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			Foreword

			“Is this the place with the horse?” is a frequent question asked by visitors entering the Virginia Military Institute Museum for the first time. “Yes!,” has been the proud reply since 1948, the year Little Sorrel arrived from the Confederate Soldiers’ Home in Richmond, Virginia.

			I have always thought it appropriate that the war horse of Stonewall Jackson spent his last days being cared for by veterans, many of whom had been with him in their youth. Little Sorrel earned the honor of “veteran” status, carrying his master over some of the most famous battlefields of the Civil War. The physically unimpressive horse was a witness—a participant— throughout the Shenandoah Valley campaign. He carried Jackson into the chaotic barrage of Confederate musket fire on the dark evening of May 2, 1863, which resulted in the mortal wounding of the General.

			Fredrick Weber, the leading American taxidermist, arrived at the Confederate Soldiers’ Home in March 1886 prepared to start the mounting process as soon as the end came for the thirty-six-year-old Little Sorrel. Taking measurements from life, Weber prepared a steel armature which was then wrapped in sisal and plaster. The last step was to place the hide over the form. Webster’s work was so well done that there has only been a need for conservation twice in the intervening 130 years. 

			Little Sorrel is among a very select list of historically significant horses mounted and exhibited in museums worldwide. Napoleon’s Le Vizir can be seen at the Musee d’Armee de l’Hotel des Invalides in Paris. Phar Lap, the great Australian race horse, is in the Museum Victoria in Melbourne. Comanche, the lone survivor of the Battle of the Little Big Horn resides at the University of Kansas. Cowboy actor Roy Roger’s Trigger was mounted at the time of his death in 1965.

			During the Civil War more than 3,000,000 horses and mules were pressed into service. One-half of that number perished during the four years of struggle. Only two survivors—one Union, one Confederate—still stand in silent tribute to the tremendous sacrifice of equines in the Civil War. The first to be mounted was Union General Philip Sheridan’s Renzi, who died in 1878. Today Renzi, renamed Winchester after the general’s famous 1864 ride to that town, is exhibited in the Smithsonian Institution’s American History Museum in Washington DC. The other mount, representing the South, is Little Sorrel. 

			Little Sorrel was frequently the subject of comment by war-time observers. Like his famous rider, the reddish-brown horse was “deceptively plain.” He was not anyone’s ideal of the war charger so often depicted by artists; yet he possessed stamina and character that amazed and amused admirers. He could live on “a ton of hay or live on cobs,” recalled Henry Kyd Douglas of Jackson’s staff.

			Sharon Smith’s work sheds light on why Little Sorrel was a good fit for Jackson. She offers a convincing argument suggesting that the general might have been a better horseman possessing a better understanding of the requirements of a good officer’s mount than previously thought. In a broader way, Smith helps readers appreciate the role of the horse in mid-century America. 

			It was the courageous image of a commander on horseback that compelled soldiers into battle or rallied a faltering line. Rider and mount became an inseparable image: Lee on Traveller; Sheridan astride Rienzi; Mead’s Old Baldy; Grant’s beautiful chestnut Cincinnati. Necessity dictated that officers had more than one mount. Frequently the officer’s horse was a casualty. (Little Sorrel was wounded at least twice.) Confederate cavalry commander Nathan B. Forrest had the most mounts shot from under him: thirty-nine. The flamboyant George Custer is reported to have had eleven horses killed in battle. 

			George W. Grayson, a leader of the Creek Nation and Captain of the 2nd Creek Mounted Volunteers, CSA, stated that “One becomes greatly attached to any horse that he has had the exclusive use of for any considerable time, but especially fond and friendly becomes this attachment when he feels that his horse has on occasion been the means of helping him through, probably saved his life in many thrilling junctures and hair raising escapades.”

			Such a relationship no doubt existed between Stonewall and Little Sorrel. If there had not been a Civil War, Thomas Jackson would have continued his quiet life as a college professor at VMI. Little Sorrel most likely would have had an equally uneventful existence on a farm somewhere in Ohio. Fate created a relationship between the unlikely general and the unlikely war horse.

			This is the story of that relationship. 

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Confederate General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson’s favorite and best warhorse was an animal of many names, and sometimes no name at all. When Jackson acquired the horse, on May 10, 1861, the little gelding came without a name attached. There is some faint evidence that his original name was American Traveler, but that is unproven, perhaps improvable, and probably untrue.

			Jackson’s widow and staff members said after the war that the general called his horse Fancy, although they gave different reasons for that choice of name. Mary Anna Jackson, known as Anna, said that her husband intended the little horse for her and that the name was suitable for a lady’s mount. Others claimed that the name was a joke since the horse was anything but fancy. There are problems with both explanations.

			Jackson kept the horse, even though he had ample opportunity to turn him over to Anna, especially during the first year of the war. As for the other possibility, Stonewall Jackson was not inclined to joke and the concept of irony was a mystery to him. The most likely explanation is that Jackson had previously owned a horse named Fancy, one that in all probability came with the name. So he kept it and repeated it with his new horse.

