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AUTHOR’S NOTE






I spent the majority of my childhood in the South. My father worked for a textile manufacturer and my mother taught school. Typical for the time, my family followed my dad where his job led him, from Birmingham, Alabama, to Greenville, South Carolina. It was an itinerant work life, but a good and productive one, and when it ended, as so many careers in the textile industry did in the 1980s, he moved us to a distant corner of the country to find new opportunities. Yet though I’ve lived away from the region for decades, I’ve never forgotten the South, with its deep woods and sublime mountains, its unforgettable food and rich storytelling, and its many legends, ghosts, and phantoms.

One of the earliest field trips I remember was visiting Fort Sumter. It didn’t mean much to me as a child—an old fort by the sea guarded by antique cannons—but my schoolteacher couldn’t help but remind us students that this was where the Civil War started (or more likely she called it The War Between the States). The fort seemed like a poignant relic from a distant era, and was South Carolina’s principal claim to wartime importance, or so it seemed. I learned much later that the state played another significant role during the war, with large parts of it looted, pillaged, and set on fire.

The figure responsible for this violence was, of course, William Sherman. During his Atlanta, Savannah, and Carolinas campaigns, the general ensured he would never be forgotten by the South and would leave a permanent mark on its history, landscape, and psyche. His military actions remain rich and vivid to the Southern mind, despite being more than six generations in the past.

Though I was partly raised in the region, this book is not about Sherman’s invasion from the perspective of the South. That view has been covered well and near-exhaustively by onlookers, critics, and aggrieved parties for more than a century now, and anyone with a passing interest in the subject need go no further than a perusal of Gone with the Wind to learn the feelings of those who resisted the march of Northern armies and were duly overwhelmed by them. Rather, this volume concerns the perspective of the marchers themselves—the invading troops who did so much to cripple the Confederate economy, damage its landscape, and sap its people of the will to fight and hasten the end of the war.

The effect of William Sherman on the South may be well known, but much less familiar is his effect on the North, and how his invasion of Georgia and the Carolinas helped to transform the Union, and especially the western states, during and after the conflict. From engendering new perspectives on the role of women and African Americans in U.S. society, to helping flower movements for temperance and spiritual revival, Sherman’s campaigns had a stark and dramatic effect on long-held social beliefs and political ideologies, as well as what it meant to be an American.

Paradoxically, the general himself wanted none of these things. He was one of the most stubborn reactionaries in the U.S. military, yet ended up as one of its most transformative figures—a looming presence that today still excites angry passions and vigorous debates. And it’s easy to understand why. Sherman devastated large swaths of the South, and many of the regions his troops passed over remain impoverished, desolate, demoralized. This book spares none of the violence of his campaigns or their targeted horror. But history like life can be rich with dualities—namely, how something so destructive, so fearsome as a mass invasion can have unplanned consequences for both the invaded and the invaders.

Through journals, letters, and official records, we can learn what it meant to be a part of those brazen Union armies, and how Sherman’s marchers (to the sea and elsewhere) were forced to reconcile their firmly held beliefs with the reality of war, and how so many of them ended up reinvented and otherwise changed by it. And it is this transformation this book is about: the alterations to the social and cultural fabric of the North wrought by the damage to the physical landscape of the South. The galvanizing and metamorphic effect of violence on both its perpetrators and its victims. And the way a military genius, unhinged madman, unexpected liberator, and lawless tyrant can all exist in the reputation of the same legendary figure.
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INTRODUCTION


TWO ARMIES IN WASHINGTON





At 9 A.M. on May 23, 1865, Washington, D.C., awoke to the roar of a cannon. The blast wasn’t an act of aggression, for the great Civil War had concluded a month before. Instead, it marked the start of the Grand Review of the Armies, a colossal military parade that would present 150,000 Union soldiers who had won that war, in all their splendor and glory.

The national capital had been transformed for the event. While much of it was still an eyesore—a hodgepodge of unfinished buildings, rutted dirt roads, ramshackle brothels, and an open sewer—federal leaders had worked for weeks to make the town look its best. Red, white, and blue flags and bunting hung from the public buildings, and black crepe honored the memory of the recently martyred president, Abraham Lincoln. Huge banners offered messages like “The only national debt we can never pay is the debt we owe to the victorious Union soldiers,” while other signs recalled federal victories at places like Gettysburg, Shiloh, and Vicksburg. Rousing martial airs echoed through the streets, church choirs sang inspiring hymns, and two thousand children held flowers and sang patriotic songs.

Up to a quarter-million people came for the spectacle—lining the streets, crowding in the parks, watching from the windows of buildings. The capital itself was only home to 61,000 residents, but its population had more than quadrupled in recent days from the masses of visitors arriving in wagons and buggies and on excursion trains. This was well beyond what the town could hold, and anyone who couldn’t find space in hotels, private rooms, or boardinghouses just slept in parks or in the open, or stayed up all night carousing or wandering the streets.

The parade began at the U.S. Capitol, where the 90,000 men of the Army of the Potomac, commanded by General George Meade, were first to demonstrate their sharp martial appearance and marching finesse. Traveling along Pennsylvania Avenue on a route that would bring them past thousands of assembled politicians, officials, and reporters, the Potomac troops were familiar to capital residents. These were the soldiers who had captured headlines in the previous four years for their great victories at Antietam and Gettysburg, as well as their huge losses at Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville. Many in the crowd recognized them from their days spent camping near the capital or marching through it to fight the armies of Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson on battlefields in Maryland and Virginia. Some of these troops even had to protect the District of Columbia from Confederate attack—the theater of war was that close.

The men in the Army of the Potomac could not have been prouder. In early April they had conquered the rebel capital of Richmond and forced their longtime nemesis Lee to surrender. And now on the march, they showed all the flair and style of a conquering army. Their boots and belt buckles gleamed, their uniforms and kepis were spotless, their paper collars and white gloves were striking, their swords and bayonets glittered, and their parade step was impeccable—like a machine, as one observer saw. The only unplanned moment occurred when cavalry general George Armstrong Custer’s horse, named Don Juan, proved hard to manage among the packed crowds. After regaining control of his steed, the celebrity general received a rousing ovation after getting him to bow in the direction of the new president, Andrew Johnson.

The army concluded its march by passing the reviewing stand near the White House, where President Johnson and Commanding General of the U.S. Army Ulysses S. Grant and other dignitaries watched with approval. Meade dismounted before the president and saluted him, then took his place in the stand next to his counterpart, William Sherman, whose forces would be marching the next day. Impressed by his army’s captivating presentation, Sherman said to Meade, “I’m afraid my poor tatterdemalion corps will make a poor appearance tomorrow, when contrasted with yours.” But Sherman was being modest: He had no intention of being outperformed.

When the next day dawned, Sherman’s 60,000-strong force—recently named the Army of the West—strode across the Long Bridge from Virginia where they had camped, and marched to the U.S. Capitol. But though they followed the same parade route as the soldiers of the Army of the Potomac, they looked nothing like them.

The crowds had heard rumors about these men for years without seeing them. The press would sometimes report on their victories and exploits, but other times the troops would disappear into the wilderness for weeks or months, leaving people to guess their whereabouts. Like their commander, Sherman’s troops were unpredictable and elusive on the march, and their reputation had as much to do with rumor and legend as with fact. But they had an unmistakable talent for combat, and that was exactly how Sherman wanted to present them: as the robust, relentless fighters who owned the Southern battlefield and wore the dirt to prove it.

They sported the same uniforms they had fought in—worn and tattered, ripped and frayed, riddled with bullet holes, speckled with mud, and stained with blood. As one eastern soldier saw, they looked “dingy, as if the smoke of numberless battlefields had dyed their garments, and the soil of the insurrectionary states had adhered to them.” Their faces and bodies were sunburned and weather-beaten, for they had traveled through swamplands and pine barrens, crossed windy mountain ridges and ravines, and forded countless creeks and bridged scores of rivers in the western campaign. They had marched hundreds or even thousands of miles across the South, and many lacked socks and shoes, with feet bruised and calloused from their journey. But they marched in the Grand Review with an easy swagger that showcased their cavalier confidence.

Marching before them were lines of black men with spades and shovels who had built the roads for the invasion, while behind them were the women and children of those men’s families, who had escaped bondage and now marched as free people. And among them were the engineers, pontoniers, ambulance drivers, guardsmen, and signal corpsmen who had helped the soldiers march into the Southern heartland and destroy its material resources, devastate its land, and crush the spirits of its people. They had helped win the war with an invasion force unlike any the world had ever seen.

Some observers thought these western fighters resembled ruffians more than soldiers, a motley collection of bandits instead of an assembly of noble warriors. But for most in the crowd, the sight of these rugged men stunned and delighted them. Finally able to see Sherman’s marchers in the flesh, the onlookers realized just how battle-hardened their boys had become, even if they had no idea of what the war had been like or how mercilessly they had waged it. One man who did understand was Confederate general Joseph Johnston, who later said of them, “there had been no such army since the days of Julius Caesar.”

Few could have expected the war would end this way. Few could have known that a ragtag collection of farm boys largely untrained and inexperienced in combat before the conflict would become its victors, or that a grizzled, often slovenly, and once-disgraced general like William Sherman would lead them in their triumph. And fewer still could have expected that his method of fighting—a scorched-earth strategy he called “hard war,” which generations later would identify as “total war”—would prove to be decisive at a time when Napoleonic battlefield strategies and old-fashioned martial panache still held sway. It caused immense suffering, as students of the war and anyone from the South have long known, and left great swaths of the region as dead zones stripped of food and livestock and riddled with burned-out homes and factories. Yet despite the brutality of this policy, Sherman and his armies found success beyond anyone’s measure, crippling the Confederacy’s ability to fight the war and hastening the end of it. In so doing, Sherman not only created his own legend as a military genius, he inadvertently gave himself a reputation as a remorseless killer and vandal that still adheres to his name more than 150 years later.

Assembling such legions of homegrown warriors proved to be no easy task. For in the first two years of the war, the Union army had been consistently outfought, outmaneuvered, and outgeneraled by the forces of the Confederacy. Shameful defeats at Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville, among others, tarnished the standing of Northern troops, while causing dismay and disillusion on the home front. A succession of rankly incompetent or slow and dithering Union generals allowed Southern commanders to seize the initiative and press for an advantage that was as much political as it was military. Union victories, such as those at Shiloh and Antietam, had come at a great cost of lives, and the quick and easy victory over the rebels many Northern leaders had promised had, by early 1863, failed to occur. Instead the North got to experience the bloodshed and horror of mechanized warfare, the random killing of grapeshot and canister shot, the thousands of lives lost from cannonades and massed rifle and musket fire, and the amputations and injuries too terrible for even the most fiendish mind to conjure. And in the face of such terrors, many Northerners lost faith—and this became a greater threat to the war effort than any loss on the field of combat. For if their public enthusiasm for the war were to flag, the Confederacy might gain the upper hand and force a settlement to end the conflict. This would give the South its goal of permanent secession, creating a new, battle-born nation that would preserve slavery and possibly even expand it into new territories.

