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    Col. Matthew Calbraith Butler, leader of the 2nd South Carolina Cavalry, had been in many a tight spot during his service in the Civil War, but never one quite so precarious as that he faced the morning of June 9, 1863. Matthew and his mounted troops were positioned just east of Stevensburg, Virginia, and anticipating the arrival of a superior Federal force. The battle of Brandy Station had been raging for almost five hours to the northeast. The rattle of muskets and the bellow of artillery filled the air with an ever increasing crescendo.

    Butler had not taken part in the main engagement. His command had started the day in reserve, “standing to horse,” Matthew noted, “when a courier . . . came at full speed [and reported] the enemy was at Stevensburg [in our rear].”1

    Without waiting for orders, Matthew gathered his small force of about 200 men and rushed toward the point of peril. He posted Capt. Frank Hampton, younger brother of the brigade commander, Wade Hampton, with twenty-five riders along the Culpeper Road, just east of Stevensburg, then dismounted the rest of his regiment to form a defensive line in the woods above the pickets on the pike. The Union cavalry soon came in view.

    Alfred N. Duffié led the Federal force, 1,600 troopers supported by a battery of six cannons, toward Butler’s north flank. “[They] made a vigorous attack,” Matthew wrote. “A volley from our Enfields soon sent them back.”2 The Yankees mounted a second charge, but again Butler’s fire forced the enemy to retire.

    Duffié then turned his attention to the south, to the pike. He sent his men galloping up the road, and they swept past both Hampton’s small band and the 4th Virginia, who had just arrived to assist Butler. The Rebel reinforcements were not only routed, they “took to their heels towards Culpeper,” and were no longer a factor in the battle.3 Williams C. Wickham, their commander, stated later that “the conduct of my regiment [was] . . . disgraceful.”4

    As the enemy pressed into and past Stevensburg, Butler was already countering their just won advantage. He wheeled his line like a gate to the right until his men were facing south. The Federals quickly reorganized and started coming north. Their superior numbers overlapped both of Matthew’s flanks. Seeking better ground, he fell back several hundred yards across a small creek (Mountain Run) and assumed a new position at the crest of a ridge. Astride his horse, a silhouette against the blue sky, Butler shouted directions to his men where to fall in. He offered an attractive target to the Federal cannoneers, who were advancing with the cavalry. They took aim and sent a missile screaming toward him.5

    The shell struck the earth about thirty yards in front of Butler, skipped, and then veered forward. The shrapnel sliced through Butler’s right leg at the ankle, disemboweled his horse, and then smashed into Capt. William Farley, who was mounted beside Butler. The metal severed Farley’s right leg before burrowing into his steed, killing the animal.

    “My house bounded in the air,” Butler wrote, “and threw me, saddle and all, flat on my back in the road.”6 Although he was certainly in shock, Matthew had the presence of mind to take a silk handkerchief and wind a tourniquet around his leg. His foot dangled from the limb, held on by a shred of skin. Butler then called to Farley to follow his example in stopping the flow of blood from his terrible wound.7

    Matthew’s men, of course, rushed up to their commander. “Go at once to Farley,” Butler exhorted, “since he needs you more than I do.”8 This was the typical, chivalrous gesture of a Southern gentleman. This was Matthew Calbraith Butler.

    Butler’s troopers held their ground that day, and were a major factor in the Confederate victory at Brandy Station. Although his limb was amputated at the ankle, Matthew recovered from his wound, and served with distinction to the end of the War between the States. He was a Southern hero.

    The Civil War, however, was not the climax of Butler’s life. He went on to become an outstanding lawyer, a Hampton Red Shirt who helped halt the injustices of Reconstruction in South Carolina, a U.S. senator, and finally a major general during the Spanish-American War. Few have led such an interesting and accomplished life. Fewer still have done so while securing both the love and respect of their fellow men. His story is worth the telling.