			Civil War–era writers didn’t call the horse by name. Newspaper reporters, letter writers, and memoirists who didn’t revise their work later referred to him as Jackson’s little sorrel, or Jackson’s old sorrel, or just Jackson’s sorrel. After the war, the “old” became the most common adjective. At war’s end, he was fifteen and that was approaching old age for a horse in an era when equine life expectancy was no more than twenty.

			The description became the name. At the time of his death in 1886, most newspapers reported the passing of Stonewall Jackson’s warhorse Old Sorrel. Some noted that the general called the horse Fancy, and most remarked on his small size. As the great flood of Confederate memoirs arrived during the last fifteen years of the nineteenth century, the name “Little Sorrel,” already used occasionally, became the name of choice for veterans who actually remembered him.

			The variety of names has led to confusion. Some writers have referred to Stonewall’s two favorite horses, Fancy and Little Sorrel. They were the same horse. Jackson did own a second sorrel horse, one who also had a variety of descriptive names: Big Sorrel, Gaunt Sorrel, Young Sorrel, and perhaps others. This horse was not a favorite, usually lent out and finally given away to an aide.

			There is no evidence that Stonewall Jackson himself called his favorite horse Little Sorrel, although he may have used the phrase “the little sorrel” to differentiate him from the other sorrel horse he owned. But the name Little Sorrel has conquered all others, and that’s the name modern historians, writers, and artists use. It’s the name used here.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Laid to Rest at Last

			Juanita Allen, president of the Virginia division of the United Daughters of the Confederacy, was a woman on a mission during the winter of 1996–1997. She had a Confederate hero to honor, although some of her friends questioned the method she chose to bestow the tribute, if not its recipient.

			“Southerners are a very devoted people and we believe in honoring heroes of all types,” she explained to the Washington Times, responding to critics. To be fair, very few of those critics came from the South, and those who did weren’t especially critical. Mrs. Allen, looking around for projects for her organization, had already settled upon a few related to Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson, second only to Robert E. Lee in the esteem of Virginians to whom the Civil War was still important. There were plans under way to erect a new marker near the spot where Jackson was shot down by friendly fire at Chancellorsville.

			Also in Mrs. Allen’s sights was a new grave marker for Jackson’s widow, Anna, the first president of a United Daughters of the Confederacy chapter. A visit to the museum at the Virginia Military Institute (VMI) in Lexington, Virginia, where Jackson was a professor when war came, produced a plan to restore the general’s first uniform, which had become a little threadbare over the past century. But the visit produced something else as well.

			In a place of honor in the military museum, next to the bullet-torn raincoat Stonewall Jackson wore at the time of his mortal wounding in 1863, not far from the famous shiny helmet of World War II hero General George S. Patton, near a massive exhibit of nineteenth-century firearms, stood the mount of a small red horse. The horse was as famous as he was unimpressive.

			It was Little Sorrel, Stonewall Jackson’s favorite—although unlikely—warhorse. He was renowned throughout the South during the war and had become even more famous, North and South, during the long years of his retirement. At first, his fame was as a reflection of his legendary master, an eccentric and implausible military genius. Eventually the horse’s very survival became legendary too.

			When Little Sorrel died in 1886, at the improbably advanced age of thirty-six, he was mounted by one of the world’s foremost taxidermists. Frederic S. Webster maintained an elaborate studio on Pennsylvania Avenue in Washington, D.C., and was known as an artist among mere technicians, a taxidermist who made his subjects compelling and real. He specialized in manipulating them into lifelike positions, often placing them in dioramas using the increasingly sophisticated art of photography.
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					Celebrated taxidermist Frederic Webster.

					Ruthven Deane Collection, Library of Congress

				

			

			Webster had recently left Ward’s Natural Science Establishment in Rochester, New York, making himself available for private commissions. He had learned his trade at Ward’s, best known in the taxidermy world as the place that P. T. Barnum had sent his famous Jumbo to be mounted after the elephant’s untimely death. Although Webster didn’t work on Jumbo, he had recently become known worldwide for a taxidermy grouping that he called “The Flamingo at Home.” Webster’s flamingoes were the talk of the scientific world since the display so accurately showed a group of birds in a typical habitat, a rare technique in Victorian taxidermy.

			Webster was a brilliant—and expensive—choice to mount the beloved Little Sorrel. Unlike most other taxidermists of the era, Webster disdained wire frames with sawdust filling. He first created a plaster-of-Paris sculpture in an appropriate head-up position as if the little horse had just heard the sound of bugles and cannon. He then artistically stretched the red hide over the statue. The horse’s skeleton wasn’t needed, so Webster took it as partial payment for his work.

			Frederic Webster carried Little Sorrel’s skeleton along with him ten years later when he took a job as curator and chief taxidermist of the Carnegie Museum of Natural History in Pittsburgh and articulated it into a lifelike position, tensed and ready to charge. Little Sorrel’s skeleton was then placed on display. There it stood for fifty years, gathering dust and losing the occasional tooth and section of bone.