The first transformative victories for the North came around Independence Day 1863, when a colossal loss at Gettysburg ended Robert E. Lee’s invasion of the North almost as soon as it began, and a lengthy siege at Vicksburg forced the capitulation of an entire Confederate army, under the command of John Pemberton, giving full control of the Mississippi River to the Union. In the wake of these successes, U.S. Army leaders such as Henry Halleck and Ulysses S. Grant and President Lincoln considered several plans for striking into the heart of the South, the key option being an advance into Middle Tennessee and from there into Georgia, the industrial and agricultural heart of the region.

The troops of this invasion force would be drawn largely from the western states (a region known as the Old Northwest and in modern parlance as the Midwest). These were vast former territories of the United States once known for their hunting, trapping, and fishing outposts that, in the three decades before the war, had begun to emerge as economic powerhouses—thick with wheat and corn farms, hog and cattle pens, burgeoning towns and cities, and an expanding lattice of railroads to tie them all together.

States like Ohio, Indiana, Wisconsin, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Iowa, and especially Illinois raised the greatest share of troops that would be deployed in the force, as well as its most enterprising generals. Among these troops were teenage boys fresh from their labors on the farm, small-time merchants and businessmen who knew little of warfare, ministers and preachers who followed their congregations into battle, and local and national politicians who fashioned themselves as colonels, provided they could raise a regiment and regardless of whether they had ever fought in battle. Newcomers to America also populated the ranks, some from far-flung places like Russia, Spain, and Norway, yet most from Ireland and the German states. They had largely been merchants and farmers before the war, some having fled the Old World in their youth, others barely fluent in the English language. Regardless of their background, the majority decided to take up arms for their adopted country. They would prove their loyalty to it by leaving their blood on its soil, and their names on its headstones.

Amid these forces were more unexpected figures, whose role in support of the war was at first surprising, but soon became essential to the success of Union armies. These included countless thousands of women on the home front who, in the absence of men in combat, learned to run businesses and farmsteads, buy supplies and machinery, sell goods in the marketplace, and contribute massive amounts of relief supplies for soldiers on the front lines. They became not only the economic backbone of the western states, but delivered tons of food, clothing, and medicine to the U.S. Army through commissions and aid societies. This work ultimately fed and clothed the very troops who would come to conquer the Confederacy, among them their fathers, sons, brothers, neighbors, and fellow parishioners. Many also served on the front lines as nurses, matrons, and staff operating field kitchens, serving in hospital wards, caring for the wounded, curing the sick, and giving comfort to the dying. Some women even followed the army into the bleakest and most fearsome fields of combat, and saw the face of battle in a way few people did outside of the military.

Other participants in the invasion had been enslaved before or during the war, and used their newfound freedom as an opportunity to aid the army in its advance. Black men and women—the freedmen, as they were known—assisted Union troops, conveyed supplies, led horse and mule teams, and acted as messengers and spies. Later in the war, many African American men fought in uniform at a number of key battles, especially in the eastern theater in Virginia. William Sherman, plagued by racist notions, prohibited them from fighting in his armies of the west, so the freedmen instead built roads and bridges through forbidding wilderness, and aided the troops as they sacked plantations, seized cotton and food stores, and freed thousands more slaves.

All these forces—black and white, men and women, military and civilian—coalesced on the march through the South. Following their commander’s lead, they helped destroy the rebellion and eradicated slavery on the ground well before it was forbidden by national law. They triumphed in the most violent conflict ever fought on American soil, and took the lessons they had learned to transform its politics and society when the war ended—changing its outlook on slavery and racial equality, women’s rights, and evangelical religion, and giving new power to movements for temperance and westward expansion. Thus, their campaign didn’t end when the war did in 1865. They would continue their march in the decades to come.
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ONE


THE WESTERN EDGE





It began with a scream. A wild, terrifying roar that echoed out through the great hall and forced hundreds of people to cover their ears in pain. An unearthly noise that rang out like the call of untamed beasts or primitive warriors—“the banner cry of Hell.” Then a black swarm of hats flew overhead like hornets, seeming to rise ever higher as the clamor reached earsplitting decibels. As a show of furious enthusiasm and political force, the demonstration was unprecedented, even in a town like Chicago known for its spectacles. That made it official: Senator William Seward was a contender to be the Republican nominee for president.

The Lincoln men knew they would have to do better. So after their candidate’s name was seconded for the nomination, they created their own uproar. It was, some said, like the clamor of a hog slaughter, or the Illinois Central passing by, or dozens of steam whistles pealing in unison. It impressed many of the delegates, but it wasn’t enough. So, after a brief pause to gather their collective breath, the hometown crowd let loose again, this time with pandemonium—a collective and terrifying shriek mixed with infernal stomping that made the entire building quiver and shake. The monumental outburst did the job, and helped the Illinois contingent win the battle of the noise. Soon they would win the nomination, too, making Abraham Lincoln the official Republican candidate in the American election of 1860.

The Republican Party had gathered at the great wooden Wigwam building not only to nominate a presidential candidate, but to make itself whole. For the Wigwam was a lot like the party itself: hastily put together, built from clashing elements that might only be temporary, featuring an impressive silhouette from a distance but a much flimsier façade up close. And so, when the committed Unionists, fervent abolitionists, orphaned Whigs, and ardent nationalists all gathered in the crowded and claustrophobia-inducing hall to choose a candidate for president, they were looking for a suture as much as a savior.

Down on the convention floor, where the high-stakes horse trading took place, political operatives jockeyed for delegates while campaign directors counted votes from committee rooms at the edge of the stage. It should have been easy to get lost in the sound of pounding feet and bellowing voices, to get swept up in the drama, to disappear amid the hubbub. At least that’s what Mary Livermore hoped—she knew she wasn’t supposed to be there.

Amid this “gigantic pantomime,” as she called it, women were barred from the closely guarded floor, “which was sacred to men exclusively.” Instead, they had to find a male chaperone to accompany them to the raked galleries high above the floor, and try to glimpse the activity from up in the rafters. But Mary had little patience for such rules. Dressed in black to appear less conspicuous, she snuck in and found a spot where she could follow the action. Her role as a journalist demanded it.

Despite her efforts, the convention marshal spotted her. Barking at Mary in aggressive tones, he tried to sic the security police on her—since women were strictly forbidden in an area where the serious business of politicking took place. At first she began to leave, but her fellow reporters prevented it. As the convention hall cops moved in to grab her, the rowdy scribblers fought back, screaming at the marshal and demanding he back down and “dry up!” Finally, in a surge of bodies and voices, they rose up and kept him from arresting her. Mary had never seen anything like it.

Growing up on the much more genteel East Coast, she had seen men protect women from physical harm even as they lorded over them. But here in the West it was different. These professional journalists were also tribal combatants, animated not by patrician gentility but by vigorous and sometimes violent emotions, and they were more than ready to defend one of their own, even if she was a woman.

So Mary stayed on the floor. And it was a good thing: She was in a perfect position to see Lincoln nominated after three ballots—and to see her colleagues embrace and cheer for their native son with great passion, reduced to “laughing, crying and talking incoherently” in an “insanity of gladness.”

Gustave Koerner looked into the abyss of the great hall and heard only screaming. He could see nothing of the audience thanks to the glare of the footlights illuminating him and the other dignitaries on stage, but he could certainly hear the delegates in their guttural bellowing joy. Yet it was joy tinged with rage—the pleasure of seeing their own country lawyer crowned as party nominee fused with vengeance against the slave power that had divided the nation and mocked the idea of liberty itself. For Lincoln, there were cheers of hope and passion; for the Democratic enemy, angry cries of political combat. Koerner was pleased. Everything had turned out exactly as he had planned.

Political conventions were political theater, and those who made the best showing—the splashiest parades, the wittiest signboards, the most gallant singing, the most powerful lungs—commanded the hearts of onlookers and the press. But Koerner knew there was more to getting a candidate nominated than just songs and pageantry, and he had planned accordingly.

While the Seward boosters had spent their days marching through Chicago singing and roaring, Koerner’s men swarmed into the Wigwam when the doors opened, using their free tickets to occupy the choicest turf in the building. While rival forces were out drinking whiskey, swearing a blue streak, and howling at top volume, Koerner kept track of the delegates and what they were up to around town. And on the second night of the convention, while Seward’s men were cheering their expected victory the next day, the Lincoln men were making sure it would never happen. Without a raised voice or a hurled hat, they consolidated the opposition and ensured Lincoln would become the nominee before any of the delegates ever opened their mouths to vote.

It was a hard-won victory, but Koerner had the skill to pull it off, honed by years of practice in the Prairie State. He had assembled a life as rich with honor and accomplishment as anyone in Illinois—state legislator, supreme court justice, lieutenant governor—but engineering the Republican nomination for Lincoln might have been his greatest achievement. He had come a long way in three decades.

An ocean, and most of a lifetime, separated Koerner from his former homeland. As a young man, he had tried to start a revolution in Frankfurt against the confederation of German states, and had failed in spectacular fashion, only avoiding a possible death sentence by fleeing to France. He later exiled himself to America, not to an established city like New York or Philadelphia, but to a state on its western edge—a place bereft of great libraries and universities, legendary artists and poets, and impeccable restaurants and grand hotels. Illinois in 1834 was hardly a place for a civilized American, let alone a European sophisticate. It had become a state less than a generation before, and the land still seemed raw and uncut, peopled with grizzled frontiersmen and rangy old trappers who increasingly shared space with pioneer farmers from the East and South. Despite the obstacles, Koerner knew this had to be the place, his place. For in the rich wet soil of this new American landscape, he could reinvent himself and prosper. Like any good German, he laid out a meticulous strategy for realizing his goals; and like any good immigrant, he began executing it as soon as he arrived.

These days, he told stories of his background to marshal votes for Lincoln. And he could adapt his approach and style depending on which Germans he was speaking to. In northern Illinois, the churchgoing, politically active Germans divided their loyalties between Lutheran and Catholic, Republican and Democrat, but they all enjoyed hearing him lavish praise on their small but productive farms. In Chicago, the working-class Germans on the city’s “Nord Seite” worked in factories, ran their own breweries and newspapers, and fought vigorously for their communities, and they cheered the loudest when he condemned the nativists and xenophobes who tried to make life difficult for them. Finally, to the south, the Germans were a strange mix of pious but hardworking farmers with conservative leanings, peppered with restive expats who dreamed of revolution. No rhetorical trickery could convince both groups, so he focused on converting the farmers to the cause and placating the radicals. Ultimately, he found both support and hostility to the Republican Party almost everywhere he went, and had been to every corner of the state in his three decades living in it. Now that the convention was over, he made yet another journey—this time to Springfield on the Illinois Central to inform Lincoln of his status as the party’s new nominee.

