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“The real difficulty was, and will be again, to obtain an adequate number of good soldiers.”

—Maj. Gen. William T. Sherman

“War hath no fury like a non-combatant.”

—Charles Edward Montague

“Memory is the king of shadows. . . . How two people—three, four, a score of them—can witness the same moment yet have vastly different memories of it, thus throwing shadows over the absolute truth.”

—Robert McCammon, The King of Shadows
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Introduction


In Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Prince Hamlet asks Queen Gertrude for her opinion regarding a play actress’s extravagant performance. The queen replies, “The lady doth protest too much, methinks.” As with the Bard’s legendary drama, that iconic line is often used today to imply that someone who asserts or denies something with excessive vigor is often hiding all or at least part of the truth. Such was also the case for many Civil War–era Northern men of military age who exuberantly proclaimed their patriotic integrity at every public opportunity, yet always found reason not to enlist and fight in putting down the great rebellion.

The reasons for their reluctance—and the social culture behind them—offer fertile ground for exploration. For on the other hand, the American Civil War’s historiography examining why average Northern men left their homes and families to fight in the conflict is deep and rich. Chandra Manning’s What This Cruel War Was Over, James McPherson’s For Cause and Comrades, James Robertson Jr.’s Soldiers Blue and Gray, Gary Gallagher’s The Union War, and William Marvel’s Lincoln’s Mercenaries are but a few of the scholarly works that explained how patriotism, preserving the Union, boredom at home, pay, slavery’s abolition, and proving one’s manliness were some of the motivating factors for the approximate 33 to 40 percent of all White, military-age Northern men who fought for the Union in the Civil War. Those men participated in what was the largest military mobilization in US history. Of the approximately five million men who fell between the ages of eighteen and forty-five during the years from 1861 to 1865, those enlistment percentages included the 75,000 who initially served for only ninety days and the 640,000 enlistees who were still in the army at the end of 1861.1

Furthermore, the vast majority of Civil War books and documentaries produced after the guns fell silent depicted the four-year rebellion as one dominated by great battles and campaigns, famous generals, and well-known political figures. The modern casual reader and armchair general will often see a war portrayed as one of grand glory waged by two deeply devoted home fronts fighting in lockstep with their armies to obtain their respective visions of what their nation should be.

But what, then, of the North’s remaining 60 to 67 percent who made a carefully considered, conscious decision not to enlist or serve in some formal capacity? Did those other men throughout the North not feel the same patriotic impulses as their fellow citizens who rushed to the enlistment office? Did they not believe in the sanctity of the Union that was bequeathed to them by their revolutionary forefathers? Was freeing men held in chains under chattel slavery not a righteous moral crusade? The fact that the federal government felt compelled to threaten conscription in order to refill the Union armies’ ranks only a little more than a year into the war indicates that many did not. Patriotism, while wonderful in theory, had its apparent limits in reality.

Clearly, some men could not serve due to obvious reasons such as poor health. Others felt a higher duty to family or community, for example, maintaining their farms, owning businesses that employed many, or having substantial employment elsewhere. Newspaper editorials repeatedly urged farmers to stay home and produce food for the burgeoning army needs. Such necessary work was considered every bit as patriotic as shouldering a musket. Other men may have considered going off to war as an imposition on their economic lives and, by extension, a threat to their families’ financial security. Young men enrolled in college viewed enlisting as a threat to their academic life. Civil War volunteers were essentially farmers and shopkeepers with no prior bonds to or aspirations for military life.

Perhaps others knew in their heart that they were simply cowards (also commonly referred to then as “poltroons”) and in the antebellum and Civil War eras, there was no social stigma worse than being labeled a coward. Within the context of battle, what many soldiers yearned for was a simple “honorable wound” that would prove beyond a doubt that they were not a coward. The ideal “red badge of courage” would showcase their martial manhood to their friends and families back home but would not hinder their normal return to civilian life in the slightest. In this regard, Capt. Orlando M. Poe explained to his wife how he was a proponent of such wounds and held great respect for those men who bore them. As for himself, Poe admitted he “wouldn’t object to a few slight wounds, such as show well, but are not dangerous.”2

Conversely, one of a soldier’s greatest fears was to be shot in the back because such a wound would indicate to others that he was running from the fight, even though soldiers’ perspectives of what constituted battlefield cowardice and bravery altered as the war progressed; especially with regards to other companies and regiments. These men sensed what modern social psychology has now asserted; that in the military or any large civilian group that consecrated honor and loyalty, the man who displayed cowardice in front of his peers would suffer for it. His new battlefield reputation would repel both employers and women back home. As Chris Walsh noted in his excellent work on cowardice, “the cowardly begin the book of Revelation’s list (21:8) of those damned to burn forever in a lake of fire, and they are the most despicable souls in Dante’s Inferno.” Walsh also gives us a solid working definition of a coward: A coward is someone who, because of excessive fear, fails to do what he is supposed to do. For much of the Civil War’s four-year duration, the pro-war Northern press and citizenry put forth that what a real man (in other words, a courageous man) was “supposed to do” was to enlist and fight for flag and country in the Union army. With only a relative few publicly acknowledged exceptions, those who did not were often deemed cowards, laggards, and shirkers even though what constituted cowardice was never a fixed definition during the war. Its meaning, and Northern society’s responses to it, altered with the fortunes of war.3

***


This book is a historical narrative that examines Northern resistance to military service during the Civil War as set within the context of the era’s culture, social mores, and gendered expectations. It then addresses what modern society may learn from those period realities. It rests on the premise that except for the war’s first few months, the Northern slave-free states’ home front was never the united solid column portrayed within much of America’s collective Civil War memory. That while there was a patriotic outpouring and rush to enlist early on, the statistical majority of the North’s White men of military age remained anywhere from apathetic to unequivocally hostile with regard to answering their nation’s call throughout the four years of conflict. In fact, within fifteen months after the war commenced in April 1861, the initial rallying ’round the flag had all but vanished.


This study focuses on a “bottom-up” social history lens, concentrating on the beliefs and opinions of average civilians, rather than a top-down approach that emphasizes the thoughts and words of generals and political leaders. To that end, it highlights the letters and diaries written by those at the home front, relatively scarce objects when compared to the colossal number of letters and diaries written by the soldiers in the field and preserved to this day. In addition, it will examine the not insignificant portion of Union soldiers who, after enlisting, came to regret their decision and sought a way out of the ranks by any means, honorable or not. They decided it was no longer their war, either.4

This work also sets out to examine the North’s Civil War–era social culture and the ethos—both personal and public—that allowed so many hale and hearty Northern White men of military age to confidently refuse voluntary enlistment throughout the war’s early years. It will explore the subtle and sometimes violent actions some men took to avoid possible conscription once that became a reality only sixteen months after the rebellion commenced. Many of these men and their families believed that as free private citizens, they had no constitutional obligation to take up arms solely because a distant federal government said so. They opposed the Lincoln administration’s then-new assertion that it possessed the right to forcibly take a man away from his home—literally at the point of the bayonet—and subject him to military discipline under national authority.

President Abraham Lincoln’s administration, of course, viewed the matter differently. It relied upon the maxim that every citizen not hampered by physical or mental disability owes his country military service in time of domestic emergency. This newly claimed national authority was a serious diversion from the sense of individualism that dominated the nation’s collective mindset since its founding and was still a core trait of American values. This belief held that it was the citizen who had control over how he was going to dispose of his talent and himself and not a distant national government. It was not coincidental that the recently created Republican Party’s foundational beliefs centered on the twin ideals of free labor and free men. Historian James Kettner described this concept as “volitional allegiance”; the theory that a free man’s loyalty was one of choice and not subjection. After all, these citizens reasoned, the philosophical cornerstone for the Declaration of Independence was the idea of individual liberty. The Constitution and especially the Bill of Rights were formulated precisely to protect that liberty.5
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“Don’t You See the Point?” (Harper’s Weekly, August 29, 1863).
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While some men were willing to take a temporary step back from individualism, many were not. During the Civil War and as we sometimes see in our modern era, many citizens were keenly aware of their individual rights but saw little in the way of personal obligation or civic duty to the collective whole. This paradigm has shown itself again in twenty-first-century America, regardless of whether the war in question was a hot one on foreign soil against a shadowy enemy or a home front “war” against a deadly, worldwide pandemic. In the case of the Civil War era, Brig. Gen. James Fry summarized this widely held opinion in his end-of-war report on the congressional creation in early 1863 and subsequent activities of the Office of the Provost Marshal General. “The people had become more accustomed to the enjoyment of privileges than to the fulfilment of duties under the general government,” wrote Fry, “and hence beheld the prospect of compulsory service in the army with an unreasonable dread.”6

Gerald Linderman wrote in his 1987 book, Embattled Courage: The Experience of Combat in the American Civil War, how every war begins as one war but eventually becomes two; one fought by the soldiers and one watched by the civilians. I will slightly alter his insight by suggesting there is the war the soldiers fight in and then a second war that the home front’s competing factions do not merely watch, but even eventually engage in; a home front war that can and will viciously argue the merits of and manner in which the soldier’s war is being fought. Communal infighting within the Civil War’s Northern home front often turned contentious and violent over who would serve (or not) as the North’s cannon fodder and why, for as Peter Carmichael observed in The War for the Common Soldier, there was no boundary in the Civil War between the home front and the battlefield. Battlefield and home front enemies were deemed to be cut from the same cloth. They were traitors, pure and simple.7

Yet much of that Northern home front combativeness seemed to vanish after the war ended. Throughout much of the war and especially after, Unionist soldiers and civilians came to regard their efforts as the selfless and courageous response of a people willing to pick up the musket to save their nation or properly care for those left behind. By so doing, these Northerners believed they had reclaimed God’s favor through their holy war. Within that self-righteous context, however, any admission or even discussion of cowardice or apathy was problematic, especially with regard to post–Civil War histories. For within memoirs, published letters and diaries, as well as later accounts of the rebellion, decisions born of dissent, indifference, or cowardliness often became sanitized for the sake of the nation’s confidence, national reconciliation, and other social needs, if not outright ignored. A case in point is the 1884 volume on the history of Indiana’s Morgan, Monroe, and Brown Counties. The editor offered up more than twenty pages of the three counties’ valiant contributions to the Union’s Civil War effort. In contrast, the one page to follow that touched upon the subject of regional “disloyalty” started with the sentence, “The least said on this subject the better.” The post-war North considered it more appropriate to forget than remember such unsavory topics and therefore became slowly engaged in a form of self-induced forgetfulness. More than 100 years after the rebellion ended and amid the contentious Vietnam War era, such disregard for the non-heroic side of the war sometimes remained in place. While working in the early 1970s on his doctoral dissertation that focused on Civil War draft resistance in the northern Midwestern states, Robert Sterling wrote of having encountered archivists and librarians who openly expressed their reluctance to offer him any papers or records that may have presented their local communities’ historical image in an unflattering light.8