			In the 1930s, several Southern museums began inquiring about the skeleton. Little Sorrel might have been an object of mild curiosity in Pittsburgh, but he remained a hero south of the Mason-Dixon Line. Webster, as much a survivor as the little red horse, expressed no serious opposition to its repatriation, although he grumbled a little at the idea that it might be done without formal consultation with him.

			Meanwhile, Webster’s mount of Little Sorrel had remained in Virginia, first at the Lee Camp of the Confederate Veterans Home in Richmond, a residence for elderly Confederate soldiers. By the late 1940s, when the last veteran was gone and the need for the residence had passed, Little Sorrel’s mount was moved to the VMI Museum. By then, Webster himself was gone, although just barely, having died in 1945 at the age of ninety-five. VMI was a suitable destination for the bones as well, so the skeleton was taken apart and shipped to Lexington, where it remained in storage for nearly half a century.
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					Mount of Little Sorrel at the VMI Museum in Lexington, Virginia.

					Keith Gibson, VMI Museum, Lexington, VA

				

			

			Then Juanita Allen showed up, looking for a project for the Daughters of the Confederacy. It was well over a century since the horse’s demise and more than one hundred thirty years since the death of his master, but both horse and general were important enough to rouse the patriotism of a Confederate Daughter. When she learned that only part of Stonewall Jackson’s horse was on display and that the bones lay nearly forgotten, Mrs. Allen knew she had her project.

			“We petted his nose and told him he was going to be laid to rest,” said Mrs. Allen to the Roanoke Times. The mount itself was going nowhere. It remains the museum’s most popular exhibit. Mrs. Allen was referring to the skeleton.

			“I felt so sorry for him that he’d never been laid to rest,” she told the reporter. “Everything should be buried. It’s just the Christian thing to do.”

			Webster would have approved. He had, he said, begun work on Little Sorrel just after Stonewall’s horse “went over the green fields of some animal heaven to rest in peace and honor.”

			Little Sorrel’s master might have been a little more troubled by anything resembling a funeral for a horse, even his loyal Little Sorrel. Jackson was a famously religious man, a Presbyterian, and a great believer in the Bible. He would have known well and believed thoroughly the words of Genesis that give to man supremacy over livestock. Jackson’s denomination, as most others did and still do, taught that animals do not possess immortal souls and certainly don’t require a religious service to see them off to heaven, even one made up of green fields.

			But some believe as cowboy philosopher Will Rogers did. “If there are no dogs in heaven,” Rogers often said, “then when I die I want to go where they went.”

			The Daughters and the VMI Museum staff were careful not to describe the event they planned as a funeral, but it certainly looked to be one to the nearly four hundred people who showed up on a hot and sunny day in July 1997. The attendance came as a surprise. The event was to honor a horse, after all, and one who had died 111 years earlier. But it was not just any horse. He was Stonewall Jackson’s favorite, to be sure. But the honoree was famous in his own right.

			Little Sorrel was a survivor. He had carried Jackson in all but one of the great general’s battles and apparently suffered only one minor injury. He had then lived on longer than almost any other horse who had participated in the Civil War, longer even than thousands of human veterans. People wanted to see him buried, just as people had poured into Lexington to see his master buried a couple of miles away 134 years earlier.

			At 3:00 PM on July 20, 1997, a procession of dignitaries emerged from the Jackson Memorial Hall on the VMI campus, the building that houses the museum where Little Sorrel’s mount remains the most popular exhibit. At the head of the procession was a young cadet carrying a specially made eighteen-inch-high walnut box into which the cremated skeletal remains of Little Sorrel had been placed. Accompanying them were a fife and drum corps, a cavalry unit that included a dozen horses, VMI officials, a bagpiper, costumed reenactors, descendants of Confederate veterans, and, although it was not a funeral, a Presbyterian minister.

			After suitable prayers and speeches, four men dressed in Confederate uniforms lowered the walnut box into a prepared plot on the VMI parade ground directly in front of a life-size statue of Stonewall Jackson himself. As the remains entered the earth, reenactors fired three volleys over the horse’s grave. Added to the dirt placed on top were handfuls of soil from each of the battlefields where Little Sorrel carried Stonewall Jackson, usually to victory.

			George Moor, a Jackson reenactor and head of the cavalry unit that accompanied the walnut box, dismounted to say a prayer over the still-open grave. He carefully placed two horseshoes inside and was asked the meaning of his token.

			“So he may be shod wherever he goes,” Moor told the crowd.
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					Little Sorrel’s gravestone in Lexington, Virginia.

					Keith Gibson, VMI Museum, Lexington, VA.

				

			

			James Robertson, author of the definitive biography of Stonewall Jackson, ended the ceremony with a wish for Little Sorrel. “May you continue to have good grazing in the boundless pastures of heaven,” he said to the remains of the unlikely hero.