Koerner had known the rail-splitter for many years now, from his early days in state politics as a Democrat when Lincoln was a Whig, to his time on the state bench hearing him argue cases before the court with a certain droll humor, to the current era when he considered him a key political ally. Although they were never close friends, Koerner considered Lincoln “one of the most just, kind and indulgent of men, who intentionally I believe never did an unkind thing to anyone.” For such a decent fellow, he was also one of the most canny political operators Koerner had ever known, with great ambition not only for himself but for the region he called home. As a young legislator in the 1830s, Lincoln had helped bring the state capital to Springfield, and ever since, as a politician and lawyer, he had worked ceaselessly to transform this once lonely and remote prairie into a place of limitless commercial and industrial progress.

As the landscape of Illinois rapidly sped past, Koerner found it hard to believe this was the same state that seemed so rustic, so primitive, when he had first set foot here as an immigrant. Now the noise of progress was everywhere: the throbbing industrial drone of rail cars shipping tons of beef to the East Coast and thousands of pigs to Chicago slaughterhouses, the slash and whirr of McCormick reapers cutting grain on huge farmsteads, the bracing din of land auctions and the eager cries of speculators. Once he reached town, the sound of the state capital took over: the clamor of lawyers and politicians, the bustle of merchants, the whinny of teamed horses. It didn’t take long to hear the ring of a foreign accent, either, as scores of migrants arrived from western Europe with names like Fitzpatrick, Schmidt, and Magnuson. The success of Springfield mirrored the success of Illinois itself, which had pulled the nation’s political and economic gravity to its western edge and become an engine of industry that the rest of America couldn’t help but admire, or at least envy.

Despite the breathless changes in store for the state and its people, Koerner resisted becoming overly excited about such things. The consummate pol, he was known for his cool reason and intellectual dispassion, and he had a reputation to uphold. Considering the amount of work it would take to get Lincoln elected, he’d need to keep his passion and emotions in check. It would be a long campaign.

Koerner entered the parlor of Lincoln’s home, and he scarcely had time to inform the new nominee of his status before the official Republican delegation arrived to do the same thing. It didn’t matter—Lincoln already knew. He’d learned of his nomination almost the moment it happened, by a wire he had received in the Springfield telegraph office. Now that he had time to consider what it meant, he chose his words carefully in accepting the honor. But instead of expressing joy or relief, he spoke with a serious, even troubled, tone. Everyone in the room then had “a foreboding of the eventfulness of the moment,” and what lay in store for the nation. Although they could have used a stiff drink, the only beverage served was ice water.

Mary Livermore returned from the Wigwam with a touch of ambivalence. She was happy to remember the great sights of the convention—the passions, the tears, the brush with violence—but she wished she could be more confident in the outcome. Mary wavered on Lincoln. Was he really a trailblazer for justice, or was he just using the anti-slavery cause to fuel his ambition? Hadn’t he resisted the abolitionist label, and avoided calling for the overthrow of the slaveocracy? Her doubts were nettlesome and constant. Even during the convention, she had wondered aloud to her fellow reporters, “Is it certain Mr. Lincoln is an uncompromising slavery man? . . . There is no humbug about it?”

Despite her doubts, she knew there could be no middle ground. Not in this time of ferment, not with the country on the edge of collapse. She would promote Lincoln in her writing and firmly support the Republican position, no matter how her conscience nagged at her.

In any case, her readers expected unyielding praise for the Republican platform, and she would deliver it in her New Covenant newspaper. She wrote that the Republicans had made history as the first major party to explicitly demand the end of slavery’s expansion into the territories, and would stop the federal government’s corrupt deals to aid the slave barons. Even though the party didn’t specifically call for the abolition of the immoral institution or the promotion of universal rights, it would do—for now.

The paper took up a lot of her time: writing for it, publishing it, and keeping it in the black. Its daily demands were considerable, especially now that she was expanding its readership beyond its core group of adherents of the Universalist church, of which she was a committed member. To her work on the paper she added a huge number of other tasks: raising three children, hosting numerous political and religious gatherings, forcing herself to learn “feminine arts” like cooking and sewing, running charities like the Hospital for Women and Children, the Home for Aged Women, and the Chicago Home of the Friendless (caring for homeless women and kids), persuading politicians to back her causes, using their allegiance as a tool to garner even greater public support, and, of course, attending political conventions.

Even though she had left behind her father’s fire-and-brimstone brand of Protestantism decades before, she never forgot his dire Calvinist warning about idleness. If anything, she had overdone it. She had set about to do so many tasks, and to accomplish so many goals, that she scarcely had time to rest. Luckily, her enterprising spirit solved the problem, as she acquired an ability to “hold sleep in abeyance” and work at all hours of the day, if needed.

It had been this way since she and her husband, Daniel, had moved from Auburn, New York, three years before, following his itinerant career as a Universalist minister. As with most other Christian denominations, spreading the gospel was key to their sect, and Mary and Daniel frequently found themselves on the move, sharing a message of universal salvation. Although far from zealots, they were deeply engaged by the tenets of their faith, which above all stressed the idea of a benevolent, loving God who lifted up souls instead of condemning them to hell, and offered grace to anyone regardless of their beliefs. The tide of church liberalism, Daniel believed, would soon rise throughout the nation and “the days of Orthodoxy are fast being numbered!”

The spiritual trail eventually led them away from the East to the foreign world of the West. Daniel had caught “Western fever” and imagined a pioneer life for his family on the Great Plains. Though she remained skeptical of their prospects as trailblazers, Mary agreed to the relocation. They intended Chicago to be no more than a stopover on their way to Kansas, to spread the gospel as they understood it, to set up new religious colonies, and to speak against slavery and other sins. However, with a sick daughter requiring the kind of medical care not found on the frontier, and with Kansas mired in a storm of pro- and anti-slavery violence, they decided to make their home in Illinois.

Unlike the charming antique streets and homes of New England where Mary had grown up, she saw Chicago as a brazen, loud, and “somewhat astonishing city, in which mud, dust, dirt and smoke seemed to predominate.” Hardly any of the streets were paved, rough boards doubled as sidewalks (through which “green and black slime oozed up between the cracks in wet weather”), the drinking water pumped from the lake was polluted, and there was no sewer system aside from ditches on both sides of the road. Not surprisingly, disease ran rampant and public cleanliness was largely unknown, and a traveler taking a simple walk had to resort to “compulsory gymnastics” to avoid being entombed in all the mud.

Daniel never remained home for long, and frequently left town to set up new churches and colonies, while Mary remained in Chicago teaching Sunday school and writing stories with uplifting messages. However, she was anything but a stereotypical minister’s wife, discreet and docile. When they were married in 1845, her vows pointedly did not include the duty to “obey,” and ever since they had formed an effective, respectful partnership in which he spread the gospel on the road and she ran the paper and managed their household.

Yet despite their apparent tranquility, they had been immersed in controversy for almost as long as Daniel had been preaching. Universalism was hardly a mainstream doctrine, and while it had many adherents in upper-middle-class and elite circles, many traditional and nearly all fundamentalist Christians saw it as heretical. Mary grew frustrated at constantly having to battle theological enemies who subscribed to notions of “endless punishment” and maintained “utter ignorance” of her church. It reminded her of the vigorous battles she used to wage with her father over ideas of grace and salvation. The arguments were so passionate and often bitter, she suspected he was trying to win her soul as much as win the argument, and to save her from hell if she died a heretic. The thought made her sad, since she had no doubt he would someday find his way to heaven.

Despite the peace and optimism of their beliefs, Daniel and Mary had countless foes outside their church, and even within it they could be a magnet for controversy. A few years before, when they lived in Stafford, Connecticut, their efforts to pass a law to ban the sale and manufacture of alcohol aroused the hostility of their neighbors, many of them fellow church members. Opponents of the ban denounced Daniel as someone who “dragged the white ermine of his profession into the dirty pool of politics,” many of Daniel and Mary’s closest friends rejected them, and the pews of his church began to empty on Sunday. Threatened with violence, Daniel eventually became subject to such verbal abuse that Mary had to accompany him to the polls on Election Day—with the idea that a mob would be less likely to attack a woman. Although the law did pass, Daniel had to resign his position and find a new one in another town. This dramatic episode haunted the Livermores for years afterward, but instead of learning to avoid conflict, they continued to seek it out, regardless of the trouble it might bring.

In this election season, no cause was more controversial than the fight against slavery. Unlike many Northerners, Mary was well acquainted with the “peculiar institution” ever since she had worked as a governess on a Virginia farmstead as a young woman. From slave auctioneers buying and selling human beings like cattle, to white children slapping and abusing black adults, to an overseer nearly whipping a man to death, the specter of brutality was vivid and unavoidable. And the experience marked her for life, turning her into a committed abolitionist who had been “steeped to the lips in horrors on the Virginia plantation.”

Not everyone in Illinois was quite so committed to fighting slavery. The greatest divide was between upstaters, who if not always supportive were at least tolerant of anti-slavery activists, and downstaters, who despised them. In fact, southern Illinois was distinct enough from its northern counterpart that it had a peculiar nickname—Egypt. So when traveling to such a foreign place, the Livermores often found themselves on dangerous ground, advancing a political agenda that many saw as incendiary, while promoting a theology that others saw as heresy.

They found themselves on somewhat safer ground advocating for Lincoln, who had spent much of the campaign casting an image of himself as a sensible, down-home country lawyer. He didn’t want slavery to expand, but also didn’t want to eradicate it where it had long existed, in the South. Although such platitudes appealed to a certain type of moderate voter and allowed Lincoln to dampen controversy in the North, they didn’t engage the more radical elements in the party. Indeed, these half-measures were exactly what Mary had feared about Lincoln, and having to praise such milquetoast policies in her newspaper troubled her to no end. Despite her private doubts, though, Mary continued to hold out hope that Lincoln might rise above his campaign rhetoric and, upon taking the oath of office, resolve to smash the system of human oppression once and for all.

Friedrich Hecker was running out of adjectives to describe the slave masters. He had condemned them in his writing and in his speeches as depraved, as repugnant, as barbaric, as tyrannical, but with each new abomination they foisted upon the nation, he reached for an adjective that would be even more damning and explosive. He could easily pull the words from German—schrecklich, grässlich, widerlich—but even now, after a dozen years in this country, he still had trouble finding the right translation.

He wavered on whether his adopted country was truly devoted to democratic liberty or hopelessly hidebound to slavery. To many of his neighbors in Belleville, Illinois, there was no contradiction. They saw the concepts of freedom and slavery being in perfect alignment, as the natural order of human relations, as an essential part of the economy, as something enshrined in the Constitution. To him, these were pathetic excuses for barbarism and intellectual dishonesty.

He couldn’t say any of this on the stump. He knew he would have to hone his rhetoric if he were to go out on the road in support of the Republican Party’s platform and its presidential candidate. He couldn’t just promote the righteousness of the cause with his brilliant and strident invective; he would have to appeal to the heart as well as the mind to convince other Germans of it, too.