Accordingly, within these malleable post-war “cycles of selective memory,” only the hero remained. “Remembrance! Of what? Not the cause but the heroism it invoked,” spoke ex-Union general Lew Wallace at the 1895 dedication of the Chickamauga and Chattanooga National Military Park. At a gathering of New York veterans in the early 1890s, Brevet Brig. Gen. Peter Michie dryly spoke of this fact by acknowledging “The greatest heroes of the war are still in the land of the living, for they are ourselves.” Michie knew the old veterans told their war stories in such a way so that with every retelling, each soldier’s personal prowess was slowly magnified while any errors or hesitations gradually vanished. The inevitable result, according to Michie, was that “we end with actually believing ourselves to be the very heroes our stories make us out to be.” It was as if there had never been any home front or battlefield cowards and that the reasons for enlisting throughout the war were always purely noble and patriotic. These subtle, self-generated deceptions were part of what the famed poet Walt Whitman had in mind when he wrote in 1882, “the real war will never get in the books.” As a corollary, every soldier’s selective memory recalled both his town’s and his personal enlistment motives as only of the highest principle and never for base reasons such as money or boredom.9

***


In his book Liberty, Virtue, and Progress, Earl Hess argued that Americans rallied together to back the war, however, that support was far from unanimous. He noted that such well-known, ardent war proponents as Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman became dismayed as the all-encompassing war fever of spring 1861 began to dissipate as the year progressed into the fall and beyond. According to those men, the North’s citizens had lost the spirit of sacrifice that so animated them initially and now began to refocus their energies on personal matters such as entertainment, parties, and business. The rich elite returned to their resorts and operas while the working-class saloons were as crowded as ever. Many from both social classes enjoyed watching the then-new game of baseball.10


Whitman described this return to normalcy as “very flippant & shallow somehow,” for he believed it exemplified a lack of moral fiber that would harm the Union war effort. In Whitman’s opinion, Northern society’s shared sacrifice had to be in alignment with the soldier suffering he witnessed in Washington’s military hospitals.11

Visiting Englishman George Sala observed this growing apathy by noting in his diary, “The gay and impulsive people of New York have run away with the delusion that all signs and symptoms of the existence of civil strife have been banished from their sumptuous streets.” Yet as a stranger, Sala knew that any foreign visitor could not walk Broadway’s streets for thirty minutes “without becoming disagreeably aware of the fact that at nearly every hundred yards, a great, insatiate monster is fuming for men to come and be killed.” It was obvious to Sala that New York’s residents had grown desensitized to all of the martial banners and recruiting posters calling for “Thirty thousand more volunteers” as well as the huge bounties promised to recruits. Sala experienced firsthand what historian Peter Parish termed the “comfort factor” because, with few exceptions, the war was fought far away on Southern soil. Like innumerable citizens across the North, the war had grown distant to them and was no longer an intrusion into their daily lives. That distance led to indifference as much as commitment.12

Despite Hess’s and Parish’s assertions that Northern citizens generally came together to back the war, or at least accept it, I contend that while Northern Unionists may have been vocally supportive in public, in reality, most became disconnected to any practical degree precisely as Emerson, Whitman, and Sala witnessed. They were certainly aware of the war, however, it did not fundamentally change their day-to-day lives other than their desire to avoid the war after conscription became a reality in the summer of 1862. A significant portion of the Civil War North became engaged in what segments of twenty-first-century society refer to as “virtue signaling”: the public sharing of one’s opinion on a social or political issue in order to gain communal praise or acknowledgment of one’s moral virtue, though in absence of any actual physical or time-consuming commitment to the issue at hand. Social psychologist Dr. Jonathan Haidt argued this point in his modern classic, The Righteous Mind, by showing that modern man is a “Glauconian”; one who is more concerned with appearing virtuous in public rather than quietly behaving in that manner away from the public eye. The legendary US Supreme Court Justice (and Civil War veteran) Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr. deliberated on this point 140 years ago when he wrote, “a man may have as bad a heart as he chooses, if his conduct is within the rules.” Scores of Northern American men of military age (along with their families) had no intention of serving in an army whose mission they were indifferent to at best or strongly against at worst. Concurrently, there was a similarly immense number who spoke and publicly acted wholly in support of the war, though privately, knew in their hearts that they had no desire or intention of going anywhere near the front lines. This book will tell their story, which was buried in the post-war desire—and continuing to this day—of remembering the Civil War as a righteous holy war dominated by a Northern home front fully devoted to restoring the Union and then freeing Black people held in bondage.13












Chapter 1


“Somebody Must Go; and Who Can Go Better Than Young Men Like Myself”

Patriotism Was Hardly the Sole Reason Why They Initially Volunteered—An Overview

The Civil War commenced in the early morning hours of April 12, 1861, with the Confederate bombardment of Union-held Fort Sumter in Charleston harbor, South Carolina. The fort’s commander, Maj. Robert Anderson, was compelled to surrender his garrison the next day. The new Confederacy’s threatening words and paper-based state secessions were replaced by military aggression against federal property. Those first shells fired signified the new Confederacy’s earnestness and that national reunification was not going to occur at the negotiating table. Outraged cries of “treason!” were lobbed against the South from every corner of the Northern states. It became imperative for most of the North’s citizenry—but not all—that the South be taught a military lesson and the Union preserved. 

A resultant war fever quickly took hold and then consumed the Northern states from coast to coast in the days and weeks following Fort Sumter. Young men and older teen boys by the tens of thousands rushed headlong to their local enlistment office for a chance to retaliate and “put down treason.” Almost everyone believed the war would not last long, certainly no more than the summer. One grand battle, probably somewhere along the 100-mile corridor between Washington, DC, and the new Confederate capital in Richmond, Virginia, would settle the matter. Those who disagreed that the war would be short and relatively bloodless were viewed as crackpots. War was viewed as all glory, filled with pomp and circumstance, and what little death there might be would surely only happen to someone else. Moreover, no one could foresee the carnage that awaited. For most living Americans, their only past military reference point was the Mexican War from thirteen years prior, and its active operations phase had lasted only sixteen months. For those with a broader worldview, the 1859 Franco-Austrian war lasted less than three months.1

Separating the good, healthy volunteers from the unfit was an unknown science with many men accepted wholesale without even a cursory examination. In the moment’s adrenaline-driven exhilaration, few gave any serious thought to the hard realities that might lie ahead. In fact, one soldier recalled some “stay-at-homes” saying that in those heady days, it required less courage to enlist than it did to say no. For the most part, the deep political differences between President Abraham Lincoln’s Republican Party and the Democrats were set aside under the bipartisan banner of “no party now.” Lincoln, for his part, astutely appointed some Democrats to key positions in his administration, knowing he would need Democratic support if the North was to prevail. That unifying principle also applied to those men eager to volunteer, who readily set aside their political party affiliations, if they even had any. Religious, ethnic, and class divisions played little part in who initially enlisted. Most were scornful of the South and eager to avenge the national insult.2

In the days and weeks that followed, patriotic and poetic paeans to Old Glory and the new abstract nationalism appeared in popular literature and newspapers throughout the North. Concurrently, red, white, and blue symbolism permeated every town; a first, for in the republic’s early days, the national flag was generally limited to naval or merchant ships. Symbols of national unity were not common. Now, however, “Everywhere the stars and stripes of the Union floated in the breeze, while every man wore a patriotic badge in his buttonhole,” wrote the correspondent for the London Illustrated News from Boston on May 24. In Bellefonte, Pennsylvania, so many flags were reported flying from public and private buildings that they could not be accurately counted. In Chicago, the demand for American flags was so great “that not one yard of bunting can be procured in the whole city at present.” Adding to the new nationalism were town bands who played martial tunes from street corners and public squares. Writing from Columbus, Ohio, on April 23, Nelia Moler informed her sister how “There is nothing done in town now but enlisting . . . almost any time [of the day] you will listen you can hear Yankee doodle or hail Columbia.” Since the pro-war argument at the outset was only about reuniting the nation and stamping out alleged treason—and not as a war to end slavery—the North initially presented a united front against secession. In those early weeks, whether or not a young man volunteered to put down the rebellion was regarded by most Northerners as the best test of his loyalty and manhood, rather than any particular party affiliation. As a consequence of the North’s initial and widespread pro-war consensus, those who believed the war to be a huge mistake felt obliged to stay silent for the time being.3

Unfortunately for Lincoln and the Northern states, all of those volunteers were necessary because the nation’s Regular army was nowhere near up to the task of forcing the recalcitrant seceded states back into the Union. In the winter of 1860–1861, the North simply refused to believe that secession was a viable possibility as evidenced by its complete lack of war preparations, even as the South was carrying off arms and seizing federal forts.

On January 1, 1861, the US Regular army numbered only a paltry 14,657 men present for duty, a number that one historian surmised was adequate only for properly policing New York City, which according to the 1860 census was the nation’s largest city, with a population of just more than 813,000. There were only about fifty soldiers posted in Washington, DC, and most of those were aged, senior officers. The nation’s War Department, led by Secretary of War Simon Cameron, was woefully understaffed and underfunded, as was most of the military. The War Department’s eight bureaus were staffed by ninety employees in 1860, but when the war came that already low number was whittled down to fifty-six after secession-related resignations. There was no general staff to head the army and no map collection necessary for battle-planning. Furthermore, most of the Regular army’s soldiers were scattered at remote outposts west of the Mississippi River or along the southern Atlantic and Gulf coasts, out of sight and mind. It would have taken several months to gather 3,000 regulars just to protect Washington, DC. The army’s ranks were further thinned by the 313 well-trained officers who joined the Confederate cause after either resigning or being dismissed. Unless a person lived in a distant frontier town or near a port where those soldiers might be posted, it was quite possible for most citizens to never come into contact with a uniformed Regular. Therefore, with no real foreign threats, the army’s primary functions were to maintain order throughout the vast West and to suppress the occasional Indian uprising. For a nation founded on the belief in utilizing the volunteer citizen-soldier for its defense and which disdained the idea of a large standing army, this reality was quite acceptable to the nation’s citizens and their political representatives.4