			No, it wasn’t a funeral, because you don’t have funerals for horses. But it probably was the last original burial of a Civil War veteran, and an appropriate tribute to a horse who had become a unique symbol of a vanished country.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Warriors under Saddle

			During the first week of May 1861, the major in command of Virginia volunteers at Harpers Ferry had horses on his mind. Thomas J. Jackson, a West Pointer, Mexican War combat veteran, and longtime instructor at the Virginia Military Institute in Lexington, Virginia, knew all about the value of horses in wartime. He also knew that he was exceedingly short of them.

			Virginia was a relative latecomer to rebellion. The state’s secession convention was able to produce enough votes only after South Carolina’s troops fired on Fort Sumter in Charleston Harbor on April 13, leading President Abraham Lincoln to call for volunteers to put down the rebellion. Although most Virginians weren’t secessionists, they wanted no part of fighting fellow southerners and joined the other states of the new Confederacy on April 17. The complexion of the rebellion changed immediately.

			Virginia was the biggest, the richest, and the closest to Washington of any state in the new Confederacy. It was also, of all the southern states, home to the largest number of West Point–educated current and former officers of the U.S. Army. Like Jackson, most of them would follow their state into rebellion.

			Nearly all the West Pointers were offered significant assignments from Virginia’s new governor, John Letcher, who would control his state’s military manpower until the Confederacy organized its own army. Major Jackson received one of the most important posts when he was sent to command the thousands of volunteers and militia members pouring into Harpers Ferry, site of one of the two major Federal arsenals in the country. The amateur soldiers took control of the town and the arsenal the day after the secession vote, but the military minds in Richmond, including a recently resigned U.S. Army colonel named Robert E. Lee, knew the Federal army would soon want the town back.

			On April 27, Jackson received his orders to Harpers Ferry, arriving there two days later. He had left the U.S. Army a decade earlier, taking a job as a professor at VMI, where he taught natural philosophy, the nineteenth-century version of physics. But he also taught artillery tactics, and so he knew immediately upon arrival that horses, lots of them, would be needed in Harpers Ferry if the town were to be saved for the Confederacy.

			Harpers Ferry wasn’t a particularly congenial spot for an army of rebellion. It was snugly situated across the Potomac River from the still-loyal Maryland, a slave-holding state destined to stay with the Union thanks to an early order from President Lincoln calling for Maryland to be occupied by Federal troops and several of its civil liberties to be suspended.
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					Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson in 1863.

					Library of Congress

				

			

			On the other side of Harpers Ferry lay the mountainous western part of Virginia, where a majority of citizens resisted secession. Many had no use for the institution of slavery that helped instigate the breakup of the Union in the first place. Others may not have minded slavery but owned no slaves themselves and resented the political power of wealthy eastern Virginians who did hold slaves.

			But Harpers Ferry was geographically significant in another way, situated as it was at a key stop on both the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad and the Chesapeake and Ohio Canal. Both systems linked east and west for the Union and might do the same for the Confederacy. The town, important beyond its size, also stood as a gateway to the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, the rich and fertile land between the Allegheny and Blue Ridge Mountains. The valley was a vital corridor to anybody traveling north and south in the western half of Virginia. It was also a breadbasket of great importance to anyone trying to feed an army.

			Major Jackson’s orders were to guard this crucial spot, a town that stood at the foot of three elevations, two of them towering over the town. He had seen the topography and sensed its military implications eighteen months earlier, when he, two undersized cannons, and twenty-one VMI cadets trained in artillery were sent to Harpers Ferry to protect against an uprising of slaves or abolitionists (both equally feared) as raider John Brown awaited execution in nearby Charles Town.

			Brown’s initial attack on the Federal arsenal in October 1859 had failed since few slaves joined in. There had been no evidence that further trouble was coming, but Virginia was taking no chances. Jackson and the cadets stayed a few days, witnessed Brown’s execution, and returned to Lexington.

			The artillery professor learned a couple of things from his stay. First, Harpers Ferry would be exceptionally difficult to defend without placing troops and artillery on the heights overlooking the town. Second, undersized cannons, small enough to be hauled by cadets, wouldn’t do the job if real shooting started.
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					Harpers Ferry during the Civil War.

					National Archives

				

			

			So Jackson wrote to Richmond for cannons, ammunition, caissons, wagons, and anything else he could get, and he began to look around for horses to haul all that equipment. He also looked around for somebody to help him procure those horses, and his attention fell on a man he knew well, at least by reputation.

			John Alexander Harman of Staunton was a member of the family that operated Harman Brothers Stage, a coach line that carried mail and passengers between valley towns poorly served by rail. Jackson himself had traveled on a four-horse Harman coach between Lexington and Staunton on the first leg of his journey to Richmond on April 21, his usual practice when he left Lexington during the decade he spent there.