He agreed to this great election tour at the behest of Gustave Koerner, who along with other members of the Republican state committee had sent him a letter asking for his help. Party leaders from Lincoln down knew the German immigrant vote would be the linchpin of the election, and catering to it was essential if they had any hope of winning in November. Hecker was one of the biggest names in the community (“the most influential German in America,” according to a Chicago newspaper), so of course he received a letter.

But while Hecker agreed to the tour, he didn’t want to be tied into a straitjacket of party rhetoric, either—offering generic platitudes in support of the Union and moderate, inoffensive policies. This was a historic election, he knew, and he couldn’t just talk about slavery without talking about free labor, or talk about racial justice without talking about class conflict, or talk about civil rights without talking about universal human rights.

But this was also what exhausted people about him. He never knew when to stop. He could preach about all these things until his voice gave out, but might offend as many people as he persuaded. So Hecker would have to find a new way to convince his audience, and sway their votes by using his fame to the party’s advantage.

He was so well known because he had flourished in America, a true immigrant success story, drawing the admiration of his neighbors and awestruck reporters from the German-language press. At his Belleville home, he had settled into the life of a gentleman farmer, trying out innovative technologies, writing impassioned articles, and corresponding with politicians. Despite his influence among elected officials, though, he had no interest in getting elected himself, deriding the “humiliation incumbent on chasing offices,” and remaining above the fray. But this refusal to debase himself only grew his reputation even more, and made his farm a major draw for visitors from the German states.

They came to share a smoke, enjoy a belt of whiskey, and hear the famous refugee talk politics, tell witty jokes, and regale them with stories of his colorful life and adventures. These tales often involved his youth, when he tried to lead a rebellion in Baden-Württemberg and, after its failure, fled to the United States. Upon his arrival on a steamer in New York Harbor, thousands of German immigrants had turned out to greet him, offering any sympathy, assistance, and money they could for this brilliant yet star-crossed firebrand from the Fatherland.

A dozen years later, none of his youthful pride and passion had diminished, and Hecker was just as committed to promoting freedom and liberty now as he had been then—breaking the bonds of slavery, recommitting to the ideals of the founding fathers, and fighting against entrenched capital and political corruption. His exiled peers shared many of the same beliefs, and were known as 48ers, after the year in which most of them had left Europe. Many considered Hecker a leader of the community, or even a sort of messiah. Carl Köhler described how a visit to his farm made him feel “like a pilgrim at Golgotha” as he stood in awe of his icon.

Surprisingly, one person whom Hecker didn’t impress was Gustave Koerner. Although he respected Hecker’s celebrity and status as a political refugee like himself, Koerner also had a long memory. And his memories of Hecker were not good.

It had started when they met at a Munich university in the early 1830s, as young men preparing for a career in law and politics. Both clever and opinionated, they were quick to find uncommon ground and debate each other. Heated words became insults, and Hecker challenged Koerner to a duel. Koerner easily won the contest and left a permanent mark on Hecker—a slash to his hand that required stitches to heal. By contrast, not only did Hecker fail to leave a scratch on his rival, nothing he had done since had provided a more favorable impression.

Koerner didn’t trust Hecker’s judgment or self-control, and he paid careful attention to critics in Belleville who complained about Hecker’s radical politics and called him “a devilish rascal who easily seizes those who have no understanding, as blind as they are, with his rhetorical talent and his enthusiasm.” Koerner knew that, despite appearances, Hecker and the 48ers had little in common with other German immigrants.

While the 48ers were obsessed with politics and revolutionary ideals, most other immigrants focused on making a living. Whereas the 48ers trumpeted social radicalism, labor reform, and universal suffrage, the other immigrants remained conservative and wary of change. And even as the 48ers promoted freethinking, the taxation of church property, and the removal of the Bible from classrooms, many other Germans saw such ideas as sacrilege. Koerner had even warned Lincoln to avoid appearing with Hecker on the stump, for he not only saw him as an overly zealous public speaker, but among Catholics and orthodox Protestants, “he is considered the very Anti-Christ.”

But Hecker had a great deal of followers, too, and had skillfully convinced the English-language press that German immigrants and 48ers traveled in the same circles and believed the same things. This was quite a rhetorical feat because, while one million Germans had come to the U.S. after 1848, only 4,000 to 6,000 of them were 48ers. Despite their small numbers, they did what they could to transplant the failed revolution in Europe to the new soil of America, where it still had a chance to prosper.

Though an elitist, Hecker knew this would be no ivory-tower revolution. So the 48ers traveled the region and set up “Dutch meetings” to engage the German immigrants, even if they firmly or angrily rejected their messages. In small groups their speakers (known as “moustaches” for their pronounced facial hair) would brazenly advocate for an immediate end to slavery as well as even more radical propositions on capital, labor, and private property. After the speakers ran through the major themes, a party atmosphere might break out, with an ox roasted on a spit, a barrel of beer tapped for guzzling, and lively singing echoing well into the night. Such spectacles gave the moustaches quite a reputation, and slowly but surely, their message began to take hold among their listeners.

For good reason, then, Koerner saw Hecker as a threat to the stability of the party, and to the reputation of the community itself. But despite his misgivings, he had no choice but to ask for Hecker’s help in getting Lincoln elected, given his rival’s undeniable popularity and his knack for drawing attention to himself. Koerner did so even though he knew such a campaign role might add to Hecker’s allure and enable him to further spread his radical ideas and deviations from party orthodoxy.

Hecker realized Koerner had given him the perfect opportunity—he had the chance to influence the nation at the most critical time in its modern history. So he would have to decide: Did he want to elect a president or start a revolution?

By the summer Koerner was at a loss. He had managed to convince renegades like Hecker to stump for the party by appealing to national duty and the glories of Abraham Lincoln, but he still hadn’t locked down the German vote. And the Democratic nominee for president, Stephen Douglas, was working feverishly to exploit the weaknesses Republicans had with such voters. To rile up the traditional, conservatively minded immigrants, Douglas depicted native-born Republicans as a source of division and chaos for threatening to undermine the nation’s Constitutionally protected practice of slavery. And if abolitionism held sway, it would mean nothing less than “revolution—undisguised revolution.”

Koerner simply couldn’t believe any respectable immigrant, having firsthand knowledge of the brutal oppression and rigid hierarchies of Europe, would ever want to be associated with the party of the South. He had helped change the Republican party platform to support greater immigration to the country, and to oppose any change to the naturalization laws that would impede it. That wasn’t enough, and he knew why.

For nearly a decade, a certain political group had been sowing mistrust and hatred of immigrants. In their vicious cartoons and acerbic rhetoric, they depicted the Germans as either subversives aiming to undermine the capitalist system or drunken buffoons marinating in their own beer. Even worse, they claimed immigrants were nothing less than threats to the unity and values of the white, Protestant, Anglo-Saxon people of the United States. Although this group called itself the American Party, the public knew it better as the Know-Nothings.

Named for their blithe refusal to reveal anything about their organization when asked, they reached their peak in the previous election, when doddering ex-president Millard Fillmore ran at the head of their ticket. Four years later, a rigid minority of Republicans still maintained loyalty to the Know-Nothings, to Koerner’s embarrassment. For good reason, then, many immigrant voters feared they might be deported or imprisoned or otherwise mistreated if the Know-Nothings rode the Republicans to victory as a stalking horse, and they refused to vote for the party of Lincoln until it purged all remnants of the party of Fillmore.

Even social reformers dallied with the xenophobes. Mary Livermore, for one, was far from a Know-Nothing, but she maintained a strong allegiance to the temperance movement, which to the Germans was little more than a smoke screen for nativist aggression. Its members seized on any opportunity to advance their Sunday laws (banning liquor sales on the Sabbath) and raise the tax on booze to astronomical levels, hoping to drive brewers and saloon keepers out of business. The teetotalers targeted German immigrants in particular for their rowdy and colorful celebrations on Sunday, their carefree social imbibing, and the many breweries they owned or ran. Mary wasn’t exactly a bigot, but she wasn’t free from bias, either, and in her writing she sometimes described her political enemies as including “the low and the foreign born.” This was just the type of nonsense that plagued Koerner and drove him to distraction.

Koerner knew stodgy rhetoric and policy proposals alone would not do in this era of brash theatrics and eye-popping spectacles. So he and other members of the party’s “Foreign Department” desperately searched for a way to attract the votes of newcomers and make them forget about the attacks of the nativists. He knew how successful the 48ers had been in transforming their gatherings into wild celebrations, so he decided to follow the cue of his adversaries. Henceforth, the Republican Party would delight its voters with mass rallies and grand spectacles.

The party had to organize vast numbers of people in a short amount of time, but with Koerner in the lead, it did so with great verve and skill. At one huge event in Springfield, 60,000 people turned out to listen to impassioned speeches, march in torchlight parades, and shout their enthusiasm. Koerner led a company of some 300 Wide Awakes, young men bedecked in black capes with red, white, and blue ribbons, as part of a larger national organization that he claimed numbered up to a half-million. It was essentially a paramilitary force, not only taking part in rallies, but acting as a self-described “political police” to protect Republican candidates, especially in hostile regions like Egypt.

Friedrich Hecker had his chance to join the fray in Belleville, where a mass demonstration gave him an opportunity to prove he could give a more traditional speech that could sway votes for Lincoln—instead of a sharp harangue that might repel as many listeners as it would attract. Actually, Hecker hadn’t planned on speaking at all, but after a splendid evening torchlight parade, the crowd became restive and excited to see their hometown hero, demanding he make an appearance and offer his wholehearted support of Honest Abe.

It wasn’t hard for him to muster the enthusiasm. Hecker remembered a traumatic event just a few years before, in the early 1850s, when a fire had destroyed his home and nearly ruined his life. He suspected his political enemies of causing the blaze, but never found the culprits. He received countless offers of help from German Americans, as he expected, but one offer stood out for its sincerity and kindness. Former representative and Springfield lawyer Abraham Lincoln asked if he could do anything at all to help out the German émigré, whom he hadn’t yet met and knew only by reputation. Although he was too proud to accept the assistance, Hecker was humbled by his entreaty and began a correspondence with Lincoln that never flagged in its graciousness. Lincoln seemed to be a rare specimen in this growing region—an ambitious and clever dealmaker who was nonetheless one of the most down-to-earth and, indeed, salt-of-the-earth individuals anyone could meet. Hecker felt honored to have known the rail-splitter and would now do everything he could to elevate him to his proper stature as leader of all Americans.

Speaking with great passion and control, Hecker implored his listeners to fight for the Republicans and resist the siren call of the slavery-beholden Democrats. He spoke until late in the evening, and the crowd never lost interest or enthusiasm. The success of his oratory gave him the chance to be invited to speak in increasingly prominent venues like the St. Louis Opera House. But while his campaign speeches focused on partisan politics instead of, say, the evils of private property and entrenched capital, he still resembled the Hecker of old. To spellbound crowds of rural farmers, he brought the shared experience of a fellow rustic; to small-town merchants and tradesmen, he brought the fire and drama of a skilled orator; and to everyone, he celebrated a humble backwoods lawyer as a champion they could all believe in. Ein Held von heute—a modern-day hero.