The founding fathers, while reluctantly admitting the need for a professionally trained officer class to lead its volunteers, were nonetheless highly suspicious of established armies such as those maintained by the European powers. Thomas Jefferson, for one, viewed a standing military as incompatible with democratic principles as well as an unnecessary drain on the public treasury. Their idealized American citizen-soldier was not a professional warrior permanently engaged in war for pay or plunder. Instead, the founders had embraced both the military and civic virtues of the unprofessional citizen-soldier who would rally together in state-run militias (a type of standing reserve force) when the need arose but then return to civilian life after the emergency had passed. As with ancient Rome, the new republic’s egalitarian ideal held that all (White) men were equal and therefore, his citizenship and voting rights were balanced by a duty to serve when necessary. After all, it seemed obvious to the new nation that a free man’s natural desire to defend his home and land would surely exceed that of any “hireling.” In this way, the typical militiaman viewed his service as an agreement with his state government, rather than a distant federal one.5

A militiaman’s natural love of country, manly courage, and possession of the proper martial spirit were deemed by some to be more important virtues than any type of military training. Moreover, it had always been this way for the fledgling nation. In no prior American war had the nation’s Regular army been a numerically significant force. As a result of this citizen-as-volunteer mentality, the federal government along with the twenty slave-free and four slaveholding yet loyal “border states” (Missouri, Kentucky, Maryland, and Delaware) went into the war with a small cadre of professionally trained West Point army officers ready to lead almost no army.6

With armed insurrection at his doorstep and Congress not in session until July, President Lincoln found himself with almost unlimited emergency powers. He initiated his temporary manpower solution by turning to the ossified Militia Act of 1795. That congressional act—which was sustained by the Supreme Court in Martin v. Mott (1827)—allowed the president to call up state militias for national duty in order to “suppress rebellions” or “repel invasions.” The act, however, did place an aggregate limit of 75,000 men to serve for no more than ninety days. So it was that on April 15, three days after the Fort Sumter bombardment commenced, Lincoln issued his proclamation calling for the maximum 75,000 state militiamen—between the ages of eighteen and forty-five—to serve ninety days to “maintain the honor, the integrity, and the existence of our National Union” and to “repossess the forts, places, and property which have been seized from the Union.” Despite his legal limitations, Lincoln’s initial call for 75,000 men to serve just ninety days buttressed the belief in a short war.7
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“The Awkward Squad” (Johnson and Buel, eds., Battles & Leaders of the Civil War, vol. 1, 84)


With the notable exception of Massachusetts and despite the country’s professed devotion to the citizen-soldier, those state militias were hardly the crack, war-ready units the North needed. For decades, the states’ lofty rhetoric regarding their militias far outpaced the financial commitments necessary to maintain them. Maine’s militia was in a typically “neglected and unprepared condition.” Its enrollment lists numbered about 60,000 men, however, no more than 1,200 were in any condition necessary for immediate military service. An Illinoisan remarked how his state had neglected the “mimic show of war” while Michigan’s militia was described as little more than “a burlesque of the military profession.” In a portent of what would follow five years later, Michigan’s adjutant general remarked in 1858 that its few viable companies were composed almost entirely of foreigners, “while Americans shrunk from duty.” Due to its “indolent apathy,” a New Yorker wrote how the Empire State’s militia was “long neglected, run down, half disbanded, [and] only kept dully alive by the activity and the purses of a few martial spirits.” Overall, the situation was just as bad. The Regular army’s adjutant general had reported on January 1, 1861, that the total enrolled militia in the slave-free states (except for Iowa and Oregon, of which there were no returns) comprised 2,197,236 men, but of this formidable paper-based host, not more than 1 percent was remotely ready for meaningful military purposes.8

Given the nation’s lack of any real internal or external threats, the consequences were predictable. One historian likened volunteering in a state militia as more like joining a weekend bowling league than serving in the armed forces as we think of it today. The martial parades and drills militiamen occasionally gathered to learn were often performed with broomsticks rather than muskets due to a lack of proper weaponry. In any case, the muskets stored at state arsenals were generally antiquated while gunpowder and other military provisions were likewise outdated. The reality for many militiamen was that these gatherings often served as more of an excuse for a hard-drinking weekend with the fellows. For the country, however, the situation was more disconcerting. In the event of a crisis, its ragtag volunteer militia was initially useless, while the idea of a large professional army, trained and ready for war, was a political impossibility.9

The North’s initial tidal wave response to Lincoln’s call to arms both in speed and numbers was overwhelming and served as the apolitical template for what the Civil War generation and its children chose to remember. So many men initially rushed forward to enlist in those heady days of April and May 1861 that scores were turned away; the desired number of companies and regiments already filled to capacity. In vain, state governors and prominent federal politicians warned Secretary of War Cameron that rejecting such numbers had the potential to dampen volunteering enthusiasm, which might be dearly regretted later. That was especially the case in the Midwestern states though a few Eastern states failed to reach their quota. Ohio’s quota, for example, was 13,000 men. Yet within a few weeks, as many as 80,000 Ohioans answered the call, six times its quota and just slightly more than Lincoln’s call for the entire North. The national number called, however, was soon learned to be nowhere near what was needed. Lincoln, the federal government, and the North’s populace for that matter had all naively underestimated the manpower necessary for the task ahead and, in some instances, being turned away did indeed dampen the spirit of some would-be volunteers.10

The war fever gripping the North was likened to a religious awakening. The Northern “saints” of Union, flag, and country were metaphorically blessed and sanctified from both the podium and the pulpit. In the next breath, Southern secessionists were damned and excommunicated. Their secession was deemed a sin to be purged from the national consciousness. Disregarding Napoleon Bonaparte’s supposed maxim that God was on the side of those with the heaviest battalions, Northern ministers used their lecterns to portray the war as part of the eternal battle against Satan and that God would surely bless the Northern cause. For many Northern ministers of Puritan descent, this new strain of patriotic love of country was no different from religious devotion. American patriotism was presented as hardly a secular matter, but rather a manifestation of religious sentiment. Southern treason against the national banner was likened to treason toward the Almighty. The result was that the nascent rebellion quickly took on spiritual overtones with the phrase “holy war” becoming omnipresent in Northern sermons and newspapers from Maine to Iowa. By logical extension, Christian men were proclaimed to be the best and bravest soldiers because their heavenly reward was consistently their main focus. Those who fell in battle would therefore be blessed as martyrs. “If ever there was a ‘holy war’ on earth, I solemnly believe that this in which we are now engaged is that war,” thundered Rev. George F. Wiswell from his Delaware church. From his New York pulpit, Rev. Henry Bellows told his congregation only eight days following Fort Sumter that, “We have a holy war on our hands,” and now “we must wage it in the name of civilization, morality, and religion.” In Akron, Ohio, Rev. Adams counseled some local recruits that they were marching off to war to combat not merely treason but religious sacrilege. “This conflict therefore . . . is a holy war,” he stressed. To these men of the cloth, the idea of a beneficent God averting war through his merciful touch was unappealing, for as Robert Penn Warren later observed, “The man who is privy to God’s will cannot long brook argument, and when one declines the arbitrament of reason . . . one is making ready for the arbitrament of blood.”11

This rage militaire was not limited only to younger men seeking to enlist. In Philadelphia, fifty-two-year-old Sidney Fisher noted in his diary how “The town is in a wild state of excitement. Everybody is drilling.” Though he was well past military age and not a healthy man, Fisher still wanted to do something. “I feel that I ought not to remain inactive,” wrote Fisher, but given his ailments, “I would not be a very effective soldier.” At forty-one years old, the wealthy New York City lawyer and diarist George Templeton Strong felt the same as Fisher. He immediately pledged personal funds to equip a new regiment and also signed up for a potential rifle corps, but then conceded that his nearsightedness was a “grave objection” to becoming a proper marksman. Though not a military organization, thirty-nine-year-old Frederick Law Olmsted, already a famed landscape architect, helped to create the US Sanitary Commission in June 1861 and served as its executive secretary. “It is a day for heroes,” he later wrote, “& we must be heroes along with the rest.” For numerous men unable or unwilling to enlist into the army, their martial solution lay in joining “home guard” units then forming within their hometowns. Age was no barrier to the fervor sweeping the North and for those men who were reluctant to enlist, serving in such a capacity might help to reclaim their social status as well as garner respect from the soldiers.12



Home Guards

Those able-bodied men older than the army’s maximum allowable age of forty-five or those younger men who chose not to enlist sometimes enrolled into local volunteer units known as “home guards.” Based on the antebellum militia concept, these informal home front units were formed by local communities ostensibly to defend their homes and property from any external or internal wartime threat, such as enemy invasion or localized insurrection. Defending their local community was a more powerful motivating force for mid-nineteenth-century Americans than any notion of nationalistic obligation. Watson Smith of St. Louis, for example, wrote to his father on April 25 explaining how he had enlisted into a home guard unit the night before and that it was “composed mostly of Americans, many fine fellows, for the purpose of protecting Federal & private property and the lives of citizens.” That was not hyperbole, for as one Boston mother wrote to her recently enlisted son in May 1861, that city’s newly formed home guard was a necessity because “there is no [more] police to protect the town and the rowdies are very numerous.”13

The unofficial aspect was crucial because home guards—as compared to the recognized state militia—were adamant that their offers to protect their towns or even government property did not equate to any formal enrollment into state or federal service. Furthermore, wealthier men of military age or workingmen who felt they could not abandon their families or business responsibilities also quickly discovered how volunteering in a home guard unit might satisfy their patriotic impulses while shielding them from potential public opprobrium for not enlisting straight away into the army.14

As mentioned in the introduction, a town’s leading businessmen or area farmers viewed their financial or manufacturing support to the local economy and their desire to protect those assets as a legitimate contribution to the war effort that was every bit as patriotic as serving in the army. In October 1861, even though he did not enlist, Kansan Samuel Reader made that very point by explaining to his sister how fourteen of his neighbors had just enlisted in the home guard but he had not, although strongly urged to do so by his neighbors. As an avowed Unionist, “It certainly looked bad to see some of them men of families leaving for the war while a great strapping healthy fellow like me stayed at home,” he confessed, perhaps somewhat apologetically. “But maybe I will yet have a chance to show myself as patriotic as my brother . . . I solace myself with the thought that if I cannot help our cause as a soldier I certainly can as a farmer.” Across the country, Philadelphian Sara Wister observed less than a week after the war started how, “Everyone is enlisting in at least the Home Guard,” further sensing how all of her neighborhood’s young men would eventually join the guards. New enlistee Ambrose Hayward, however, was not impressed with such displays. While waiting for his Philadelphia regiment to be mustered in, he wrote to his brother on June 9 explaining how the city’s home guards often paraded around town but apparently did little else. “They have splendid Gray Uniforms and with nice clean choakers and Kid Gloves they have the appearance of ladies Soldiers,” he wrote. “They are not thought much of here with the exception of the ladies of Walnut St.” Hayward’s home guard mockery spoke to the war’s initial gendered ideal that dictated a real unmarried man stepped forward to enlist and not remain behind in domestic spaces dominated by feminine influences. Unlike Hayward, Wister believed that serving in a home guard unit offered the man who could not—or would not—formally enlist an opportunity to showcase his patriotic manly bearing while avoiding the front lines. These were men like twenty-eight-year-old Artemus Ward, who confessed in a May 24, 1861, letter to a friend, “Something within tells me, in a still small voice, that I am better adapted for the Home Guard than anything else.”15