			Harman was a man who all his life had been eager to get on with challenges and new experiences, no matter what the potential danger. He had arrived in Harpers Ferry a week and a half ahead of Jackson, the day after the passage of Virginia’s secession ordinance. He wasn’t sure he wanted to remain. Harman was a busy man and expected to become busier with the outbreak of war. But he was head of a volunteer militia unit in Staunton and felt obligated to make the trip.

			In addition to the stagecoach business, Harman procured and butchered meat for a wholesale grocery business, edited a local newspaper, and ran a substantial farm two miles east of Staunton. In his early twenties, before business interests burdened him, Harman had gone off to Texas in search of adventure. His experiences there became the stuff of legend in Staunton, Lexington, and the other Shenandoah Valley towns.

			A first wave of Americans, mostly southerners, had arrived in Texas in the mid-1830s to answer settlers’ call for help in executing a revolution against Mexican control of the land north of the Rio Grande. Among those who responded was Ben McCulloch of Tennessee, whose fortuitous case of measles prevented him from being present at the Alamo when it fell to Mexican troops in March 1836.

			Unlike the defenders of the Texas shrine, McCulloch survived to prosper during the years of Texas independence. In 1845, Texas was annexed by the United States and admitted to the Union with a boundary chosen by President James K. Polk, over the bitter objections of Mexico. War broke out the following year and McCulloch raised a company of volunteer rangers to defend Texas from Mexico.

			A young John Harman made his way to Texas, joined up with McCulloch, and rode along as McCulloch’s Rangers performed as regular cavalry, dismounted cavalry, guerrilla cavalry, scouts, and spies. The rangers also procured horses for the U.S. commanding general Zachary Taylor and protected Taylor’s long and vulnerable supply lines.

			After the war, Harman returned to Virginia and a more conventional life. Thomas Jackson may or may not have known about Harman’s Texas adventures, but in Harpers Ferry he learned quickly that the businessman from Staunton was just the man to find him some horses.

			Jackson asked Harman to ride out into the Virginia countryside east of Harpers Ferry to acquire horses suitable to pull artillery pieces, supply wagons, and ambulances. He would ask for donations, which neither man expected, or offer to buy the animals, which they equally doubted would work. They could give only IOUs drawn on the Commonwealth of Virginia in payment, a proposal that would be unpopular under any circumstances, but even more so in Loudon County.

			It wasn’t just proximity that made Loudon a likely target of forced Confederate horse procurement. The county was famous throughout Virginia for the quality of its livestock. Its pastures were superb, thanks to the careful management and crop rotation practiced by its small farmers, mostly Quakers and Germans whose ancestors had traveled south from Pennsylvania a century earlier.

			The new Confederacy had another reason to look first to the Quaker and German farmers for horses. No farmer would like to be given an IOU for a good horse, and Jackson, a man of great common sense, was reluctant to offend men he hoped would join or send their sons to his rapidly organizing companies and regiments. But enlistment of the Germans was unlikely and that of Quakers essentially impossible.

			Deep within Quaker doctrine was the belief that slavery was an absolute evil. Virginia Quakers who lived in Loudon County tended to be quiet about their beliefs, unlike their cousins over the Mason-Dixon Line in Pennsylvania. But the fact that they could run such admirable small farms without slave labor often rankled some of the larger plantation owners of Loudon and other northern Virginia counties.

			For several decades there had also been rumors about Quaker farmhouses in Loudon County sheltering runaway slaves, but that would have been so dangerous to slave and protector alike that there were probably few actual occurrences. However, the farmers would certainly have looked the other way as runaways dashed north to freedom.

			All in all, John Harman was inclined to look first on the Quaker and German farms of Loudon. He quickly hit equine pay dirt, seizing dozens of horses and leaving pieces of paper behind. He also left simmering resentment. A month after Harman completed his search, the Quaker and German districts of Loudon County would vote overwhelmingly no in the referendum that finalized Virginia’s secession, while most of the rest of the county and state voted to leave the Union.

			Quakers and the few other Unionists in Loudon suffered so much from loss of livestock and crops to the Virginia and then the Confederate armies that some were driven to violate another profound Quaker doctrine: that of nonviolence. In the spring of 1862 Quaker farmers and businessmen organized the Loudon Rangers, a partisan cavalry unit later absorbed into the U.S. Army. Although Union regiments did come out of Virginia’s forty-one western counties, they represented West Virginia, which separated from the Confederacy and became the state of West Virginia in 1862. Only the Loudon Rangers came out of Virginia itself to fight for the Union.

			The Rangers fought for most of the war with prices on their heads, knowing that capture meant hanging as traitors to Virginia. As Quakers, they were not particularly effective soldiers, but they persevered to the end of the war, perhaps remembering all those fine horses lost to Harman and Jackson.

			Harman’s success in rounding up good horses prompted Jackson to ask him for additional help. Although he had ridden out of Lexington on his own horse, Jackson had sent that animal home to continue his journey by stage and train, first to Richmond and then to Harpers Ferry. It’s not clear why Jackson didn’t keep the horse with him or have him sent along later, since he knew that officers were expected to provide their own mounts. Regardless of the reason, Jackson asked Harman to be on the lookout for a suitable horse, one that might stand the stress of battle, should it come.