On Election Day, the country lawyer won in magnificent fashion. Koerner received the news in the Springfield telegraph office, as state after state in the North went into the Republican column and Lincoln garnered all the electoral votes he needed to become the nation’s sixteenth president. Surprisingly, Lincoln and Koerner’s grand coalition of contradictions—drinkers and teetotalers, churchgoers and freethinkers, radicals and conservatives, Protestants and Catholics, natives and newcomers—held together and triumphed at the ballot box. And thanks to Koerner’s help, enough foreign-born German Americans voted for the ticket in Illinois that they may have been the difference in the outcome. And so all the effort bringing in figures like Hecker, and burying the influence of the Know-Nothings, and stumping throughout the state auf Deutsch—it had all worked, and Koerner now had a president-elect to show for it. Even Lincoln acknowledged as much, and knew he owed the German immigrants a real debt.

But even in victory, the Republican Party scarcely had time to celebrate. Three days after the election, the South Carolina legislature declared the victory of Lincoln a “hostile act” and laid the groundwork for a convention to consider secession from the United States. Six weeks later, the convention adopted an ordinance to secede and began the process of the dissolution of the country, with other Southern states to follow in short order. All the while, the feckless President James Buchanan did nothing to prevent it.

The sympathies of the North demanded a strong federal response to secession, to bind the union together once again, and by force if necessary. Most of the strongest advocates for war had never experienced such a conflict directly, let alone a civil war that would bring the bloodshed to the front door of the nation. Still, the Northern rallies, the newspaper editorials, the torchlight parades, and the angry speeches all demanded revenge against the enemy. Radicals like Friedrich Hecker and reformers like Mary Livermore, despite their disagreements, called for martial action to battle the breakaway states. Even Koerner, for all his careful deliberation, knew that secession had to be countered with federal troops.

Mary feared for the Union’s survival, but she knew the greatest danger could also provide the greatest opportunity. She had improved Chicago with her charity work and journalism, but what of the larger nation? This monumental contest could bring dramatic change to the United States as a whole, which so desperately needed it—to galvanize social reform, to bring about a new spiritual awakening, to destroy the practice of human bondage. As soon as the crisis began, she quoted approvingly from the sermons of ministers who announced “the real contest [is] between slavery and freedom. . . . Better that the land should be drenched with fraternal blood than any further concessions shall be made to the slaveocracy.” The threat of war would test Mary’s deep and abiding disgust for violence, as well as her view that all men and women were equal before the eyes of God. The secessionists had become the enemy—including those she knew intimately as a young woman in Virginia. She would now work to fight “the insult offered the nation” by the South, even if it meant violating her convictions for charity, humility and peace. As she said, “Conservative and peaceful counsel was shrivelled in a blaze of belligerent excitement . . . . The Union was not to be destroyed without a struggle that would deluge the land with blood.”

Hecker also welcomed the prospect of war as a means of overthrowing the institution of slavery, which he saw as no different from the autocratic regime he had fled a dozen years before. Although far from a military man, he knew his commitment to the Union had to be proven by his actions, and he looked to raise troops for the conflict, to fight the enemy in the field, to stand for his ideals at the risk of his own life. He had been preparing for this opportunity ever since he had come to America, awaiting a chance to crush the hereditary plantation system just as he had tried, and failed, to do against the oppressive nobility of Baden-Württemberg. Tyranny must fall for democracy to rise, and “Southern aristocracy be broken . . . for liberty to flourish.” His moment had come.

For Koerner the prospect of social revolution did not come so easily, for he had settled into the comforts and habits of a solid, middle-class immigrant for many decades after he had fled Frankfurt. But the call to war was a clarion one, and it shook him out of his old habits. Despite being a counsel of moderation in Illinois politics and despite warning against wild-eyed radicals and demagogues, he abandoned his usual reserve and seemed to welcome the specter of war, no matter the bloodshed or the horrors it might bring. Now echoing the zealous style of Hecker, he summoned his old rebellious spirit, and praised “the feeling of enthusiasm which pervaded the whole North. . . . There was but one cry: ‘To arms!—To arms!’”







TWO


TIP OF THE SWORD





John Logan was mad.

This was nothing new, of course. John Logan was often mad. But this time was different. The downstate Illinois Democrat had turned away from his friends, his allies, even his mentor Stephen Douglas, in the fullest expression of his latest rage. He had good reason to be angry.

His enemies were tearing the country to pieces and he couldn’t do anything about it. He condemned the press, the Northerners, the Republicans, the state politicians, the federal politicians, and the damned secessionist “fire-eaters”—those miscreants who were trying to dissolve the nation’s bonds and reveling in its potential collapse. During the campaign, they had invaded Democratic Party strongholds like the Illinois towns of Marion and Carbondale and unfurled banners praising U.S. Vice President John Breckinridge, the rogue who had split the party and launched his own quest for the White House. The Breckinridge men had lied to the voters, claimed Stephen Douglas was no better than Abe Lincoln, and even heckled Logan on the stump—in his own district!

The “abolitionist black Republicans” were nearly as bad. Not only did Logan attack their plans to end slavery as part of a misguided political agenda, for years he had had repeated run-ins with them, sometimes to the point of violence. Most recently, he insinuated on the floor of the House of Representatives that a fellow congressman from Illinois was as cowardly as a spaniel dog. The two nearly came to blows, resulting in a melee in the House, after which Logan dusted himself off and announced, “God knows that I have differed from the other side from my childhood, and with that side I will never affiliate so long as I have breath in my body.”

He had taken a proud and ardent stand against the Republicans, and for his efforts, his fellow Democrats had deserted him. As 1861 began, they allied with their former adversaries and stranded him as a rare voice of opposition to the war fever afflicting the North. He felt trapped, corralled into either supporting an insurgency he opposed or a rival party he despised. In short order he became a fat target for newspapers like the Chicago Tribune, which dared to criticize him for his “semi-secessionist” views in not joining the martial bandwagon. If they only knew the falsehood they had printed! In fact, pro-Southern forces in Illinois had tried to enlist him to their side for months now, and he had always resisted. Secession was no nobler a pursuit than anarchy, and those who stood for it promoted nothing less than treason. The Tribune, like all his other enemies in Illinois, had misunderstood his intentions and made a parody of his beliefs.

To lay out his views, he’d been preparing to give a definitive speech in the House of Representatives, to announce his sympathies in the conflict and warn of the madness he saw gripping the nation. But despite his earnest pleas, his fellow Congressmen didn’t want to hear him speak; they knew how incendiary he could be, and how volatile the political climate was. So the Speaker of the House thwarted Logan’s attempt to take the floor—repeatedly.

His fellow legislators didn’t understand him, and they didn’t understand the people of his district—the people of Egypt. The press, the Republicans, the Northerners, they could never appreciate the region or what made it unique. Yes, it was part of Illinois, but as the southernmost part of the state, it was closer to Mississippi than to Chicago. And it inspired him in ways the North never could. When he visited Cairo, the symbolic capital of Egypt, he would stand at the conflux of the Ohio and Mississippi rivers, and marvel at the levees and constant flow of riverboat traffic.

Logan saw Cairo as a gateway between South and North, and a potential boomtown for the commerce of a nation. But the warmongers wanted to strip away all of its life and energy and future greatness. They only saw it as a military target: the tip of the sword pointing into the heart of the Confederacy, or a valuable foothold on the Union home front, depending on which side got there first. It would come to ruin if either got their way.

The Egyptians had better sense than to trust anyone from the North. They were crafty and resourceful, and knew how to pilot a steamboat, ride out the flood season, grow good crops in bad farmland, and build an entire world from the plains and prairie. They did not cotton to upstaters who came here with patronizing “advice” that only belittled them and mocked their culture and beliefs—especially if they were from Chicago, whose banks, creditors, and land agents they uniformly blamed for their mediocre economy and exorbitant debts. Logan understood. He knew all about his people’s fears and frustrations, and the best ways to appeal to their hearts or fan their resentments, depending on his own political needs.

By far the easiest way to stir them up was to talk about race. Egyptians had a hostile view of anyone from the North, especially if they weren’t white. They would chase blacks from town on horses or force them to leave by railcar or riverboat. Failing that, they might trick them into being sold into slavery across the river in Kentucky, or make their life a living hell if they tried to linger. They greeted illicit slave traders with a wink and abolitionists with a cudgel. They favored deporting any black residents in the state, and widely supported an 1853 state law that banned any such migrants from even setting foot in Illinois. Its author was John Logan.

Strongly influenced by the pro-slavery attitudes of his parents, Logan as a young legislator in Springfield inveighed against blacks with great passion, calling them “not suited to be placed upon a level with white men.” His actions matched his words, and his law became known as one of the most severe in the region against black visitors, imposing fifty-dollar fines on them if they stayed in the state longer than ten days, and if they could not pay, selling them as veritable slaves at public auction. It soon acquired the name “Logan’s Black Law.”

Logan had no shame about this, or whether it gained him fame or infamy. He was a fierce defender of the act, as well as one of the most controversial bills of the age, the Fugitive Slave Act. Proudly proclaiming Illinois to be a western—not a northern—state, he asserted Democrats would be more than willing to “perform that dirty work” of hunting down fugitive slaves and returning them to bondage if no one else would. For this, the Tribune labeled him “Dirty Work” Logan. The moniker stuck and, depending on his audience, brought him either praise or enmity for his actions—his fierce oratory against black citizens, his hell-raising style of politicking, his defamation of his political rivals, his raising a mob to attack a newspaper that had endorsed Lincoln for president.

In the campaign against racial equality, Logan saw himself as a foot soldier. He would do anything it took for his side to triumph: He championed the party line on popular sovereignty, which would bring slavery to any corner of the nation that wanted it. He railed against the “radical proclivities” of Republicans for their support of abolition, and castigated them with great enthusiasm. He even bought out the newspaper he attacked, flipped its editorial position, and took to writing jeremiads against his increasing number of enemies.

Logan accomplished much work, clean and dirty, in the recent campaign, but nothing he did could save the Democrats. Months before the election, Stephen Douglas knew he would lose, and gave a speech vowing to help Lincoln defeat any attempt at secession or rebellion. Logan smelled an air of defeatism, and blamed Douglas for lacking the passion to win at all costs. He knew the power of Douglas’s words would enflame the South, ensure the sectional divide of the party, and usher in a new Republican era. He was right: Lincoln destroyed Douglas in November, and would take the oath of office on March 4.