The importance of home guard units was most pronounced in those areas where the perceived threat from “Secesh” elements was greatest. Frontier communities felt a growing need to create home guard units for some sort of protection as they watched those Regular army soldiers in their area now transferred to the East. Towns and citizens located in the rural Western states or within the volatile lower Midwest generally had more to fear than a New England village. In southern Illinois, for example, loyal citizens formed home guard units as a means of countering those Southern-sympathizing elements who, they sincerely believed, were plotting insurrection and violence against the local and national governments. From the war’s outset, Iowa governor Samuel Kirkwood feared guerilla incursions from Missouri as well as hostile Indian raids along the state’s northwestern frontier. By early May, Iowans were “waking up to the importance of organizing home guards.” In August 1862, Illinois governor Richard Yates asked Secretary of War Edwin Stanton for permission to create four, one-year home guard regiments to defend their homes against Rebel-sympathizing guerrillas. These guards would be comprised of men older than the age of forty-five and would serve only within Illinois, Kentucky, and Missouri. Stanton, for his part, had little use for such units. Writing again to Yates in July 1863, Stanton declared, “Regiments for home service interfere materially with the organization of troops either by draft or volunteering for the general service of the country.” If a man felt he was performing adequate patriotic duty by serving in a home guard, there might be, Stanton reasoned, little incentive for him to volunteer into the ranks. Stanton was on the mark because for many men, that was the entire point of serving in the home guards; avoiding the front lines.16

Border and town defense against feared Confederate attacks was an additional motivating factor. During Brig. Gen. John Hunt Morgan’s famous Confederate raid through southern Indiana and Ohio in June–July 1863, a Chillicothe, Ohio, home guardsman recalled how martial law was declared in the town and to prepare for defense. He was given a squad of ten men equipped with muskets and fixed bayonets whose orders were to seek out any store, saloon, or restaurant where liquor was sold and to ensure they were closed up. Those who resisted were to be arrested immediately.17

In the East, such units worked on their martial drills, often to the amusement of local citizens as they paraded about in their civilian clothes or a variety of uniforms. In many instances, the home guards and their chosen officers became more valuable as a symbol of pro-war inspiration than actual fighting. For some men, the realization of easy duty had quietly supplanted patriotic words that admonished one to volunteer into the ranks. In one instance, the Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, newspapers urged men to enlist in the then-forming home guard because of the “easy and pleasant” duty.18
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Historian Robert Sandow observed that based on newspaper accounts from the war’s opening months, Northern home guard service was not initially regarded as any less patriotic than serving with the army. That eventually changed, however, as enlistments slowed following the July 1861 battle of Bull Run debacle and then into the summer of 1862 as the army’s manpower shortages crystallized, which prompted one paper to refer to home guards as “a much slandered and persecuted class.” This was especially the case within the more heavily populated and urban East. In one example, the Pennsylvania authors of Allegheny County’s early contributions to the war effort admitted how the greater Pittsburgh area’s home guards were “made the target of not a little idle and malicious wit, and finally succumbed to ridicule and loss of novelty.”19

Soon enough, newspaper cartoons and editorials began to lampoon such men and service, such as “Our Fat Contributor in the Home Guards,” a satirical, “on-the-scene report” from an excessively obese home guard member describing his various travails. The famed physician and poet Oliver Wendell Holmes Sr. chastised those men who opted for such light work in a scathing September 1861 poem titled “The Sweet Little Man,” which he dedicated to the “Stay-at-Home-Rangers.” It included the verses:

Bring him the buttonless garment of woman!

Cover his face lest it freckle and tan;

Muster the Apron-String Guards on the Common,

That is the corps for the sweet little man!

Give him for escort a file of young misses,

Each of them armed with a deadly rattan;

They shall defend him from laughter and hisses,
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Aimed by low boys at the sweet little man.

All the fair maidens about him shall cluster,

Pluck the white feathers from bonnet and fan,

Make him a plume like a turkey-wing duster, —

That is the crest for the sweet little man!20

In Logansport, Indiana, the young ladies of that town passed a resolution in late October 1861 declaring that cowardice was the only fit excuse for any young man not to enlist. Further, they declared, “we will have nothing to do with young men who refuse to go to the war, and that ‘Home Guards’ must keep their distance.” The Lancaster Daily Intelligencer wrote of men who were always publicly spoiling to fight Rebels but never apt to enlist, “unless in the ‘Home Guards,’ but whenever there is enlisting to be done his voice is heard above all others in urging others to do so.” In Cleveland, the Plain Dealer reported how two men from the Union army’s engineer corps had inspected a bluff overlooking Lake Erie as a possible defensive site against Rebel incursion. The paper then noted somewhat sarcastically that manning any artillery placed there would be “nice, pleasant business” for the home guards, all the while still being able to take their meals at home.21

Thomas Hicks’s 1863 painting The Home Guard seemed to encapsulate this form of mocking. The painting depicts a thin, seated man in a Union uniform holding yarn for a young woman who cannot bring herself to look directly at him. Concurrently, the man is under the contemptuous gaze of the young woman’s older chaperone, who, while knitting, is thinking the man should be at the front lines rather than in a home front living room. The clear propaganda message in all such literary or artistic efforts was that a healthy man’s honorable duty was at the front and not at home.22

Moreover, the home guards began to generate a level of annoyance from the “real” soldiers already enlisted within the army. With no small amount of sarcasm, Charles Church of the 3rd Michigan Infantry wrote to his father in October 1861 asking the man to tell the local home guards that he wished them success. Church then asked his father to find out how far the local guards sent out their pickets and how many regiments were engaged in that duty; the clear implication was that such men were only imitation soldiers. The 19th Massachusetts Infantry’s Lyman Blackington wrote to his sister in January 1862 complaining about his regiment’s current inaction. He wanted to be “smelling gunpowder” because all of their current laying around felt like home guard duty. A New York soldier writing under the name of “Hank” sent a letter to his hometown newspaper jeering those “brave boys” who thought about enlisting several times yet “always returned to their mother’s apron strings.” This comment was in line with other home front–generated satire alleging that men who wished to remain at home in domestic spaces were feminized and would be pampered by their feminine protectors. “Hank” felt they “ought to be organized into a ‘Home Guard’ to be armed with broomsticks and paper wads.” Later that summer, Lt. James Wade wrote to his mother expressing sarcastic amazement how their town’s home guards “were really so rash as to offer their services” after learning of a Union setback in Virginia.23

Daniel Perry of the 14th New York Infantry was another who openly decried the home guards and their elaborate, martial-tinged festivities and balls. While being forced to sleep in the Virginia snow, Perry groused to his sister, “If they want a ball, let them come down here and live and sleep on a ball of mud. I think it would do some of them good.” After the March 1863 Conscription Act became law, Pvt. Edwin Weller expressed approval of the measure as did all of his comrades. “Let a lot of those home guards . . . come down here and go through what we have,” he wrote to his lady friend. “They will not croak quite so much about the Army and why it does not do more.” Especially in the Eastern theater, numerous soldiers like Perry and Weller resented having to do all the dirty work while the home guards garnered the public respect of soldiers but never really faced any imminent danger; all of which resulted in some late-war and post-war animosity between Northern soldiers and civilians. Later in the war, a Pennsylvanian in the 62nd Infantry mentioned the possibility of an upcoming draft, which would give his town’s home guards “something to do besides laying around.” He stressed, however, that he was not referring to workingmen with families, “but those young gents that have nothing to care for but themselves, and think that the young ladies cannot do without their presence.” As the war was winding down, Bvt. Maj. Osgood Tracy wrote to his mother in Syracuse, New York, explaining how he hoped to be home within six months and that his heavenly Father would continue to watch over him. If he did fall, however, Osgood wrote that it should be a consolation to his mother that he tried his best to do his duty and “did not belong to the ‘Home Guards.’” These soldiers believed that by volunteering in the army, they had sacrificed far more than the home guards and, in the process, proven their courage and honorable manhood while the so-called stay-at-homes had neglected their patriotic duty.24




Employment Needs

While a patriotic impulse to reunite the nation and avenge the insult to Old Glory—all cloaked in the garments of righteous morality—were certainly what drove many men to enlist, that was hardly the sole, ubiquitous reason as so often portrayed within our collective memory of the Civil War. Most young men could hardly be considered Republican or Democratic ideologues. As historian Bell Wiley recorded in his classic The Life of Billy Yank, “Patriotism was indistinguishably blended with practical urges.” The majority of Northern men who enlisted in 1861 did so for a variety of mixed reasons, none of which was preeminent. Civil War scholar James McPherson also noted this by citing Mexican War historian James McCaffrey, who wrote that “a desire for personal glory and adventure in a foreign land” was “sometimes masked in the rhetoric of patriotism.” Seeking to preserve the glorious “Union” and defeating treason were publicly applauded enlistment motives, self-aggrandizement was not. Nevertheless, like most wars throughout history, the public and private reasons why men volunteered to serve in the nascent Union army were never black and white but colored in various shades of gray.25

If “putting down treason” and maintaining the Union’s sanctity were the most prominent reasons men proudly and publicly proclaimed for enlisting in the Union army, the need for a steady paying job was another motive that men generally kept within themselves and their families. When the Civil War commenced in April 1861, the Northern economy was ailing and had not been robust for years. For years imports had vastly exceeded exports, which resulted in a slow but steady drain of precious metals within the economy. Europe’s Crimean War sent its traditional agricultural markets into turmoil, which presented a windfall to Western grain-producing states as they stepped in to fill the void. But when that war ended in 1856 and Europe’s customary markets reopened, those Western states were left in the lurch with excessive crops, which caused prices to plunge.26

Following his November 1860 election victory, President-elect Lincoln was greeted with a recession that began the prior month and did not end until the following year when the Union’s demand for all manner of military supplies sent factory demand for labor and its attendant output surging. Meanwhile, Lincoln’s 1860 election victory rang the alarm bell for the Southern slaveholding states who were convinced that Lincoln and the Republicans posed a mortal threat to their economy and way of life. After all, here was a president-elect and party who had no historical or ideological links to the South. Despite Lincoln’s words, the Republicans’ entire public image seemed opposed to Southern power and culture. Secession talk and preparations began almost immediately, including boycotting Northern products. Southerners renounced their debts to Northern banks and manufacturers, angrily remembering how New York bankers lopped off forty cents of every dollar they paid for Southern cotton for various charges such as credit, insurance, shipping, and storage. All of this prompted a stock market plunge that only worsened the North’s recession, manufacturing economy, and related employment.27