			The search began just as the relationship between the two sides of the Baltimore and Ohio Railroad was beginning to change. For the first two weeks of Southern control of Harpers Ferry, each side permitted trains to pass, even if they appeared to be carrying supplies that might be used for military purposes. That changed after the first week in May.

			On May 9, a westbound train headed to Harpers Ferry was captured by Federal troops in Maryland. Aboard were inventor Charles Dickinson and his new steam-operated artillery piece intended for the Confederacy. The peculiar gun was confiscated, Dickinson arrested and sent to Annapolis, and a round of train seizures and counterseizures was under way.

			The day after the steam gun seizure, on Friday, May 10, 1861, a five-car livestock train headed to Baltimore from southern Ohio was stopped at the Harpers Ferry station. Four of the cars were filled with beef cattle, a hundred of them, and they were enthusiastically confiscated for use by the troops, who had been stretching the limited food supplies of the town.

			The fifth car contained ten horses, good enough horses that John Harman was called in to take a look. The exact makeup of the horse consignment is lost, and it is now unknown if Harman found some draft animals to add to his supply. But an army needs horses that can be ridden as well as driven. Harman, having learned recently that Major Jackson was in need of a mount or two, checked the consignment carefully, found a few prospects, and sent for his commander.

			Jackson liked a handsome horse as well as the next man, and he had owned a few in his time. He had bragged in Mexico about a particularly beautiful and expensive horse acquired for a hefty price, but that animal had been used only during peaceful months of occupation and had never seen action. The carload of Ohio horses may have included one or two handsome ones, but the two that caught his eye were more ordinary.

			One was a big sorrel horse, a little angular but clearly strong enough to carry a man of almost six feet. The second, another sorrel, was attractive but not nearly big enough, standing less than fifteen hands (five feet) at the withers. Jackson told Harman that he would take both sorrels, the big one for himself and the little one for his wife, who might need private transportation during the months of upheaval that likely lay ahead. He paid $150 in U.S. money for the two red horses.

			The accepted story has been that the money went to the Confederate government, to which Jackson had consigned the confiscated horses. But newspaper articles a couple of weeks later reported that the original consigner, described as an Ohio drover, was “satisfied” with his payment for his load of livestock.

			The seizure that provided Jackson with his horses contributed to a situation that infuriated Virginians and harmed the Confederate effort in the state. General Benjamin Butler, in command of Union forces in Maryland in early May, was greatly annoyed by the confiscation of the livestock train. A few days after the incident, Butler was sent to take command of Fort Monroe on the southeastern Virginia coast, still held by Federal forces. Soon after Butler’s arrival, escaped slaves began appearing inside the lines, asking for freedom and protection.

			Federal officials were not yet ready to turn the new war into a conflict over slavery. Washington’s position was that secession was illegal and Virginia remained part of the Union. So Butler was told that the escaped slaves were still governed by the laws of the United States and should be sent back to their owners. Butler, a longtime opponent of slavery, believed otherwise. He retained the escapes slaves, calling them contraband of war who should be put into service working for the U.S. Army.

			Thousands of escapees arrived and were put to work on construction projects and other duties around Fort Monroe. They, like Thomas Jackson’s two new sorrels, never went back to their former owners.

			The escaped slaves had a modest expectation of freedom after the fighting was over, but the horses, had they been aware of the history of their species in times of human war, would have been somewhat less hopeful. In May 1861, it was too soon to know just how hard the Civil War was going to be on horses, but the precedent was not particularly promising. On May 10, 1861, the two sorrels became part of a long and brutal history.

			Human beings began to appreciate the value of horses in war not long after they realized that horses were good for something other than food. Although the final word is not yet in on the precise dates of horse domestication and the first use of the animals in warfare, we do know about the earliest surviving evidence of each step.

			Horses and humans first encountered each other at least fifty thousand years ago. The acquaintance was neither close nor friendly, with horses providing meat and skins to Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon hunters.

			There is a faint shadow of evidence that modern horses lived in close proximity to humans as early as 7000 BCE. Saudi archaeologists have discovered fractured statues of horses at al-Maqar in the center of the Arabian Peninsula and believe this discovery means that horses were first domesticated there nine thousand years ago. Other archaeologists point out that an artist might represent a wild animal as well as a domestic one, and they are not so sure about the al-Maqar date anyway.

			Most scientists credit the Botai tribe of the Eurasian steppe with leaving us the earliest significant evidence of regular horse usage. By 3600 BCE the Botai were living closely with horses in at least three villages in what is now northern Kazakhstan, south of Russia. The Botai, named by modern anthropologists for one of their villages, hunted wild horses, as did other tribes on the broad, grassy steppe.