Unlike some Democrats, Logan continued to see the president-elect as more nemesis than ally, thinking he harbored the secret views of an abolitionist and would try to impose his will on the nation after his inauguration. Yet despite being the target of Logan’s criticism, Lincoln had high hopes for him. During the winter, he informed a confidante that if he had his way, his cabinet would be formed solely of Illinois politicians, including those of the rival party. Incredulously, the confidante asked if that would include an adversary like Logan. Lincoln replied, “Yes, I would. . . . I know Logan. He’s [against] me now and that’s all right. You can count on Logan to do the right thing by the country, and that’s the kind of men I want.”

On February 5, Logan finally had a chance to give his speech in the House, to outline the views of his people and preach sanity to the increasingly bellicose factions. With expectations high, he took to the floor of the House, dispensing with decorum to get to his main point: Abolitionists and secessionists were equally to blame for the recent turmoil and the South should be guaranteed protection for slavery. This was a familiar position for him and one that wouldn’t surprise anyone who knew anything about his politics. From there they expected he would grudgingly endorse Lincoln’s policies, dismiss the fire-eaters as troublemakers or malcontents, and praise the eternal unity of the nation.

But instead of providing a firm affirmation, he made a shocking accusation: Republicans of 1861 were no different than King George III in 1776, and, by implication, stood to oppress the South with coercion and tyranny. And his constituents and those from border states were like “noble Spartans standing in the breach” between hostile forces. While the secessionists should be shown mercy, if the North were to “let slip the dogs of war,” they would never return to the Union—“never, never!”

Logan’s hostile tone and uncompromising message had an immediate effect, winning him applause and admiration in Egypt and points farther south, and open derision and contempt in the North. Some Republicans said he harbored the views of a traitor, and had been secretly encouraging people to fight for the rebels. The speech added fuel to the anti-government fire in southern Illinois. Now louder demands for insurrection echoed in the streets, along with talk of resistance, rebellion, and warfare against the tyrannical Republican power.

But this had not been his intention. He spoke out against war to prevent secession, not to cause it. Did his people even understand what he meant? Struck by the baleful impact of his speech, Logan had no choice but to retreat into public silence on the subject of secession. However, many of his fellow Illinois Democrats, like John McClernand, took the opposite course, choosing to uphold the Union and malign the “compromisers”—including Logan himself. The most dramatic blow came when Stephen Douglas parted company with Logan, too. The occasion came two weeks after the federal garrison at Fort Sumter surrendered to Confederate forces, the first step to open warfare. Douglas made his way to Springfield and, in clear and powerful language, excoriated the secessionist states and demanded the U.S. government quash the rebellion. It was as dramatic and influential a stand in favor of the Lincoln administration’s policy as any Democrat had yet made, and it won Douglas praise in Illinois and beyond. But to Logan it was unforgivable.

John Logan’s temper rose as he read how Douglas had endorsed the Republican war policy; it expanded into wrath as he learned how his onetime ally had “sold out the Democratic Party”; and it finally exploded into fury when he discovered Douglas had singled out Logan himself as unpatriotic. A few days later, when Logan encountered Douglas on the streets of Springfield, he refused to shake his hand; and when they later found themselves on the same train and one of Douglas’s men tried to encourage him to give a speech in support of the Union, Logan was sharp and dismissive: “I’ll be damned if I will. I’m a traitor and I will not speak.”

Soon after, Illinois Governor Richard Yates sent four thousand militiamen to occupy Cairo. They quickly seized control of the town despite the hostility they encountered from the locals, many of whom openly mocked the Union and cheered for the Confederacy. Logan saw the quaint riverside community turned into a garrison. He expected to see it destroyed in short order.

The news from April and May only got worse: Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers to fight the rebels, Illinois alone responded with 10,000 men, and war fever reached its peak. Northerners raised toasts, sang martial songs, and threw great parades as new army enlistees left for training camps around the state. Logan greeted such sights warily but could say nothing about the conflict, for fear of being arrested like others who had been charged as Confederate sympathizers, spies, or traitors.

He found himself in a vise of his own making. Though he stood as Egypt’s champion, giving voice to its rage and resistance, the people who most ardently followed his words were those who didn’t understand them. On the side of rebellion stood many of his constituents and even some of his family members; on the side of the Union stood a president-elect he didn’t trust and a party he despised. By the unfortunate fact of geography, his home region stood squarely, helplessly in the path of Northern and Southern armies. Like Egypt itself, Logan would soon have to decide what side he was on, and whether he could ever stomach fighting under the banner of his nemesis, Abraham Lincoln.

Logan wasn’t the only one caught between competing loyalties. Many other Northerners who had found comfort in being agreeably pro-peace and pro-Union in 1860 found themselves labeled as suspicious or even treasonous in 1861. The election of Lincoln and especially the advent of war had changed the energy of the nation’s politics, as militant factions were rewarded for their zeal and peace proponents were punished for their supposed lack of patriotism. The political whiplash that ensued only furthered the sense of disintegration in the country, as former friends and allies found themselves at odds, and old alliances fell into angry schism.

The new ideological landscape favored those most in favor of pounding the South into submission, and many of these loyalists quickly joined the army. No draft was even necessary in Illinois at the war’s outset, as volunteer recruits provided more than enough men to fill the ranks, and a lively spirit of free enterprise animated the recruiting process. State and federal governments offered cash bounties for enlistment ($100 and up), which attracted a variety of recruits, from former militiamen who knew how to fire a musket to bumbling greenhorns who would last no more than three months in uniform and never see a battle.

Though the U.S. military still maintained many professional units in the regular army, sixteen hundred regiments in the war were run by colonels who came from civilian, not military, life. Many attained their position through a vote of the regiments they mustered, but many others gained it through political patronage, with state leaders like Governor Yates deciding who got the plum positions and who didn’t. Officers could organize regiments around any groupings imaginable: geography, politics, neighborhood, ethnicity, and so on. There were regiments for teachers, preachers, and miners, as well as for temperance advocates, committed Christians, and even tall men.

With war fever high in the months after Fort Sumter, state regiments formed and filled in a few days or weeks, and the towns and cities of Illinois couldn’t seem to wait to send their boys off to fight. Often, their family members thought they might only be away for a short time, until a few quick battles decided matters, the South was sufficiently whipped, and the entire business of secession quickly forgotten.

Still, for all the passion and patriotism the war unleashed, the economic strain showed immediately. Whether it was a farmstead that no longer had enough workers to plant the seeds or reap the harvest, or a factory that had to retool for the newly militarized economy, building a war machine became a costly endeavor. The state arsenal still didn’t have enough weapons for the new armies to use, and the state itself was sinking into debt trying to produce them. What’s more, the weapons not only weren’t sufficient, the inventories were paltry. The arsenal boasted just 362 muskets and 297 pistols. Some regiments had to make do with antiquated flintlock muskets, others with nothing more than bayonets, while still others had to deal with faulty or obsolete weapons that offered a greater threat to the person firing them than the person aimed at.

Even worse, bureaucratic disorganization and lack of funds and oversight led to wasted resources, corruption, and downright incompetence in providing basic food and shelter for the men—and reports of the mismanagement and mistreatment of soldiers couldn’t remain hidden for long. As the stories of their hardship began to circulate around the state, more than a few citizens resolved to do something about it.

The Reverend Edward Beecher held in his hand a letter from a doctor in Egypt. Its author was one Doctor Benjamin Woodward, a former member of his First Congregational Church in Galesburg, Illinois, presently assigned to Camp Defiance, the army base at Cairo. Beecher’s parishioners watched him in silence, knowing the letter had to be important, for he had made it the centerpiece of his Sunday sermon. Yet the topic was not the evils of slavery or the blessed cause of abolition, but something a bit more unfamiliar—camp life in the U.S. army.

He told them that, despite what they might have read in the news, the troops at the base were in deep distress. Not only did they suffer from debilitating diseases like dysentery and cholera, they scarcely had enough weapons to fight the rebels or enough food to keep from starving. Adequate medical care was nowhere to be found, doctors were thin on the ground, and old shirts and rags doubled as gauze and bandages. Some of the men had to be housed in cattle stalls, while others were reduced to sleeping on bare wooden floors or lodging in filthy barracks. If conditions weren’t improved soon, more of the men would sicken and some might perish, before they even had the chance to face the enemy on the battlefield. And so, could the worshippers please consider sending any supplies or assistance they could muster? The troops could use food, medicine, clothing, even the congregation’s own labors if anyone was interested in going there in person.

The reverend thought his words had gone over well. If they didn’t quite ring with the oratory of his brother Henry Ward Beecher or the elegant prose of his sister Harriet Beecher Stowe, they would at least be enough to rile up the crowd and stir their passions. But he was wrong. Only one person stood up—a stout, middle-aged woman in a handmade dress with a calico bonnet.

Her name was Mary Ann Bickerdyke, and the townsfolk knew her as a sharp-tongued, somewhat eccentric figure who called herself a “botanic physician,” or something close to a naturopath. Her husband and daughter had both died recently and she had two sons to look after, along with her regular duties prescribing herbal tea, hot compresses, and other treatments to anyone who might have need of them. But despite her current duties, without hesitation she agreed to make the 350-mile journey downstate to Cairo.

A few days later the Illinois Central sent her on her way, as an agent of her church delivering much-needed aid to the troops. She took along four packages of homemade meals, two trunks of clothing, eleven dollars in cash and $360 worth of medical supplies, all donated by parishioners. The churchgoers knew these pickled vegetables, fruit pies, hand-sewn socks, and assorted hats and shirts wouldn’t be enough to solve all the boys’ problems, but might be enough to get them back into fighting shape and brighten their spirits a long way from home.

Yet when Mary Ann got off the train in Cairo, what she saw shocked her. The small river town had been transformed into a muddy and toxic hellhole. Dead dogs and garbage littered the streets, basic sanitation seemed to be nonexistent, and stagnant pools of black, filthy water pockmarked the landscape. Even worse were the “hospitals” in town—anything from hotels to saloons, given over to the care of sick and desperate men, who had to sleep on the ground on sacks filled with corn husks, without sheets or pillows. Properly trained doctors and nurses were absent, the state of disorganization was total, and dirt, grease, and excrement made for an environment better suited to spreading disease than to stopping it.

Although she had only planned a short visit, Mary Ann knew she couldn’t leave until things were set right and proper. How could the Union allow its boys to suffer like draft animals, or force them to eat scraps and leavings that wouldn’t be fit for a goat or a pig? The problem began with the hospitals, which were in profane and shameful condition. None was more of an affront to human decency than the general hospital, a ramshackle wreck of a converted hotel that was lacking in cleanliness and hygiene but abundant with foul odors and unchecked filth. She took it all in, and it soon became clear to her. She realized the best way for her to help would not be delivering donations from Galesburg, but working right here in Cairo—getting her hands dirty in the wards, eating terrible food, scrubbing, cleaning, toiling, anything to help out those poor enlisted boys.

She took to the work quickly, but the hospital was a forbidding place for a nurse. Though she accomplished many things, from making bandages to sanitizing the bathrooms to concocting meals in the staff kitchen, no one appreciated her labors. Worse, because of the soldiers’ hostility to women working in the wards, they took great pleasure in trying to insult and intimidate her. Shouting out catcalls and taunting her, they tried to make her work experience as dismal as the hospital itself. But she would not be daunted.