As the New Year commenced, the commercial reporting agency R. G. Dun and Company informed investors that January 1861 saw 859 business failures, more than double that of the previous January. Demand for goods fell, causing unemployment to spike. Socialite Elizabeth Blair Lee wrote to her husband in early February 1861 how in St. Louis, “all business is prostrate.” In Columbus, Ohio, The Crisis reported on February 21 that it had never seen so many men out of work. By late March, Pennsylvania’s Clearfield Republican estimated that at least half of that town’s unemployed were now “vibrating between moderate poverty and extreme starvation.” In Detroit on May 31, Elizabeth Stuart observed that “None can or will pay . . . Saw mills &c all stopped—No work—No money.”28

The ongoing recession and its attendant unemployment drove many out-of-work men to consider a volunteer private’s pay of thirteen dollars per month to be much better than nothing. After enlisting for lack of steady work, Peter Welsh reminded his wife just how “heartsickening” it was “trying to get along at carpenter work the way times were.” In any event, Welsh argued that his soldier’s pay was better than what he would make as a carpenter, even assuming he could find it and then having to beg for that work. For those urban civilians who remained behind in economically struggling communities, the prospect of unproductive and excess men leaving for war was often a welcome sight.29

Dollars also trumped patriotism for some family members who pressured their single sons or brothers to enlist in order to draw benefits from community relief funds, recently created across the North to financially assist those families whose male breadwinners were now serving in the Union army. These familial support promises were crucial for those family men weighing enlistment. Public “war meeting” speakers assured potential recruits that their dependent wives and children left behind would never feel the cold hand of want. In Connecticut, for instance, numerous legislators and citizens alike with long memories recalled how the state’s returning Mexican War veterans were greeted with stony disregard, forcing many to roam the streets in search of a meal. Such callous indifference could not occur again, especially with the new volunteers’ wives and children. Recruiting posters across the North touted the need for “good men” or “able-bodied men” but then in smaller print included assurances that the state would provide for needy families left behind while providing relief to any veteran and his family who suffered from the war, thus acknowledging the competing claims between duty to country and responsibility to family. Nonetheless, the posters primarily appealed to manly pride, not family obligations. In Dubuque, Iowa, for example, a group of the town’s leading men quickly created an organization “to receive and disburse funds for the benefit of families of volunteers.” Known as the Volunteer Fund Board, the association reassured Dubuque’s potential initial volunteers that their families would not financially suffer in their absence. This tacit agreement allayed the fears of Dubuque’s first two companies of ninety-day soldiers who left town on April 23, 1861.30

Dire personal finances even influenced older, would-be officers. After granting his teenage son permission to enlist in a newly formed Connecticut infantry company, Edward Hawley then informed his son that he had written to Connecticut’s secretary of state offering to train and lead a company of young men. Requesting confidentiality from his son, Hawley admitted that his business was performing poorly and that a company captain’s pay of sixty dollars per month was far better than what he was currently earning. Fighting for flag and Union was not mentioned by the father. Unemployed twenty-seven-year-old William Bolton of Norristown, Pennsylvania, had found work for only four weeks during the six months preceding the April 1861 start of the rebellion. Completely bankrupt, he accepted an officer’s commission and its attendant salary of $115.50 per month in the 4th Pennsylvania Infantry once the war started. In an era when a skilled blacksmith or carpenter might average around $570 per year, Bolton’s $1,386 annual salary was quite handsome indeed. Moreover, Bolton and others like him who had struggled to find work knew that the army also offered an unemployed man an added incentive in the form of employment stability rarely found in civilian life. The 13th New York Infantry’s captain Samuel S. Partridge conceded that point, writing in early August 1861 how the current certainty of his military pay and position served to stifle his civilian lawyerly ambitions. Nonetheless, if his ninety-day enlistment ended soon, as he expected, any potential reenlistment would be based mainly upon his law practice’s prospects or lack thereof.31

Plenty of young men held to that employment logic. If reliable work was to be had at decent wages, then potential army enlistment was cast off to the side. A Connecticut man with good employment who eventually enlisted in August 1862 rationalized his decision not to enlist at the war’s opening sixteen months earlier in part by writing, “there were men enough out of employment who considered it a privilege to enter the army because they had no other means of support.” In that group was young Edwin Worthington, who confessed to his mother, “I could find nothing to do anywhere so . . . I went off to New York and enlisted.” Another young man, Phinias E. Johnson, wrote to his cousin lamenting that he could not find work nor did he have any decent prospects. A few months later, Johnson’s uncle clarified his nephew’s decision, “He enlisted . . . in a fit of dejection and discouragement at not being successful in getting steady work or a proper remuneration.” Both Worthington and Johnson were dead within a year. In the border state of Kentucky, a Union man wrote to a federal officer on May 5, 1861, pointing out that money was the primary inducement for getting men to enlist since there were so many unemployed who needed the pay for their families’ subsistence.32

Even with the new war, tough economic times still permeated the North. In St. Louis, the Republican refuted claims that the city was suffering from a labor shortage because of so many men enlisting in the army. Rather, it asserted the reverse; that it was the lack of work that compelled so many workingmen to enlist. In Abington, Massachusetts, Rufus Robbins Sr. wrote to his son serving with the 7th Massachusetts Infantry in mid-August 1861 that “Business is as dead here as it was when you went away.” On August 25, Samuel Dickerman informed his brother from Pepperell—about sixty-five miles northwest of Abington—that “business of all kinds is dead as can be here & is likely to be for some time.” Vermont’s Daily Green Mountain Freeman spoke for many men like Bolton, Partridge, Harris, and others when it opined, “In these hard times no business promises better pay than enlisting in the army.” Though on a less overt scale, the pecuniary considerations that prompted countless young men to enlist in the spring and summer of 1861 were fundamentally no different from the lucrative bounties that spurred others to enlist in the summer and fall of 1862.33

The North’s excessive labor supply was somewhat absorbed in mid-1861 by both the government’s call for ninety-day militia and the seasonal need for agricultural labor. Nevertheless, the Northern economy’s employment situation remained tenuous off and on until 1863. A Pennsylvanian summed up the hard financial realities faced by many men when he urged his wife in early November 1861 not to cry over his enlistment because “you know if i could have got work i wood not have left you or the children.”34

***


Considering their conviction that the war would be short, young men and teen boys rushed to enlist believing their ninety-day service would be a quick, relatively easy summer outing; a chance to gain martial glory while parading in their new uniforms. Numerous employers even offered volunteers to hold their positions open for them because every Union volunteer seemed convinced that one stern look at the Rebels and the latter would turn tail and run. Personal bravery itself would settle the matter. A then-unknown man from Galena, Illinois, named Ulysses S. Grant—who would command all Union armies three years later—wrote to his father on May 6, 1861, stating his belief that the war would be of “short duration.” In his first letter home written from his training camp on June 2, Chandler Bertram of the 28th New York Infantry characterized this short war sentiment when he informed his wife how the prevailing opinion was that his regiment would be disbanded by fall at the latest. They would then return home to a hero’s welcome, thereby burnishing their public claims to the era’s definition of “honorable manhood.” Ohio’s Thomas Evans acknowledged this. “We supposed the war would be only a short duration,” he explained in his diary. Then, once the war ended, “in our view we were soon to return and then bearing the name of a soldier would lift us above all common people. Alas, how vain were our thoughts.” Nineteen-year-old Frank Rieley clarified to his mother in his first letter home why he had enlisted without either her approval or knowledge. He primarily considered it a duty that every family should send at least one man to help save the country. Moreover, if he survived the war, he reasoned his service would help him along in life as “people will know that I have grit in me.” Proving one’s manliness was a powerful motivator for teen boys and young men of the era. “I think it is evry young man’s duty who feels any interest in his Country . . . [to] go and fight for it and prove himself a man,” wrote twenty-two-year-old Symmes Stillwell in a letter to his mother typifying this important cultural value.35


Maintaining a positive public reputation mattered as well. Men who were already successful had to evaluate the potential costs of enlisting or not because men in the middle or near the top of the economic and/or social ladders of success certainly had more to lose than a relatively unknown man near the bottom. A struggling unmarried man generally had nothing to hold him back whereas a stable family man had much to consider, including his family or business’s cash flow as well as his social status should he not volunteer. William H. L. Wallace was already a highly successful thirty-nine-year-old lawyer when the rebellion commenced, however, as a man with Mexican War military credentials, he wasted no time in accepting the colonelcy of the 11th Illinois Infantry when it was formed at the beginning of the war, despite his wife’s misgivings. He reminded her that the country needed such men as him and therefore, “Being thus situated in having the opportunity of going into the service for the war, we would justly and doubtless receive censure of all loyal people should we decline.” In referring to her cousin and lawyer, William Lister, Sarah Wister noted in her diary how thirty-three-year-old William’s enlistment decision weighed heavy since, like William Wallace, he was also well-entrenched in his successful law practice. However, she also sensed that William’s public reputation would be more damaged by staying at home rather than by enlisting. What others might say and think was a matter worth considering for many successful men.36

Various middle- and upper-middle-class men did not want to merely enlist per se but rather sought officer’s commissions as a way of maintaining or even improving their current social status. Healthy ambition as exhibited via military promotion displayed a key Victorian value of moral self-improvement and proper masculinity. As a result, such “spreading renown” as the father of one junior officer referred to it, could lead to post-war financial prosperity, business success, or even political power. For an ample number of bourgeoisie young men and their parents, enlisting in the war with a junior officer’s commission was considered the first step in what was hoped would be a promising career.37

Furthermore, numerous middle- and upper-class men feared that enlisting as a mere private might harm one’s current social standing. When one young woman was asked why her wealthy father had not gone into the ranks after realizing that “not everybody could get places,” she wrote that she found the question rather insulting and then replied to her questioner, “My Father is made of better stuff.” Maine’s B. F. Smart responded to his father’s question regarding promotion possibilities by stating that an officer’s commission in the Regular army “would satisfy my highest ambition” but acknowledged that such an appointment was unlikely if he did not first distinguish himself in the volunteer service. “If doing my duty well will entitle me to any consideration, I mean to come out of this matter at least a lieutenant,” admitted Samuel Partridge in early June 1861 to his brother. As an assistant adjutant and aide-de-camp, Partridge knew he didn’t have to “get my name up by any great bravery, but by doing my duty every day in a manner to meet the approbation of my officers.” When his desired officer’s commission did not arrive as quickly as expected, Charles Brewster expressed some jealousy toward those who were reaping the financial advantages of an officer’s pay. “It seems everybody got their nests feathered but me,” he complained to his sister and then added, “at any rate everybody that can’t earn their living any other way.” Within their personal calculus, those men who were not farmers were quite cognizant of the post-war benefits they quietly expected to gain, such as the enriched opportunities that would be accorded to honorable veterans as well as an enhanced social standing among women.38





