 5,000 but growing rapidly with the influx of German and other immigrants. Reigniting his political career there, John was a presidential elector for the Know-Nothing party in 1856, but in 1858 he attended the state Democratic convention, returning to the fold. After the election of Lincoln in 1860, Wilcox, who had been lukewarm on disunion early on, became a delegate to the Texas secession convention and served on the committee that drew up the ordinance of secession. Now he was campaigning for a seat in the first Confederate Congress.30


Described as “a handsome, jovial fellow, popular with men, women and children,” he was said to have owed what political success he enjoyed to “his wit, humor . . . and to his personal magnetism.” A ready orator, he delighted listeners with his cleverly phrased anecdotes. But not everyone appreciated his style; one politico regarded John as “a man of low taste” disposed to mock “pious things.”31


The anguish that the Wilcox family felt over the nation’s dissolution stemmed from John A. Wilcox’s marriage into Tennessee’s renowned Donelson family. His wife was Mary Emily Donelson, whom he had married in Washington during his single term in Congress a decade earlier. She was the daughter of Andrew J. Donelson, a member of the West Point class of 1820 who had gained prominence not in the military but afterward in politics. A nephew of President Andrew Jackson, Donelson had long served as Jackson’s private secretary and trusted advisor.


When the widowed Jackson moved into the White House, he invited the wife of Andrew Donelson to serve as first lady, and though she was but twenty-one at the time, Emily Donelson’s high intelligence and training enabled her to quickly put things in order and cope admirably with her responsibilities, which included the management of a staff of eighteen servants. It was under these circumstances that Mary Emily Donelson was born in the White House on August 31, 1829, in a corner room facing Pennsylvania Avenue. Her christening took place in the East Room, with President Jackson and Martin Van Buren as godfathers. In addition to members of Congress and the cabinet and the diplomatic corps, the guests included a young lieutenant of engineers, Robert E. Lee, and his new bride, Mary Custis Lee, whose family estate was just across the Potomac at Arlington.32 Mary Emily grew up playing hide-and-seek in the rooms of various hues in the executive mansion and became the president’s little darling. He called her “the Sunshine of the White House,” and she accompanied him on numerous vacation trips. In a gesture of fondness, the president gave Mary Emily, when she was three, an eight-year-old mulatto slave named Emeline to serve as her personal attendant.33


Surrounded from birth by dignitaries, Mary Emily began at an early age to maintain a small, gold-adorned album, in which President Jackson made one of the first entries and to which Mr. Van Buren also contributed. Mary never forgot those years when her mother (who died tragically at the age of twenty-eight) was mistress of the president’s house, particularly the holiday seasons. She later wrote:




Through the mists of years I recalled a Merry Christmas in my childhood’s home long ago, and sweeter than music across still waters come memories of the blessed influences voicing in that historic mansion on that memorable occasion the glad tidings from Bethlehem: peace on earth, good will towards men.34





Mary’s older brother, Andrew J. Donelson, Jr., attended the military academy during the same time that Cadmus Wilcox was a cadet there, and they no doubt were well acquainted. Graduating second in the class of 1848, Andrew was appointed to the corps of engineers, the most coveted assignment. He went on to serve as an assistant instructor of practical military engineering at the academy from 1852 to 1858, during the period Wilcox was on the faculty there. Sadly, the young man’s brilliant military career ended with his death at Memphis on October 20, 1859 at the age of thirty-three.35


Mary Emily’s association with Washington did not terminate with Jackson’s presidency. After living for a time at Jackson’s Hermitage and attending Nashville Female Academy, she accompanied her father abroad in 1846 when he was appointed minister to the kingdom of Prussia by President James Polk. Only about seventeen years old when she left, Mary Emily used the opportunity for her cultural development to the fullest. During her nearly five years in Europe, she studied French, German, Spanish, and Italian, as well as music under the pianist and composer Kullak. Her travels and stays at various capitals on the Continent were filled with high adventure and memorable meetings with the famous. In Paris, she was in the audience at the Theatre Français when the renowned Rachel gave her first recitation of “La Marseillaise.” In Berlin, she witnessed a revolution in the streets. During a winter in Italy, her father’s position enabled her to meet Garibaldi, Pope Pius IX, and the king of Sardinia. In Madrid, she was presented to Queen Isabella.36


The young lady’s excitement about all she was experiencing bubbled over in her newsy letters to her other brother, John, at home in Memphis. From Frankfurt, she wrote: “We have made already a great many agreeable acquaintances & lead a much gayer life than we did in Berlin. The Rothschilds . . . and other Frankfurt grandies have been very polite to me & have invited us several times to tea.”37


But it was the museums and libraries of the Old World where she was most enraptured, and from Baden she wrote to John after examining some papers of Luther, “I always feel in a library as if standing amid the spirits of a thousand great and talented men whose legacies are the books around me.”38


When the Donelsons finally returned to America, it was to Washington, where in 1851 Mr. Donelson became editor of the “Union Signal,” the organ of the Democratic party. It was not until after 1856, when Donelson was the unsuccessful vice-presidential candidate on the Fillmore ticket, a defeat that effectively ended his political career, that he went back to Tennessee, but without Mary Emily. Shortly after her return to Washington, she had met Congressman John A. Wilcox at the Assembly Ball, and after the briefest of courtships, they were wed at the Donelson residence. The list of guests at the nuptials was dazzling and included Daniel Webster, General Winfield Scott, Stephen A. Douglas, and James Buchanan.39


Decades later, an undated newspaper article was found in Mary Emily’s scrapbook indicating that the marriage to John A. Wilcox was more her father’s choice than her own, and that her true love was a brother of President Polk’s with whom she was eloping when Andrew Donelson intervened. Without mentioning Mary Emily by name, the Washington letter described her as “a beautiful young lady, as pleasing in manners as she was attractive in person. She was conspicuous in society. Men prominent at that time were her escorts.”


According to the newspaper piece, Mr. Polk




fell in love with her, sought her hand in marriage and was accepted. He was a handsome man and possessed of more intelligence than his brother, who served as chief executive. The young lady’s father opposed the proposed match and urged his daughter to accept the attentions of a Texas congressman. The congressman pressed his suit and, though the young lady loved Polk, in respect to her father’s wishes she consented to marry him.





But Polk would not give up easily.




One afternoon while she remained alone at home, Polk called for her in a carriage, and she agreed to go with him to the residence of a minister, who lived on Capitol Hill. As the carriage containing the two was being driven along Pennsylvania Avenue, her father stood in front of the old National Hotel. He saw the two young people and, rushing to the street, stopped the horses. He ordered his daughter to alight, addressed a few emphatic words to her companion, and taking her arm hurried her into his home. In a short time her marriage to the Texas congressman was announced.40





The husband, the item noted, “was an unattractive man, and was possessed of a most violent temper. The marriage was not a happy one.” Who could possibly have been the source of such a detailed, intimate story if not Mr. Polk, or more likely, Mary Emily herself?


Only two years after her marriage, this worldly, sophisticated, and cultured young woman was taken by her husband to San Antonio, at the time the antithesis of refinement, where her two children were born, first Andrew on November 20, 1854, and then Mary Rachel, often called Molly, on November 14, 1857. Though living in distant Texas, Mary Emily’s attachment to the nation’s capital, the center of her own life for so many years, remained strong.
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