In short order, Mary Ann established a tireless regimen to get the hospital in shape. She cooked palatable meals from the dreadful army rations, washed the soldiers’ fetid clothing, helped bathe even the most diseased men, and provided them a fair ration of whiskey, which she saw as valuable tonic, despite being a firm supporter of temperance. Finally, she put herself in charge of all the nurses in the ward, giving orders to the male ones, and generally browbeating or pushing aside anyone who got in her way, regardless of their rank. All the while, she had no formal authority whatsoever to do any of this. When questioned about who had given her license to take such action, she simply replied, “From the Lord God Almighty. Do you have anything that ranks higher than that?”

The doctors at the hospital didn’t see the Lord on their protocol chart, and hated having their authority threatened, and they let Mary Ann know it. To them she was an untamed “cyclone in calico.” The men, however, had a different name for her. Dispensing with their usual insults, they began to call her “Mother.”

Mary Ann was also the actual mother of two young boys, whom she had left behind in Galesburg. She knew her neighbors would take them in for a spell while she did her work down south. That left her with no family, no finances, no home in the hinterland of southern Illinois. The abrupt change would have disturbed anyone’s life, but to Mary Ann it was all part of the Lord’s plan. She was now free to set things right as she saw fit, to spread her wings after being caged up for years.

Most of her early adult life had been spent with Robert Bickerdyke, a first-generation English immigrant who had chosen Cincinnati to start a life in the 1840s. He was a widower with children when they met, as well as a skilled musician who played the bass viol. He had enough talent that amateur orchestras regularly hired him and he hoped to bring his music to a wider audience. But success was fleeting, and when opportunities did arise—such as a chance to go on a national tour with celebrity soprano Jenny Lind—he inexplicably passed them up. This left him reduced to scrambling for jobs, usually as a house painter or a mechanic.

Mary Ann and Robert married in 1847, then drifted around the region for a decade, as he looked for a creative spark as well as a paycheck, and she ran the household and raised their three children and a pair of stepsons from his earlier marriage. A decade later they settled in Galesburg, a quaint little place in upstate Illinois founded by anti-slavery New York Presbyterians. Mary Ann fit in well there, for she believed firmly in abolition as well as Christianity—though she wasn’t too dogmatic about it. As she said, “I worship with the Methodists, the Congregationalists or the Episcopals, as I happen to light on ’em.” Around town she became known for her charity work, gathering and selling secondhand clothes to pay for fabric to sew clothes for those in need. As Reverend Beecher said, “No one could stretch a dime or a yard of calico so far as Sister Bickerdyke.”

Just as she began to make a name for herself in charity circles, though, Robert struggled to find work and make enough money to support the family. He managed to practice his art as the unpaid director of a local symphony and choir, but never had enough time or resources to go further than that. Because of his penury, the symphony and choir decided to throw a benefit concert for him, but on that very night he died of apoplexy. He left behind almost no savings and children from two marriages to care for. These obligations now fell to Mary Ann.

The townsfolk were stunned that their music director had passed on so soon, after they had just honored him. But to Mary Ann it was no surprise. She thought he could have lived longer if he hadn’t been so domineering. As she said, “He wanted me to do everything his way, and just as he did. But his way was too slow, and I just couldn’t stand it.” His death gave her the chance to find her own way. Within a few weeks of his passing, she acted quickly to hang up her shingle on the little cottage where she lived—“M.A. Bickerdyke, Botanic Physician.”

By late 1861, almost everyone who knew Mary Ann in Camp Defiance called her Mother Bickerdyke. She cut a striking figure for a woman who in other circles might have inspired pity for being a widow, isolated from her children, and impoverished. Here in Cairo, though, she inspired awe. As Doctor Woodward said, she was “strong as a man, muscles of iron, nerves of finest steel—sensitive, but self-reliant, kind, and tender, seeking all for others, for herself, nothing.” She wore a weather-beaten sun bonnet and rode an old white mule, cutting an indelible image everywhere she went.

Not everyone was happy to see her. She had special contempt for army officers, those “pesky ossifiers” who routinely got in the way of her work and challenged her authority—or lack of it. They didn’t dislike her, exactly; they just didn’t know what to make of her. She gathered her power without any source of patronage, or means of support, or elite defenders in the wings. She only had the support of the enlisted men, who knew Mother Bickerdyke to be their greatest champion.

Soon she was running all six military hospitals around Cairo. To get them into shape, her regimen was brisk and thorough: She inspected each one; condemned their lack of hygiene and medical supplies; forced the nurses to make improvements; cleaned and sanitized the wards; reorganized the hospitals’ staff; removed the nurses who were convalescent soldiers and replaced them with healthy men; and tackled the worst case of the lot—the filthy regimental hospital in Bird’s Point, Missouri. When she located the doctor in charge, she gave her anger free rein and delivered a shocking tirade against him in front of the staff and patients.

Thoroughly humiliated, the doctor expressed his anger to the brigadier general in charge of Cairo, Benjamin Prentiss. Like other generals, Prentiss was a politician who had used his connections to get a plum assignment; unlike those generals, however, he actually had military experience, as well as a proper respect for rules and order—of which Mary Ann seemed ignorant and dismissive. After hearing reports of her actions, Prentiss reacted coolly: “The matter is easily disposed of.” Women were not allowed to enter camp without a pass from a relative, and then only at certain times. Open and shut.

Mary Ann caught wind of the trouble she had caused from Dr. Woodward, and when General Prentiss summoned him to a meeting to discuss the matter, she came along, too, though she hadn’t been invited. The conversation didn’t take long.

Although no one recorded the exact words Mary Ann used with the general, he emerged from the meeting convinced of the value of her work and the importance of her staying put. He also gave her a new job: running a central kitchen for all local military hospitals and coordinating their care. Against all convention and expectation, Mary Ann had been officially promoted—not dismissed.

As she said, “I talked sense to him.”

Fifty miles north in the town of Marion, Congressman John Logan stood waiting to give a long-awaited speech about the war and his views on it. He was nervous. The day before, his train was late and he had to put off the speech. A crowd of four thousand, already sweltering in the summer heat, took exception to the delay by breaking out in a riot. Today the atmosphere in the town square was again charged with potential violence, as angry feelings about the war boiled over and the streets seemed to be filled with brutes and miscreants. Mary Logan feared for her husband’s safety: “I felt sure I could at least scream should they move toward him with evil intent. . . . I trembled in every limb, my head swam, and I dared not speak to any one.”

Ever since his last major speech in February, Logan had tried to be silent on the subject of secession, but his reticence only brought more charges of disloyalty. The Tribune especially delighted in hinting he was a traitor, using ever more creative language. Meanwhile, his mentor, Stephen Douglas, had died in June, a victim of typhoid fever, and Logan never had a chance to repair his bond with a political legend who had once been his friend and champion. It was a deep and sudden loss, and it motivated him to clearly state his position on the war. He hoped the crowd would forgive him for it.

With some hesitation, Logan stepped up on a horse wagon and began to speak. Secession, he said, has already made America pay a terrible cost in violence and disunity. Logan looked out and saw the crowd had settled into “a deathlike stillness,” listening intently to his words. He continued:

The time has come when a man must be for or against his country, not for or against his State. How long could one State stand up against another, or two or three States against others? The Union once dissolved, we should have innumerable confederacies and rebellions. I, for one, shall stand or fall for this Union, and shall this day enroll for the war! I want as many of you as will to come with me.

The crowd paused for a moment in shock. Then it gave him a rousing cheer, as people applauded him with passion, clapped him on the back, and shook his hand so hard it hurt. He was stunned and delighted.

Logan remained a hero to them, even as he openly supported the war. With their beloved congressman’s approval, they could now support it too, and could join army regiments with their friends and neighbors, and battle the turncoats who had left Egypt to become graycoats. With much relief, Logan thanked them for their enthusiasm, and realized it would go far in helping him fill the 1,100 positions of his new 31st Illinois Volunteer Infantry Regiment, which he would command as a colonel.

The change in Logan had been months in the making. Over the summer, his anger had become increasingly directed at the secessionists, who destroyed property in Egypt and tried to threaten anyone who didn’t join the Confederacy. Just as his sentiments began to turn, in Virginia he witnessed a skirmish in the Battle of Bull Run and came away shocked at the scale of the Union disaster, making him realize just how much help the army needed. While he still harbored intense anger at abolitionists, he was now ready to stand with the Unionists, even if they were Republicans. He met with Colonel Ulysses S. Grant, and came away impressed that this army veteran had so many enterprising notions to beat the rebels. And when he met with President Lincoln, the rail-splitter offered him kind words, and gave him sanction to enter the war as an officer and resign his seat in Congress. But while persuading the president that he supported the war was easy for Logan, convincing his family was a much more difficult task.

The conflict had caused a rift among his relatives. One of his brothers-in-law now fought for the South, and another had been arrested for treasonous activity. Only his youngest brother, James, agreed to fight against the Confederacy, while two other brothers remained hostile to his plans. His mother was even more intransigent. When he visited the family home to explain himself, she refused him entrance, saying “Go away from my house, John Logan . . . I never want to see your face.” But as much as her words wounded him, his wife suffered even more from the family division. After his sister Annie openly wished he would die in the war, Mary Logan slapped her, and the two women got into a bare-knuckle brawl “complete with punching, scratching, and hair pulling. Mary ended the fight by picking up a chair and smacking her sister-in-law over the head with it.”

The war may have tattered his family bonds, but Logan forged new ones with young men from southern Illinois who joined his ranks. He had picked out many of them personally. At Camp Dunlap in central Illinois, he watched them marching in formation, practicing drills, preparing for combat like men of war. They would soon become known as the “Dirty-First” regiment, “the ‘hardest’ swearers in the army,” and they were determined to transform themselves into soldiers, even though the army could not match their enthusiasm with adequate training, uniforms, or weapons. They would go into battle untested.

Despite their lack of experience, newly appointed Brigadier General Ulysses S. Grant had a bold stroke for them planned downriver. Grant—who now commanded the District of Southeast Missouri, with headquarters in Cairo—planned an attack on the village of Belmont, Missouri, to secure a foothold against the rebel-held bluffs across the river at Columbus, Kentucky. He picked Logan’s regiment and five others to make the journey down the Mississippi to make the demonstration. They would show the Union would not be cowed into accepting Confederate control of the great river, and would seize control of the “Father of Waters,” as Lincoln called it, with martial pride and determination.

The evening came to embark. Logan’s riverboat rode the current under a dark sky, the lights of Cairo dimming on the horizon. The boys of the 31st were quiet as they went, determined not to betray their movement to the rebels or their fears to themselves. To a man, they had spoiled for a fight, suffered through training camp, and cursed the damned Johnny Rebs just like Logan did. They were green and naive and brave and strong and innocent, and he loved them all.