Proving One’s Manliness and Appealing to Women

Feminine influence—especially from younger women—regarding male enlistment was predictable and certainly obtained the desired effect. Pro-war newspapers dutifully put forth the propaganda message via editorials, poems, and cartoons that mothers, wives, sisters, and sweethearts should urge their men to enlist. A small-town Connecticut newspaper, for example, encouraged the town’s women to “hurry along your husbands, sons, and brothers to the field!” Iowa’s Cedar Falls Gazette suggested that “the girls” should “put their shoulders to the wheel” and tell their lovers they would be discarded if they did not enlist. In other instances and what might be compared to England’s World War I “White Feather Campaign,” unmarried young women went door to door armed with recruitment forms and coquettish smiles as they asked single men to sign their names and serve their country.39

If smiles and appeals did not spur men to enlist, then shaming tactics just might. While recognizing he wasn’t initially quite brave enough to face Rebel guns, Illinois’ J. F. Skinner also admitted how “chafed” he felt when he heard one of the local ladies sarcastically remark “how nice it was to have an able-bodied young man that did not care enough about his country to expose his precious self.” A “Volunteer’s Sister” mocked and pitied such “chicken-hearted fellows” who refused to enlist. She then asked what shall be done with these “Home Pets,” since it was everyone’s duty to elevate them and turn these “Dooryard Rangers” into honorable men. In the case of married men, some of the relatively few who chose to enlist in the war’s early months were certainly inspired by their wives to do so and most likely for patriotic reasons. Their wives may have even linked their own community honor with that of their husbands who were stepping forward to answer the nation’s call.40
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“How Wives May Make Their Husbands Enlist” “Lady—‘Either you or I, sir.’” (Frank Leslie’s Budget of Fun, October 1863)


Charles Biddlecom of upstate New York hinted in his letters that he enlisted solely to prove his manliness not only to himself and his wife, but to his extended family as well. “I don’t care a (—) for the Union and think it is not worth the life of one man,” Biddlecom confessed. “To me, I fight because I’m too proud to be called a coward.” At twenty-nine years old and married, Biddlecom was much older than most recruits, yet he enlisted in the 28th New York Infantry when the war began convinced that the war would not last more than a few months. When he found the war and his place in it still ongoing in early August, Biddlecom decided he had seen enough of “soljerin’” and obtained an honorable discharge due to his purported rheumatism.41

Army recruiters, government officials, pro-war newspaper editors, and pro-war women emphasized that female attraction would naturally flow toward those men who patriotically responded to their nation’s call. They stressed that desirable young ladies would rebuke the rich man’s supposedly cowardly son with soft hands who had no intention of enlisting. Instead, they sought the manly, therefore courageous rough-hewn volunteer who risked all for flag and country because the era’s gendered ideal dictated that a coward could not be a noble father or faithful husband. This was a conviction that cut across both the North and South. The paradigm was illuminated in a later conversation at a Mississippi hospital between an ex-Confederate soldier who had escaped his forced enlistment and noted Unionist Sarah Edmonds. The man explained to Edmonds how young Confederate women were the South’s best recruiters because “they absolutely refuse to tolerate, or admit to their society, any young man who refuses to enlist.” According to the soldier, such men were apt to receive a package containing skirts and crinoline with a note from a young woman explaining why such an outfit was appropriate for him unless he immediately donned a Confederate uniform. Even Confederate president Jefferson Davis added to this debate by remarking how young women should prefer the wounded soldier with the “empty sleeve” rather than “the muscular arm of him who staid at home and grew fat.”42

Historian Gerald Linderman noted that the female “secret weapon” in this regard was “sexual intimidation” as exemplified in Sarah Edmonds’ conversation. For in mid-nineteenth-century America, the concepts of male duty and honor were closely associated with the era’s gendered ideals pertaining to proper masculinity. With regards to soldiering and single men, those who refused to enlist might as well be women. “I would not give a copper for a man who would not volunteer to the rescue of his country, when her institutions, her property, and lives of her citizens were assailed by traitors,” wrote Eliza Tomlinson to her husband in a letter later published in the Cincinnati Gazette. Twenty-one-year-old Ellen Wright struck a sterner tone when she wrote in 1861 how she “wouldn’t look at” a man not in service. Emma Moody made clear her scorn for those not in uniform when she declared to a soldier friend, “If ever you hear of me maring An Abolition or a home coward you please tell me of it for if there is any I dispise it is these two classes of men.” Other women were a bit more introspective, such as Demia Butler, who asked her army brother rhetorically, “Don’t you think it were better to select our gentleman friends from those who at least appear to love their country and are trying to defend it rather than from those staying at home who have brains too weak and souls too narrow ever to feel a lofty sentiment of patriotism?”43

A proud man of the era did not want to be seen on the receiving end of a woman’s chastisement for his unwillingness to serve his country in its hour of need. A single woman might object to the war’s rationales as a matter of personal principle, but it was another issue entirely to abide her beau’s reluctance to serve. Those young unmarried men who did enlist were often rewarded with a steady stream of letters from female friends and relatives urging them to remain proud and steadfast in their duties. As one youthful Indiana lad admitted, “If a fellow wants to go with the girl now he had better enlist. The girls sing ‘I Am Bound to be a Soldier’s Wife or Die an Old Maid.’”44

Moreover, there was an unspoken social consensus that younger single men should be the first to volunteer, given their relative lack of obligations to family and community or their successful establishment within a given occupation. Married men or those who owned productive property and businesses were higher up on the pecking order. After enlisting into the 2nd New Hampshire Infantry, Ai Baker Thompson admitted these sentiments to his father, who Thompson knew would be disheartened over his son’s enlistment. “Tell mother that I should consider myself but little better than a traitor . . . if in this hour of my country’s peril, situated as I am, without wife or children . . . I should hesitate a single moment to volunteer my feeble services in defense of the stars and stripes.” Ohio’s Alvin Morris, though married, also sensed this dynamic when he wrote to his wife shortly after the war started, “Were I a single man I should seek glory in the tented field.” Morris then reassured her, “my obligation [is] to you and our little ones.” As it turned out, unmarried eighteen-year-olds were the largest single age group for Northern enlistees. Most married men, in contrast, worked their family farm or held jobs in which they were their family’s breadwinner. They knew that in most cases, leaving to “go a soljerin’” would most likely impose severe economic hardship on their families.45

One historian estimated that of the men in Vigo County, Indiana, who initially enlisted into the 11th Indiana Infantry, no more than one-third were married. In Parke County’s (Indiana) Penn Township, of the 104 married men of military age, only nine enlisted before the first draft in 1863. This collective belief was also on display in Adrian, Michigan, when Henry Brown wrote to his friends observing how the town’s initial volunteers were practically all single men from Adrian or nearby. Brown noted, “Some married men enlisted but the single men turned out so freely that the others got their discharge & are not going.” In Iowa, George Burmeister wrote in his diary on April 29 how “All the married men and some others were dismissed in order to reduce the company to one hundred men.” Twenty-three-year-old Madison Bowler of Minnesota summed up this widely accepted conviction: “Somebody must go,” he conceded, “and who can go better than young men like myself without business and without family to demand my attention.”46




Male and Community Peer Pressure

In addition to women’s influences on one’s perceived masculinity, male peer pressure also enacted a tremendous pull on young men. It was an example of the herd instinct for no man—especially a young, vibrant single man—wanted to be perceived as a shirker or coward by his community when his peers were enlisting all around him. Moreover, young men often enlisted voluntarily in family or friend groups so they could all serve together, rather than risk being drafted later as individuals once conscription became a factor in August 1862. This herd instinct was important, for in the Civil War era, a man’s honor was intrinsically linked to his courage, which was viewed by both men and women as the manliest of all character traits. Who better for a man to showcase his manly courage than to those who knew him best? Courage and cowardice were viewed as issues of character, not context. “Character is what involuntarily commands respect . . . what makes itself felt,” opined Putnam’s Monthly Magazine in 1854. Hence, those men who possessed good character as civilians would therefore show themselves as having good character in war. Conversely, those who did not enlist lacked character or manly courage, or so the belief went.47

John Haley of the 17th Maine Infantry admitted to these values in his journal, explaining how once one friend enlisted, “the rest thoughtlessly followed, like sheep over a fence.” In that heady moment of enthusiasm, Haley realized he had to either enlist with his friends or “show a white liver by backing out.” John Billings remembered that unless a young man’s reasons for not enlisting straightaway were unimpeachable, “he was hooted at for his cowardice, and for a time his existence was made quite unpleasant in his own immediate neighborhood.” Leander Stillwell of Illinois would certainly have concurred with Haley and Billings. Though only seventeen years old at the time and therefore legally too young to serve, he somehow enlisted in the summer of 1861 against his father’s wishes because “It was simply intolerable to think that I could stay at home, among the girls, and be pointed at by the soldier boys as a stay-at-home coward.” Borden Hicks likewise admitted later in life that patriotism played no part in his June 1861 enlistment at age seventeen. “All I wanted was a chance to don a uniform, to march and fight, to do some heroic deed,” Hicks confessed, so that he could “come back home and be admired by the girls, as a hero.” Such teen angst generated by coercive communal pressure was not uncommon for there appeared to be no greater barometer of a boy traversing the rite of passage into manhood than by his willingness to enlist and march off to war. Abner Hard, the surgeon for the 8th Illinois Cavalry, acknowledged in his post-war regimental history that there had always been ample discussion throughout the army regarding the so-called “stay-at-home cowards.” With a hint of sarcasm, Hard speculated the reason why these men stayed home was because “it was their duty to remain that those who enlisted might have someone to ‘huzzah’ for them.” Another veteran, however, saw a perverse benefit in such men remaining at home, believing it was better to have loyal men stay at home rather than the disloyal. In essence, and as then-Capt. Julius Hinkley of the 3rd Wisconsin Infantry later opined, “There is nothing that so quickly arouses the combativeness of men, and especially of young men, as the intimation that they are cowards.”48

As the war dragged on, however, veteran soldiers learned the potential pitfalls of youthful men hurriedly enlisting for such reasons. They saw how a green, teenage recruit’s naive desire for adventure or glory could quickly dissipate and how those men might vanish once hot work was at hand. This concern was especially disconcerting for one army doctor who criticized eighteen-year-old boys enlisting as they were the ones most susceptible to homesickness or what the army termed “nostalgia.” Months after the war started, a 144th New York Infantry veteran flatly told a friend not to enlist for any motive other than a keen sense of personal duty to his country. “There would be less skedaddling and more good soldiers” if others took that advice, he surmised. Capt. Samuel Merrill of the 70th Indiana Infantry also felt that men who enlisted under such circumstances did not make good long-term soldiers. He bitterly complained to his wife that nine-tenths of the volunteers he saw “enlisted just because somebody else was going, and the other tenth was ashamed to stay at home.”49