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 1
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    Boyhood

    THE MAPLES HAD STARTED TO BUD NEAR EAGLE’S CRAG, SOUTH CAROLINA, in early March of 1836, but the pasture grass still held its hue of winter’s brown. Dark shadows from the mountains soaring to the west crept over the hamlet and hastened the approaching darkness the afternoon of the eighth. The wail of a newborn then pierced the chilly air. Matthew Calbraith Butler, the sixth son and seventh living child of Jane Perry Butler and her husband, William, had safely arrived. Everyone was relieved and happy because three earlier babies had died at birth.1

    Both parents could take pride in their ancestral roots. William’s greatgrandfather, also named William, had come to America from England in 1737. He settled in Prince William County, Virginia, and then married “Miss Mason,” who bore him three children: James, Sarah, and Susan.2

    James Butler married Mary Simpson; in 1772 he took his wife, his children (six boys and two girls), and his two sisters to South Carolina. He worked as a trader, but soon found himself embroiled in military affairs. First he led a company in the “Snow Camp” expedition against the Cherokee, then joined in America’s War for Independence. When Charles Town fell to the British, James was captured and imprisoned on a ship in the harbor. Soon after his release, he and his son (also named James) were killed in the battle of Cloud’s Creek.3

    William Butler, James’s oldest boy, also fought the English in the Revolutionary War. Although just a teenager at the onset, William began his service as a lieutenant of cavalry. He earned acclaim from his commanders for his efforts in the clashes with the Tories at Stono, Augusta, Ninety Six, Dean Swamp, and Orangeburgh, and as a result, was promoted to captain of the Mounted Rangers in February 1781.4

    In 1788 William was a representative at the convention to consider South Carolina’s adoption of the federal Constitution. He voted against the pact. In 1790, he helped draw up his state’s constitution. One year later, he was elected sheriff for the District of Ninety Six. William was chosen major general of militia in 1796 and in 1800 won a seat as representative to Congress. He relinquished his post in 1810 to make way for a promising young politician named John C. Calhoun. When the United States went to war against the British in 1812, Pres. James Madison asked William to be a brigadier general in the regular army, but Butler refused the honor. His interests were now limited to South Carolina.5

    William was married to Behethland Foote Moore in 1784, and they had eight children (seven boys and one girl). Their third son, yet another William, Matthew’s father, graduated from South Carolina College and became a surgeon in the U.S. Navy. He served in that capacity with Andrew Jackson during the battle of New Orleans. In 1819 while he was stationed in Rhode Island, William met, courted, and then married Jane Tweedy Perry. He resigned his commission in 1825 and moved to Greenville, South Carolina, where he became a country doctor.6

    Jane’s ancestors emigrated to America in 1639. Edward Perry, a Quaker, fled Devonshire, England, to elude religious persecution. Settling outside of Sandwich, Massachusetts, a Pilgrim community on Cape Cod, he took up farming, and by 1654 was wealthy enough to woo Mary Freeman, a daughter of the local magistrate. Although Edward was a Quaker, his feisty personality often resulted in conflict with his associates. On one such occasion, he refused to be married by his father-in-law, preferring his church’s ritual of joining hands. Edward paid an annual fine for not having a legal wedding. In 1659 Edward was fined for threatening the town marshal. And in 1663 he was “called to account . . . for a rayling letter which he wrote to the Court.”7 At the same time, however, Edward held the respect of his peers. Twice he was elected surveyor of Sandwich, and in 1671 Edward was named inspector of the local “ordinary” to control drinking.

    Edward’s son, Benjamin, moved to Rhode Island in 1704, where he became a planter. His community, Narragansett, was similar to tidewater Virginia in that the many estates were large and worked by slaves. Benjamin prospered greatly over the years, and when his first wife died he married Susanna Barber. She bore him five offspring, the third of which was a son, born in 1733, whom they called Freeman.8

    Freeman Perry became both a doctor and a surveyor, serving the area around his home at Matunuck. He married Mercy Hazard, a daughter of a rich planter, in 1755. During the War of Independence, Freeman was appointed chief justice for the Court of Common Pleas for Washington County, a position that he held until his death in 1813.9

    Freeman and Mercy had a son Christopher, born in 1761. The boy inherited Edward’s pugnaciousness. While still a teenager, Christopher joined the Kingston Reds, a military company organized to support the American Revolution. He was involved in murdering Simeon Tucker, a Quaker neighbor who refused to pay taxes financing the War. Forced by shocked and angry townspeople to flee from home, Freeman first went to sea with a privateer, then in 1778 joined the Continental army as a private. His service as a soldier was brief. Christopher claimed that he was captured and put in prison by the British; more likely he deserted to again become a privateer.10