The next day, the battle ended with Logan’s troops clambering aboard the riverboats, their mud-soaked uniforms and flooded muskets sharing space with haversacks and cartridge boxes in a great wet pile of troops in desperate retreat. Some of them sported flesh wounds, others broken arms and bloody jaws, but they had been the lucky ones. The unlucky had been left in the wooded ravine behind them, cloaked in gun smoke and cannon fire. Logan brought aboard all the men and arms the transport could hold.

He clenched his ribs, recalling how his horse had thrown him early in the battle. His chest didn’t hurt then, not when victory looked so clearly in sight—when they raided the enemy camp at dawn and sent its defenders to flight. But the triumph vanished when the untrained Union troops looted the rebel camp and incurred the wrath of General Grant. He had the entire camped burned, which made for an easy target for the guns of Columbus. The rebels counterattacked, and sent them scrambling back to the river.

And now they had escaped, and the battle was lost. Logan took one last look back at Belmont as the transport moved up the river. Then he turned to the north, where the lights of Cairo had just become visible over the horizon.

There were six hundred Union casualties in the Belmont expedition. Ninety of them were Logan’s own. He had talked many of the troops into joining him on the ill-fated mission, and his guilt was strong over their deaths and injuries. He thought of them as family, his relatives in spirit since so many members of his own family now fought for the enemy—people like his brother-in-law, Hybert Cunningham, who had attacked his regiment at Belmont as a lieutenant for the Confederacy.

He had lost almost one-tenth of his recruits. To avoid a similar fate next time, his men would need much more training, much better weapons, and a much improved strategy, but Logan knew they would get none of it. Grant had already planned their next foray into the South, and this time it would be no mere demonstration but a strategic strike into the rebel homeland.

A few days after Belmont, under a flag of truce, Logan scoured the battlefield to identify the men missing or killed in action and recover their remains if he could. He moved slowly and looked for any hint of life or breath from the fallen soldiers, but found none.

He was abruptly jolted from his labors by a Missouri farmer, who saw his Northern uniform and confronted him with blunt and vile language. The battle had destroyed the farmer’s crops and his land, and Union colonels like Logan were to blame. He even damned Logan as a “nigger thief” for allowing his slaves to run away during the chaos. For once, Logan chose to hold his tongue and take the abuse, not once mentioning his nickname, “Dirty Work,” or that he had written the Black Law, or that he was an old-line Democrat. He knew that in his uniform he looked every bit the Unionist, the Yankee invader, the enemy of the South. For all the farmer knew, he could have even been an abolitionist.

Up in Cairo, Mary Ann Bickerdyke stood inspecting the latest haul of goods that had just come in for her boys, in wooden crates stamped CHICAGO SANITARY COMMISSION. It was a huge stash: thousands of fresh linens and pillows, bandages and rags, clean clothes and undergarments, and food and drink from brandy, crackers, and eggs to 200 pounds of dried fruit. She checked the shipment—it was everything she had asked for—then commanded a nurse to secure the crates to keep them away from the prying fingers of the surgeons and their lackeys.

She had battled with the doctors ever since her meeting with General Prentiss. Now he was gone and the recently promoted General Ulysses S. Grant was the commander, so the medical officers thought it might be a fine idea to challenge her authority again. She challenged them back, accusing them of theft and dereliction of duty and other malfeasance, and for good measure took up the matter with Grant himself—and won. He gave her even more power to hire staff members and coordinate nursing care, and distribute the massive shipments of food and supplies any way she saw fit.

The surgeons were furious, but Mary Ann hardly cared. Her duty to the troops came first, and she would raise any hell she needed to make sure her boys were properly fed and cared for. She had a firm ally too in the Chicago Sanitary Commission, which had marshaled the support of countless Illinois women to cook the food and sew the garments that ended up in these crates. Mary Ann offered a little prayer to their grace and charity, then ordered her staff to seal the boxes with massive iron locks.

Several months later, on a bleak winter morning in 1862, Mary Ann set sail on the hospital ship The City of Memphis. It was headed for the wilds of central Tennessee on the Cumberland River, in support of Grant’s attack against the forts that guarded the heart of the Confederacy and could open the door to an invasion of the South. The first, Fort Henry, had fallen, but the other, Fort Donelson, remained a forbidding objective. Mary Ann knew the battle would bring great carnage, and suspected many of the wounded might die before they reached the hospitals in Cairo, so she and her staff brought the hospital to them.

Although this was a Sanitary Commission ship, Mary Ann held sway over it. Her voice echoed throughout the ship, from the boiler deck to the pilothouse, shouting commands at the doctors and nurses until the staff became tired of her incessant demands. To onlookers she seemed to be running the entire ship, even though she had not been invited, held no official title, and received no pay for her labors. Nonetheless, she turned the Memphis into the very model of what a floating hospital should look like, even though no one had ever seen or imagined such a thing before.

She didn’t mean to be a martinet, but knew everything had to be ready when the wounded arrived. She remembered her nursing work in Cincinnati during the cholera epidemic of 1849. The doctors thought they were ready, but no one imagined how bad it could get: the shortages of food and medicine, the lack of hospital beds, the failure of doctors to soothe the pains of plague victims, the coffins stacked in the hospital basement. The sights were almost too much to bear.

She had the memory of Cincinnati to guide her, and resolved not to be blindsided again. She had prepared the crew, organized the supplies, made the beds, cleaned the decks, and sanitized the operating rooms. Then the Memphis arrived at Fort Donelson and lowered its ramp for the ambulance carts and wagons. Only then did the full horror of war emerge, in more inventive and extreme ways than she could have ever imagined.

The damage was unique to each man: Some bore the gaping wounds of artillery, with their torsos and limbs torn apart by grape and canister shot. Others arrived with the fevers of disease, the ravages of dysentery and typhoid fever, or the scourge of madness, driven to deafness or insanity by the roar of shell fire and the terror of combat. Still others were lucky to lose only a leg or an arm—the unlucky lost a jaw, or part of a face. And then came the men who lay as pale as ghosts, the victims of frostbite and hypothermia, who had spent an entire evening or even several days suffering on the battlefield. The armies on the move had left them behind, frozen in the mud, until nurses and orderlies could arrive to hack them out and deliver them to safety. Many of their companions, though, would never arrive at the Memphis. They still lay on the field of combat, perforated by lead, crushed by fallen trees, or drowned in shallow streams, their final resting place a cold and pitiless Tennessee battlefield.

Many of the dead included the men of twenty different Illinois infantry regiments—including the 31st, whose commander, Colonel John Logan, newspapers said had been killed in action. The last his men had seen of him, he lay motionless and bloody with lead in his hip, wood from a shattered pistol in his ribs, and even more lead in his shoulder. A doctor detected no pulse in his pallid and icy body.

Mary Ann heard gruesome stories of such men who still lay bleeding and broken on the battlefield of Fort Donelson. She imagined their fears, their isolation, their quiet deaths so many miles from home. She still had plenty of work to do on the hospital ship, but couldn’t get the vision of those men frozen on the battlefield out of her mind. At midnight she ventured out to see if she could find anyone to rescue, or give comfort to a soldier in his last moments of life.

Her journey was harrowing. Teams of horses lay dead on the field, tied in pairs, threes, and fours; pools of blood pockmarked the rutted ground; and random clothing and belongings were scattered across the terrain, from hats and coats to cartridge boxes and bayonets—and everywhere the shrapnel of exploded shells, and the men who had absorbed that shrapnel. Some bodies lay still on the ground, while others showed only a hand or foot or head, the rest hidden and entombed in the ice. Mary Ann did not cower. She steeled herself, and with her lantern carefully looked at each fallen soldier to see if she could find any signs of life.

After some time, the glare of her lamp attracted the attention of a shadowy figure who approached her. It was an orderly, sent to find whatever fiend might be desecrating the bodies of the dead. He discovered Mary Ann inspecting the bodies to check for any hint of breath or a pulse. She told him what she was doing, and he summoned her to a field hospital that had been set up near the battlefield.

He led her to a tent where a bloodied and bandaged Union colonel lay. Stricken with an infection, he burned with fever, and his injuries were so severe his doctor had even demanded his entire left arm be amputated. But John Logan would hear nothing of it. He had cheated death, despite what the newspapers said, and wanted to emerge from this war intact. He looked at the sturdy, calico-clad woman in front of him.

He asked her what she was doing on the battlefield at midnight. He had sent out his orderly to apprehend what looked to be a grave robber.

Mary Ann explained her mission, and before the colonel could reprimand her, she thanked him for sending out his orderly to assist with her work. With that, she swiftly gathered her lantern and belongings and went out to find more abandoned souls on the field of battle.

She would soon return to Cairo, but for John Logan the battle was only beginning—grievously injured, he was one of the 2,700 Union casualties from the assault on Fort Donelson. His condition seemed to worsen in the field hospital, with fever and infection threatening his life, so the medical staff transferred him to the New Uncle Sam, a riverboat that contained hospital facilities as well as an office for General Grant.

Grant had known Logan from southern Illinois, and was interested in how well the colonel had performed in the field, and why he had been injured. Reports described his conduct during the attack: how he had led his regiment in battling a Confederate surge of 10,000 men; had been shot in the thigh but refused to give up command; had been bruised in the ribs and shot in the shoulder but still held on; and had finally dropped from his horse and blacked out. He had even been left for dead—the Confederates overran his position, and rebel soldiers assumed he was a corpse. If not for a timely Union counter-surge, he would have never survived.

In respect of his service, Grant wrote to Congressman Elihu Washburne recommending John Logan’s promotion to brigadier general, for among the colonels leading regiments in his army, “a braver or more gallant man is not to be found.” His wife, Mary, would soon arrive and nurse him back to health, but it would be months before he would see action in the field again.

Recommending Logan’s promotion was one of Grant’s easier tasks in the days after Fort Donelson. With the great Union victory, he now had to contend with a flood of dispatches from Washington, D.C., from fellow generals and superior officers, and from the press, which wanted to know all about the battle and how “Unconditional Surrender” Grant had won it—his new nickname referring to the terms he had given the rebels before their defeat. Amid all the requests and messages, one stuck out.

It was from a fellow general who outranked him. Grant recognized him as the new commander of the District of Cairo, one of his former positions. Grant recalled him as a down-on-his-luck officer from Ohio—someone who had failed repeatedly in civilian life before the war, just as he had. The general had been a banker, a lawyer, a businessman, but nothing seemed to fit. His reputation was checkered due to a failed attempt to command the Department of the Cumberland a few months before, and rival officers called him a lunatic just as they called Grant a drunk.

Grant didn’t care. Men of war were a hard-bitten lot, tarnished with failure as often as they were crowned with laurels. This Ohio general had merely lived a hard life, with the scars to prove it. The army could use more bold and relentless soldiers like him, and fewer “political generals” who never risked anything but always stole credit for victories.
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