Once the initial wave of war fever subsided, community “war meetings” were another popular and continuous method of exerting local peer pressure. By the end of October 1864, for example, the town of Brockport, New York, had held at least thirty-one such meetings over the previous thirty-eight months. These public gatherings frequently occurred in churches or town squares and took on a celebratory festive air, not unlike a religious revival. Such rallies were popular and efficient in more rural areas where a town’s leading men would organize companies and sometimes even regiments. These town leaders, well-known and generally respected by all, were then, in turn, usually elected by their new recruits to serve as company captains and lieutenants. Liquor was often liberally shared by army recruiters with prospective recruits. Local bands played all manner of martial music, women sang patriotic songs and read similar-styled poems, while current army officers, preachers, and old veterans from the Mexican War and even the War of 1812 were trotted out to make rousing patriotic speeches urging men to enlist.50

It was also common for boisterous civilian men to publicly proclaim their patriotic support for the war at these rallies while loudly declaring their intent to enlist if certain other men or a specific number of volunteers enlisted then and there. Pvt. Warren Goss recalled how one such speaker called for volunteers and then boldly proclaimed how “human life must be cheapened.” Goss dryly noted that he never learned if the man ever contributed to that cheapening. More often than not, such men and all in attendance knew their prerequisites were unrealistic. As the desired consequence, they acquired whatever patriotic virtue their overblown oratory may have bought them while knowing that the odds of them actually having to follow through on their promises were slim to none. These were the men who were described as “invincible in peace and invisible in war.” This was what Pennsylvanian L. S. Shorton had in mind when he urged a friend not to dissuade a mutual acquaintance from enlisting, “but rather use your influence to get others to go.” Their stirring words harkened back to the Revolutionary War and served not only as an immediate call to action but often included some not-so-subtle shaming tactics, such as when a newly minted captain boldly proclaimed at a Wisconsin rally, “I would rather fill a soldier’s grave than stay at home a coward.” Even worse for an unsuspecting young man at such a rally was if his lady friend, spurred on by the hoopla and excitement, publicly urged him to enlist without his prior approval or even knowledge that she would do so. “John, if you do not enlist I’ll never let you kiss me again as long as I live!” proclaimed one young woman to the embarrassment of her male friend and the jeers of his mates who had already volunteered.51
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“A War Meeting” (Billings, Hardtack & Coffee, 39)


This type of zero-sum peer pressure had the desired effect on the burgeoning “manly pride” of boys and young men, many of whom were still in their late teens, because the era’s romanticized and dominant culture—essentially White, male, and middle class—dictated that no self-respecting man could gain communal approval without projecting his manly courage. “We could not bear the thought of seeing two thirds of the men in our town leaving their business and rushing to the battlefield . . . and we staying at home like cowards,” acknowledged William Tebbetts, who eventually enlisted into the 45th Illinois Infantry in December 1861. Tebbetts realized that stepping up to enlist was viewed as the “manly courage” benchmark’s first litmus test. All it usually took was one man to sign his name to the enlistment rolls and then, like dominoes falling, others followed, always to the sound of the crowd’s rousing cheers. The next day, after the excitement and perhaps the liquor had worn off, some men inevitably regretted their decision. Then-Capt. Isaac J. Wistar later wrote, “In short, for every hundred men, drunk and sober, actually got by hook and crook safely on board the [train] cars, at least a hundred and fifty had to be [coerced], in consequence of the ever-changing views of themselves and their anxious relatives . . . even after the trains were in motion, many jumped off, with courage worthy of a better cause.” Such shenanigans were uncommon, however, for as one old soldier later recollected, “Pride, that tyrannical master, rarely let them turn back.”52





Bored at Home and Seeking Adventure

In 1861, most of the North’s population lived in small rural towns or on farms, and most had never ventured more than twenty-five miles from their homes. For young men everywhere who wanted to see the country or were perhaps bored at home, enlisting into the rapidly filling volunteer regiments afforded them a golden opportunity to see another part of the country without personal expense since the army would be providing them with food, clothing, pay, and transportation. After a group of his college friends enlisted, Henry Alvord suspected, “there is but little real patriotism in the movement. Most go for novelty, for the sake of going.” Eighteen-year-old Thomas Christie freely admitted that motives other than patriotic influenced his enlistment but did not see those motives as wrong. “I do want to see the world, to get out of the narrow circle in which I have always lived, to make a man of myself.” For teenage boys like Alvord and Christie, the possibility of being on the receiving end of a Johnny Reb minié ball barely registered. This sense of adventure was reinforced by the army’s recruiting posters, which stressed the manly prestige afforded to the “good,” “brave-hearted,” or “able-bodied patriots” who volunteered for a given regiment.53

Others knew that volunteering into the army meant they would be out from under the watchful eyes of parents and preachers for the first time in their lives; many were seemingly eager to embrace what were deemed the most masculine of military vices: drinking and fornication. With regards to this eagerness, Michigan’s Charles Haydon dryly noted from his Detroit training camp in May 1861 how, “If the men pursue the enemy as eagerly as they do the whores, they will make very efficient soldiers.”54

The 1860 census revealed a fall in the marriage rate over the preceding decade along with a rise in the initial marriage age for both men and women. This was due no doubt, in part, to additional census data showing that single men noticeably outnumbered single women in most urban areas during the 1850s, which led, in turn, to a growing and robust sex trade industry in those towns by the time the Civil War commenced. By 1862, there were 450 registered brothels—also known as “bawdy houses”—in Washington, DC, alone and almost 600 operating in New York City. When war reporter Franc Wilkie left Washington in the autumn of 1862, he described it as “the most pestiferous hole since the days of Sodom and Gomorrah” while “most of the women on the street were openly disreputable.” From Wilkie’s vantage, the number of drunken Union officers in uniform who haunted the bordellos and barrooms every night would have been sufficient to capture Richmond. For many pious men, the long-term effects were predictable. “Whiskey and sexual vices carry off more soldiers than the bullet,” Cyrus Boyd noted in his diary in January 1863.55

For country boys or farmhands, many of whom were still teenagers, speculative concepts like “Union” or “nation” had little initial impact on their localized lives and small-town values. What concept of nationalism existed was more likely a feeling of regional or class pride because the country had grown up with its citizens believing that one’s primary loyalty was to family and community. Familial and community roots ran deeper than those attached to the nation, which helps to explain why the war and its attendant communal infighting became so intense. Most national events in the past were distant and often had little impact on citizens’ day-to-day lives. In fact, for most adults, their only interactions with the national government were voting (for men), the occasional trip to the post office, or perhaps engaging in a land purchase from the federal government.56

The initial journeys from home for young men like Christie, Smith, Boyd, and others to far-off towns or training centers were viewed by them as a grand adventure, not unlike the romanticized, manly tales of the era. The more literate of those young farm boys and urban men had been raised on such stories and poems as Lord Tennyson’s “The Charge of the Light Brigade,” Timothy Flint’s Biographical Memoir of Daniel Boone, or Longfellow’s then-recent “Paul Revere’s Ride.” These masculine works focused on action and heroism, which therefore helped to imbue young men with a stirring sense of male honor that, secretly perhaps, made a youthful male view himself as the noble knight off on a glorious mission. For such boys and men, not enlisting would be interpreted by his peers and community as a public failure of what it meant to be a man.57

Country lads marveled at the technological wonders of modern trains and steamboats during their initial trip from home to training camp. Cheering crowds, martial bands, buffet-style meals, and pretty young women frequently greeted them at the various train stations. At one such stop, a then seventeen-year-old lad remembered how he was told by an attractive young maiden that she would “rather kiss a soldier than eat her dinner.” The boy later admitted that he did not take the hint, opting instead to accept the cup of hot coffee in her hand. A young New Yorker recalled how throughout his journey, men filled his pockets with cigars and even insisted he accept the money they offered him. If he kindly refused, they forced it into his pockets. At the very least, the prospects of a short, ninety-day war and personal glory generated a sense of martial excitement within these young men and a welcome break in what may have been viewed as an otherwise dull existence.58

While some younger men left their families seeking adventure, other, usually older, men sometimes joined the army as a means of escaping problems at home. For example, if a man was facing a criminal or debt proceeding, enlistment might prove a temporary solution. As another means of encouraging enlistments, thirteen loyal states enacted statutes during the war that authorized postponing any ongoing court action against a man engaged in military service. Judges, in fact, routinely “suggested” that some just-convicted men show their patriotism and remorse by voluntarily enlisting rather than being sent off to jail.59

In other instances, a man’s problem may have been with the bottle rather than the courts. One Northern woman sensed that getting her drunkard husband into the army was a viable means of helping him find sobriety. After losing every dollar he owned during a weekend bender in Boston, Peter Welsh enlisted into the 28th Massachusetts Infantry as a means of gaining back some income. “There is hundreds of men here who got in to it in the same way I did,” he admitted to his wife, but only after he enlisted and arrived in Washington.60

Family or marital issues were also contributing if not primary factors for those men seeking a new life and then often under assumed names. Nineteen-year-old James Horrocks did just that after being named in a paternity suit by a sixteen-year-old girl in his hometown of Farnworth, England. Though he proclaimed his innocence, he nevertheless fled his home for the Liverpool docks in the summer of 1863, where he quickly boarded a New York–bound ship. Once in the States, he enlisted into the 5th New Jersey Light Artillery under the name of “Andrew Ross” only after his attempts to find acceptable civilian employment had failed. In his first letter home dated September 5, the well-educated Horrocks seemed quite pleased with himself because his decision and chosen service branch had netted him the largest cash bounty possible. (Bounties are discussed in detail in chapter 5.) As additional bonuses, Horrocks explained that he would have light work, suffer no picket duty or carry heavy knapsacks around, plus he would have the benefit of riding a horse. With no stake in or care for the war’s larger issues, the foreign-born Horrocks epitomized the “Yankee hireling” that many Confederates asserted had filled the Union armies’ rank and file.61