			But they also learned how to use horses before eating them. Wear patterns on excavated horse jaws from Botai sites suggest the use of rawhide bits. The Botai horses were used in riding rather than driving. The wheel was in the process of being invented elsewhere as the Botai developed their horse culture, and they had no concept of wheeled transport.

			These were modern horses, not now-extinct wild equids, because there is plenty of evidence that the animals were bred and raised, kept in corrals, and milked. The thought of milking a wild horse fully supports the concept of Botai domestication. The Botai were not known to relish war, but they faced inevitable conflict with other tribes of the steppe and may have had neighbors who coveted their horses. If there were battles, and there almost certainly were, the Botai would have used their horses, whose existence formed the vital center of their world.

			The horses would not have provided platforms for fighting but rather quick transportation. The stone tools of five thousand six hundred years ago were simple and primitive and wouldn’t have been especially dangerous to horses used in dashes toward hand-to-hand, dismounted battle. But danger is relative. The Botai happily ate their surplus horses, even the ones they had raised themselves, according to archaeological evidence of butchering on the equine bones that have been discovered.

			Most horses used in war in ancient times went to battle hitched to vehicles. Excavated chariots and wagons as well as artistic depictions provide the next oldest evidence of horses used in war. Clay tablets from Iraq that date from three or four hundred years after the presumed date of Botai domestication portray animal-drawn vehicles. But horses aren’t included, so we know very little about who or what pulled the vehicles.

			Horses, or horselike animals, are clearly shown pulling war chariots in the Standard of Ur, an inlaid box discovered in a royal burial in northern Iraq that dates from about 2500 BCE. The Standard is the earliest surviving portrayal of horses in battle. But since it shows intricate trappings and an elaborate manner of deployment, the Standard depicts an already well-established practice. Somebody was using horses to pull war chariots in war well before 2500 BCE.

			After the time of Ur, horses and their use in war spread rapidly through the Middle East and on to Egypt. By 1355 BCE there was a guidebook for the selection, training, and management of warhorses, written for the use of Hittite charioteers. Most chariots of the ancient world were designed to carry at least two warriors, one to drive and the other to wield javelin or sword.

			In addition to the increased weaponry, the charioteers had another advantage over foot soldiers. A vehicle drawn by one or more horses, usually galloping, was far more intimidating than a warrior on foot. Unfortunately for the horses, being harnessed, whether singly, in tandem, or in fours, made them more vulnerable to accident and injury. It also turned them into large and often clumsy targets.

			When officers realized that it was considerably more comfortable to go off to war with a horse, rather than marching with the foot soldiers, they helped change the way battles were conducted. The plumes, gold trappings, and other adornments guaranteed that enemy soldiers would recognize the value of directing a javelin or spear into the flanks of a horse carrying an important figure. An Egyptian pharaoh was impossible to mistake for a regular soldier, thanks largely to the decorations carried by his horse. Later, Roman officers made sure everyone was aware of their rank by their use of horse ornamentation, giving opponents big and tempting targets.

			Mobility became the primary concern as the world moved into the Christian era. Tribes using their horses in a new way hurried along the disintegration of the Roman Empire. The Huns, from the western steppes of Russia, swept into Europe in the fifth century CE, destroying towns and exacting tribute from the surviving citizens. Under their famous chief Attila, the Huns traveled with herds of as many as sixty thousand horses. The spectacle of so many men moving so rapidly on horseback tended to demoralize the opposition even before the first spear was flung or the first arrow was released.

			For the next several centuries, massed archers on fast-moving horses dictated the terms of combat. This method of warfare reached its peak in the thirteenth century with the rise of the Mongols, notably under their first great leader Genghis Khan. The Mongols, from a desolate country northeast of China, raised tough and fast horses, less than fourteen hands tall, that could live on poor feed and little water. These sturdy little horses were necessary for the Mongol nomadic lifestyle and proved ideal for war. The Mongol army was big and the horse herd was even bigger. More than two hundred thousand head traveled with the soldiers, first to China and Russia, then as far west as the eastern part of Europe.

			The Mongols also used their warhorses in a new way. Mounted scouts preceded, paralleled, and followed the vast army to check terrain and look for enemy soldiers. Skilled riders on the very best horses acted as couriers to pass messages between sections of the huge army and back to Mongolia. The horse-based Mongol army was extraordinarily effective and would probably have devastated the rest of Europe as well if problems at home hadn’t stopped the momentum. The Mongols returned to Mongolia, but Europe had learned a great deal from the invaders about horses and war.

			Mobility and speed were hard on horses. Genghis Khan once moved his army one hundred thirty miles in two days, and he and other generals often demanded fifty miles a day from their mounted soldiers. This required a lot of grazing and water for the horses, resources often unavailable along the route. The Mongols lost many thousands of horses to hunger and thirst during a major campaign.

			Mobility and speed also came mostly with small horses that were unarmored or lightly armored, a fact that ensured the deaths of thousands of animals in battle. After the Mongols left, European military leaders thoroughly understood the utility of light horses, but they also grew to understand that bigger horses would be required with new and heavier weapons and the trappings of war.