    Christopher’s sailing experience was hardly a success. His second privateer, the Mufflin, was soon captured and he went to Charleston in irons. He escaped from prison and sped north where he joined the Continental navy. He served on the frigate, the Queen of France, which sailed to Charleston, only to be trapped in the harbor by the British. The captain decided to scuttle his vessel. Eluding capture by the enemy, Christopher again hurried north, where he signed on with the Trumbull. In June 1780 this ship fought a battle with the Watt, an English privateer. Badly damaged, the Trumbull returned to Boston for repairs. Christopher then volunteered his services to a privateer headed for Ireland to intercept merchant vessels supplying England. This ship and her crew were easily captured by the British, and Christopher was imprisoned in the Newry, County Down, near Belfast.11

    The twenty-year-old disheartened sailor soon found his luck had turned. The warden granted Christopher parole, and he spent his hours hunting, riding, and drinking with local Irish youth. During one boisterous party, two teenage girls burst into the room by mistake. Christopher was captivated by the dazzling blue eyes and raven tresses of Sarah Wallace Alexander. As she and her friend, both giggling with embarrassment, back ed out of the door, he pointed after Sarah and declared, “There goes my future wife!”12

    Christopher soon broke his parole and fled back to the United States, where he found that the Revolutionary War had ended. He quickly signed on as a master’s mate on the ship, Favorite, and set sail for Dublin. Christopher’s plans were to desert his post upon reaching Ireland, locate Sarah, and marry her. When he arrived in port, Christopher was shocked to see her waiting on the dock. Her parents had died in an epidemic, and she was about to board his vessel and emigrate to Philadelphia to live with relatives. Christopher stayed with his ship, and despite the close watch of Sarah’s guardians (a Mr. Calbraith and his young son, Matthew),13 wooed and won her heart during their six week passage back to the United States. They were wed on August 2, 1784, in Philadelphia.

    Christopher led his sixteen-year-old wife to South Kingstown, Rhode Island. His happy father greeted Christopher as a prodigal son, and gave him a suite in a nearby mansion.14

    Christopher could have farmed one of his father’s many estates, but he chose instead to become a ship captain, and through the following years, built a substantial fortune through his life at sea. Sarah bore him eight children: five boys and three girls. All of the sons were sailors. The eldest, Comdr. Oliver Hazard Perry, was a hero during the War of 1812 for winning the battle of Lake Erie. Comdr. Matthew Calbraith Perry, their third boy (who was named for Sarah’s long-ago guardian), gained fame for conducting the naval expedition which opened Japan to the world. Their third girl and sixth child, Jane Tweedy Perry, married Dr. William Butler. They were the parents of Matthew Calbraith Butler.15

    Matthew (his family and boyhood friends usually called him “Calbraith”) spent his early years living in a home atop Butler Hill, four miles north of Greenville, South Carolina. The house was by necessity quite large because by 1844, Jane had given birth to twelve children: four girls (Beheth land, Sally, Emmala, and Elise); eight boys (George, Christopher, William, James, Pickens, Matthew [named for his illustrious uncle], Thomas, and Oliver). Their father was both a physician and a planter, farming the fields that lay adjacent to his mansion. Slaves provided the manual labor.16

    Like most Southern boys, young Matthew learned to ride at an early age, and one of his favorite jaunts was no doubt to the heights close by the family home where a cool spring flowed between huge boulders. His older brothers had carved their names in the smooth-faced rocks.17 From this vantage, Matthew could see for miles. The flat farmland stretched to the north, overshadowed by Hog Back Mountain. In the solitude of his peaceful environs, the lad must have contemplated what the future held for him.