These possible enlistment scenarios were not only the case for new volunteers but had existed that way in the Regular army for decades. Whereas the volunteer citizen-soldier exemplified the essence of civic duty and patriotic integrity, any man who had sought enlistment into the Regular army in the mid-nineteenth century was generally regarded as a ne’er-do-well; a man who had something to hide or at the very least, something he wanted to forget. Such service then did not carry with it the respect and public gratitude that many in our modern era convey to those men and women in uniform. Rather, the army was viewed as the last resort of the drunkard or idler, especially when the burgeoning nation was considered a land flowing with economic opportunity for any man and his family. One antebellum army journal reported that during an investigation of a particular fifty-five-man company, “It appeared that nine-tenths enlisted on account of female difficulty; thirteen . . . had changed their names, and forty-three were either drunk, or partially so at the time of their enlistment.” As late as 1863, the army’s manual on how doctors should evaluate recruits noted that serving in the army during peacetime presented “so few attractions that men of good reputation, having other means of earning a livelihood, avoid it, and the ranks are filled up from the idle, the dissolute, and the unfortunate.”62

A man may have been able to erase and escape his background, but his habits and character traits usually remained. Pennsylvanian Henry Armprister abandoned his civilian life for the army at age fifty-two, leaving behind a wife and seven children. His problems with alcohol, however, shadowed him to the front. His commanding officer considered Armprister a good soldier when he was not drunk, but that was a moot point because the man was rarely sober. Eventually, Armprister was court-martialed for deserting the army, just as he had earlier forsaken his family.63

Foreign immigrants sought to serve in the Union army for many of the same reasons as native-born recruits. At least in the early years, patriotic and nationalistic devotion to their new homeland was part of their mix but rarely the sole reason. For many who had experienced some form of ethnic prejudice, especially the Irish and Germans, their choice to voluntarily enlist into the Union ranks would showcase their desire and commitment to becoming “real” Americans.64

Constant hunger created by poverty was another tyrant poor men sought refuge from, especially for the wretched Irish immigrants wallowing in New York City’s slums. All but driven out of Ireland by the 1840s potato famine, the United States became the preferred destination for poverty-stricken Irish emigrants, who were attracted to these shores not only by the nation’s political and social freedoms but also by what they believed to be the sheer quantity of available work. All of which would surely help fill their families’ empty stomachs. America’s decades-long laissez-faire attitude toward immigration bespoke an open-door policy for the downtrodden Irish.65

A correspondent for the Illustrated London News reported after the July 21, 1861, Bull Run battle that, “Many of the recruits from New York City care not a jot for the integrity of the Union, but have enlisted to escape from starvation.” George Sala, the London Daily Telegraph’s correspondent, wrote in his diary how after years of observing American society, he was convinced that those immigrants who enlisted were simply “aliens who have sold themselves for certain sums of money.” Perhaps that was because poverty could be a powerful motivator. In their study of letters written by German immigrants in the Civil War, Walter Kamphoefner and Wolfgang Helbich noted how at least one-third (and maybe more) of the men in their soldier group had enlisted primarily because they were unable to find gainful employment. One of those men was Gustav Keppler, who admitted “I went and enlisted only when I had no other choice,” while another man, August Strohsahl, wrote of his frustration in not being able to find work on land or sea. Therefore, Strohsahl lamented, “there was nothing I could do but become a soldier.” Though obviously not true for all immigrants, a new suit of blue clothes and the prospect of steady meals and pay proved to be ample inducement for the many poor immigrant men who had little to no knowledge of the political issues surrounding the new rebellion.66





Slavery’s Abolition

Though modern scholarship places slavery as central to our understanding of why the Civil War was fought, relatively few men who chose to enlist in the war’s opening months did so with slavery’s abolition as their primary motivator. This was especially true for conservative Democrats, who supported the war only as a means of restoring the Union and thereby reestablishing the federal government’s legitimate authority, but not to abolish slavery, which, after all, was still constitutionally legal. To those men, the North’s “Radical Republican” abolitionists were just as guilty of bringing on the war as were the South’s “fire-eaters.” Such explosive political matters, they believed, should be settled at the negotiating table or the ballot box, not at the cannon’s mouth.67

In his seminal 1935 work, Black Reconstruction, the famous African American historian and civil rights activist W. E. B. Du Bois, acknowledged “The North went to war without the slightest idea of freeing the slave.” Decades later, historian Randall Jimerson estimated that only one in ten recruits enlisted with slavery’s abolition as a personal, primary war aim. Given that almost 99 percent of citizens in the Northern free states were White, it is not surprising that most recruits knew no Black people much less ever laid eyes on a slave. Dennis W. Brandt noted in his social history of the 87th Pennsylvania Infantry and its community that none of the many pre-1863 soldier letters he examined from that regiment contained the words “slavery,” “slave,” or “abolition.” Any “rights” the soldiers wrote of, Brandt explained, were in reference to their own. That perspective had not changed in the months immediately following the war’s end. In their respective analyses of dozens of Union regimental histories written and published during the years 1865 to 1866—which therefore accorded them a still-fresh perspective—historians Peter Luebke and Gary Gallagher both concluded there was a strong consensus among those books’ veterans-turned-historians: The war had been fought primarily to preserve the Union; freedom for the slave was an additional outcome with the soldiers having supported emancipation first and foremost as a war measure, rather than on overtly humanitarian grounds.68

Almost all Northern volunteers were more concerned at the war’s start with “stamping out treason” rather than ending slavery. “Put down the rebellion 1st say I and let the niggers take care of themselves” was seventeen-year-old Pvt. Charlie Brandegee’s succinct yet widely held opinion. Francis Bliss put forth a similar belief, believing there was too much hand-wringing about slaves and not enough focus on the rebels. “Let us let the negroes alone, and all hands take right hold of this Rebellion and put it down and it will be done in less than three months,” he asserted to his mother in November 1862. O. W. Norton of the 83rd Pennsylvania Infantry reminded his sister in January 1862, “This is not a war against slavery, but for the Union.” For those who felt it should be about abolition, Norton was dismissive: “Away with such nonsense, I say, and the soldiers all say so.”69

Famed poet Walt Whitman, who worked as a volunteer in Washington’s military hospitals during the war, later wrote, “Not the Negro, not the Negro. The Negro was not the chief thing. The chief thing was to stick together.” Even Abraham Lincoln admitted where his original priorities were in his famous August 22, 1862, letter to New York Tribune editor Horace Greely when he declared, “My paramount object in this struggle is to save the Union, and is not either to save or to destroy slavery.” The perspectives put forth by men like Whitman and Lincoln were also apparent in the North’s newspapers. In his modern representative survey of Northern newspapers, Nathan Kalmoe calculated that ending slavery appeared as an early, primary war goal in only 4 percent of the papers.70

White Northerners lived in an ambivalent world regarding slavery and race. While most Northern Americans had decried slavery as barbaric and wrong since the beginning of the nineteenth century, probably no more than 15 percent supported its immediate abolition. Furthermore, the majority of those who did support emancipation as a war aim had no intention of seeing the freed slaves remain in the United States in what they feared would be a permanent state of idleness. Democrats and Republicans both subscribed to the era’s racist stereotype that depicted Blacks as inherently lazy, but while Democrats felt that way due to their belief in the African’s racial inferiority, Republicans blamed it on slavery’s characteristic barbarism and degradation. Their goal was to see the freedmen sent elsewhere, perhaps to Western lands set aside for Native Americans or even colonized onto some Caribbean island. This sentiment was typified by Ohio housewife Jane Evans, who wrote to her son, “I would not mind freeing the Negros if they could be sent off and not come back here again.” Thinking upon the matter, a Wisconsin private concluded, “I think I have a good degree of sympathy for the Slave, but I like the Negro the farther off the better.” Such matter-of-fact racial prejudice also perversely helped to lessen the North’s initial hostility to Black soldiers, once Whites realized that a Black man in a blue uniform could stop a Rebel bullet just as easily as a White one. Moreover, Northern free Blacks enlisting into the army would be sent far away to Southern battlefields where they would hopefully remain once the war ended. Kansan Sam Reader realized this “benefit” when he wrote in August 1862, “I consider myself a philanthropist in regard to African Slaves, still I do not carry this so far as to wish to see men of my own Race dragged from home and business which urgently requires their presence, while these same Slaves ought & are willing to fight for their freedom.” Slavery and the appropriate place for Africans within American society were issues most Whites preferred to ignore.71

Nonetheless, there were Northerners who, from the outset, viewed slavery as the real issue. Those abolition-centered men who eagerly enlisted into the Union army were clear within their letters as to why they had donned the Union uniform. The nascent war allowed them to turn their idealism into social action. Though far older than most recruits, forty-year-old Taylor Pierce enlisted into the 22nd Iowa Infantry in August 1862. In one of his first letters to his wife on September 13—one week before Lincoln issued his Preliminary Emancipation Proclamation—Pierce stressed that it was his duty to “try and be one of the many that God has raised to put down this rebellion and blot out the institution of slavery.” At the other end of the country, a Vermont corporal proclaimed, “Slavery must die and if the South insists on being buried in the same grave I shall see in it nothing but the retributive hand of God.”72

The war’s harsh realities—such as a camp’s tedium and its unsanitary conditions, communicable diseases, supply and ration shortages, as well as the battlefield’s mangled corpses and cries of the wounded—all had a profound effect on those Union volunteers. What they saw and experienced was a far cry from their earlier idealized imagery. It did not matter whether they were young or older, nor whether they had enlisted for purely patriotic or other sundry reasons. The bloody carnage and subsequent rout that the Union suffered at the first battle of Bull Run near Manassas, Virginia, on July 21, 1861, served as an unwelcomed splash of icy water on the North’s collective face. A smaller though no less psychologically dismal defeat occurred outside of Leesburg, Virginia, three months later on October 21 at the battle of Ball’s Bluff. After that engagement, Washingtonians were treated to the grisly sight of dead Union soldiers whose bloated corpses had floated down the Potomac River into the North’s capital city after they had drowned near the battlefield’s riverbanks only forty miles away. Then in southwestern Tennessee at the battle of Shiloh on April 6–7, 1862, more men fell in two days of fighting than in all other American wars combined up to that date. Northern citizens and soldiers alike realized the war was not going to be the brief and grand affair many had earlier predicted.

Young men and teenage boys who had raced to the enlistment office brimming with bullet-proof naivete and youthful fantasies of martial glory saw their illusions vanish like June snow upon those battlefields. Meanwhile, those Northerners who stayed home had read the newspaper accounts with their grim statistics. They learned of the war’s hard truths directly from fathers, husbands, brothers, sons, and friends in the army who had come home after their initial ninety-day enlistment or on furlough. They read the letters home from those same men. Any notion of “glory” was washed away as a cold reality set in, and for those Northern men who carefully assessed the personal costs and benefits of a potential enlistment within their own figurative balance sheet, many determined that the price to self and family was not worth it. They would not enlist especially when it seemed like so many others were willing or better suited to go. For some, the calculations had begun on day one, for others months later. They concluded this was not their war and for approximately two-thirds of the North’s White men of military age—whether single or married—not having to don a blue uniform became a paramount concern.
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