			The number of equine fatalities in war went down briefly as horses and humans grew in height and weight. But as the horse grew stronger, so did the weaponry, making armor or other protection more important. Horse armor reached its apex during the Middle Ages, usually in the form of padding and hardened leather. But even when metal was added, armor provided limited protection against the increasingly deadly weapons of war.

			The crossbow, known since ancient times, evolved into a portable all-metal device that launched an iron bolt capable of penetrating armor. It had a remarkable range of as much as three hundred fifty yards. This was followed by an even more deadly weapon. The longbow, with similar range but also the capability of launching a dozen projectiles a minute, became a more important weapon than the crossbow late in the fourteenth century. Both could kill an armored horse.

			The gunpowder-based firearms that began arriving in Europe in the mid-fifteenth century would eventually supplant both. In each case, the soldiers who used the weapons soon discovered that it was easier to aim at the larger target that a horse provided. They also found that it was almost as effective to incapacitate a horse as it was to eliminate his rider. Later, when horses were hitched to artillery pieces, killing a horse became even more useful.

			The long history of horses at war also proved that injury or death in battle was often the least of the hazards. In the nearly six thousand years that people had taken their horses off to war, they had found that the fundamental nature of horses often made it difficult to use them in military campaigns, as valuable as they might be.

			Horses evolved to graze, eating a large volume of food over most of the day. Left to his own choice, a horse will graze sixteen or more hours a day, taking in at least a pound and a half of feed for every hundred pounds of his own weight. By that standard, a nine-hundred-pound light cavalry horse would need more than thirteen pounds of hay or other feed per day, while an eleven-hundred-pound artillery horse would require closer to seventeen. Multiply those figures by the size of the horse herd maintained by an army, and you have a staggering amount of feed to provide day after day.

			Caretakers of warhorses also knew well that the phrase “strong as a horse” bore little relationship to reality. Horses were equally subject to contagious disease as human soldiers, with the additional problem of being unable to lie down for more than short periods without contracting pneumonia or colic, both often fatal. Serious wounds to the limbs were usually fatal to horses since amputation was not an option. Soldiers with amputations might have a modest chance of survival.

			When, three weeks into the Civil War, Thomas Jackson took possession of his two new sorrel horses, the most likely predictor of their chances for survival was a war that took place five thousand miles away. The Crimean War had ended in 1856, and by 1861 it was already recognized as something new and terrible in the history of warfare. It was a good thing that the sorrels had not known what happened to the equine participants in that war.

			The war, which featured Britain and France on one side and Russia on the other, resulted from the disintegration of the Ottoman Empire and the resulting conflict over who would control their client states in western Asia. It took place primarily on the Crimean Peninsula, an unwelcoming fragment of land that jutted from Ukraine into the Black Sea. The Crimea was sweltering in summer, deadly cold in winter, and covered by mountains that offered little grazing for horses.

			The Crimean War was mostly a conflict of infantry and powerful new artillery, but enough cavalry was involved to raise the equine death toll to levels never seen before, particularly in terms of percentages. One British military historian figures 80 percent of the horses involved in the two-year conflict were killed or died of disease.

			Here’s an example. The Inniskilling Dragoons, part of a heavy cavalry brigade, fought well in the Crimea but brought none of its horses back with them. A fire aboard their transport ship Europa just a couple of days out of England in May 1854 killed all fifty-seven of their horses. After acquiring more in Turkey, the regiment performed admirably during the battle of Balaclava the same day in 1854 that the more famous Light Brigade made its doomed charge. Unlike the Light Brigade, the Heavy Brigade succeeded. But the result wasn’t much better for the horses. Of the approximately four hundred heavy dragoon horses who took the field that day, nearly two hundred died in the charge, and many more were mortally wounded or lost.

			Those figures pale in comparison to the losses of the supposedly more agile Light Brigade, which sent six hundred sixty riders into an ill-advised charge against entrenched Russian artillery. One hundred soldiers were killed, while more than four hundred horses died or were grievously wounded. Most of the rest suffered lesser wounds.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				
					Nearly five hundred horses were lost in 1854’s Charge of the Light Brigade.

					Paul and Dominic Colnaghi, Library of Congress

				

			

			That terrible day was followed by a yearlong siege of the Russian stronghold at Sebastopol, a year that included nearly five months of a savage winter. Hundreds of the remaining horses died of starvation, and many that survived were then killed for meat anyway. All this happened just a few years before the outbreak of the American Civil War.

			All things considered, the survival prospects of a horse pressed into military service in May 1861 were poor. Thomas Jackson’s big sorrel, destined to be an infantry officer’s mount, presumably had a somewhat better chance of seeing the end of the war than did the artillery horses rounded up by John Harman, but those chances were still not good. The little sorrel, intended to be a lady’s mount, might have had an even better chance of surviving had he been sent to Anna Jackson. But as things turned out, he did survive quite well indeed. 
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