    Butler was well aware that he would not live a life of leisure. Although many Southern parents coddled their sons, allowing them to hunt and fish while slaves performed their chores, William Butler was a hard nosed disciplinarian. “As soon as we were able to work,” Matthew said when recalling his youth, “my father required [us] to go to the field.”18 He himself began plowing fields at age thirteen. And in the winter, when he spent weekdays in school, Matthew was given tasks for Saturdays. None of the boys was allowed to “order a servant to saddle or hitch up a horse,” Matthew recounted. He did not understand then why the slaves should not perform menial duties, but later admired his father for his “wisdom in inculcating habits of self-reliance in his sons.”19

    Jane Butler agreed with her husband’s methods for rearing their children. “She was a woman of remarkable force of character,” Matthew noted, then added no doubt with a smile, “and impressed her strong personality on . . . [us]. She used a peach tree switch liberally on the boys . . . never hit one . . . a lick amiss . . . but allowed the girls to do pretty much as they pleased.”20 He later related, “Whatever I have achieved in my life . . . I owe it to the training, example and character of my much revered father and mother.”21

    In 1849 Pres. James Polk offered Matthew’s father a post as agent for the Cherokee. William’s younger brother, Pierce Mason Butler, former governor of South Carolina, had held this position from 1840 to 1846. He resigned to join the war against Mexico, where he was killed at Churubusco.22 William accepted the president’s offer and Jane and eleven of their offspring (their oldest boy, George, had already left home and settled in Missouri) accompanied him to Fort Gibson, Arkansas. Thirteen-year-old Matthew drove a wagon, pulled by a mule named “Jerry,” on the trek.23 Every other night, while his brothers and sisters rested, he spent hours greasing the wheels of his cart.

    Life was certainly difficult on the primitive frontier. None, however, anticipated the crisis that came on September 24, 1850. William Butler died. George hastened south from Missouri to assume both his father’s post as Indian agent as well as head of the family.24 Matthew, however, was placed in limbo. Both William’s younger brother, Andrew P. Butler, and Jane’s brother, Matthew Calbraith Perry, had made offers to raise and educate the lad. The boy was forced to choose between his two uncles; whether he would spend his life as a genteel Southern gentleman or as a Yankee sea captain. He elected to live with Andrew. In the fall of 1851 Matthew rode east for Edgefield, South Carolina.25

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 2
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    Manhood

    ALTHOUGH JUST FIFTEEN-YEARS-OLD, MATTHEW WAS ALREADY A MAN, ONE who fit the later descriptions of him as being “tall and striking . . . molded like an Apollo . . . with a face as sweet as any god of old.”1 Others would call him “the handsomest man in South Carolina if not in the country . . . a most gracious gentleman.”2 Matthew had piercing eyes, a straight nose, and the jet-black hair of his grandmother, Sarah. He would grow bald in his old age, and already showed this tendency with widow’s peaks on both temples.3

    The uncle that Matthew had opted for a guardian, Andrew P. Butler, was a lawyer, admitted to the bar in 1819. After serving in both the South Carolina House and Senate, he was appointed a judge in 1833. In 1848 Andrew was first elected to the U.S. Senate, and he still held that position when Matthew arrived at “Stoneland,” the Judge’s plantation, four miles above Edgefield. Andrew had married twice but he had fathered only one child, a daughter, Eloise, the product of his second union. She was now seventeen, two years older than her cousin, Matthew.4 Andrew had lost his second wife, too, and so his mansion was kept by his aged mother, Behethland, who lovingly welcomed young Matthew.5

    Although Edgefield itself was a small community, the area surrounding the hamlet was heavily populated. Almost 40,000 people (15,653 whites, 24,233 blacks) resided within a day’s drive to the county seat. Only the cities of Charleston and New Orleans had more inhabitants in the South.6 And most of Edgefield’s people, as the slave population indicates, farmed for a living.

    Matthew attended school in Edgefield at first, then he boarded at George Galphin’s Bethany Academy at Liberty Hill, situated on the county line to the north, through 1853. He came home late that year to study at William Leitner’s Edgefield Academy.7 He not only made good grades but also took part in a number of outdoor sports. Matthew captained every team for which he played.8
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    C.S.A. General Matthew Calbraith Butler. COURTESY LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

    The lad’s promise caught the attention of his mother’s brother, Comdr. Matthew Calbraith Perry, who asked Butler to accompany him as his private secretary on his coming voyage to Japan. He was sailing east to “make arrangements for the [United States] to gain entree there. . . . I had consented to do so and had packed my trunk,” Matthew recalled, “but at the last moment, my mother [who had come back to South Carolina to live in nearby Greenville] . . . would not let me go.”9

    Matthew headed instead for Columbia, the state capital, to attend South Carolina College. The eighteen-year-old boy did well in his studies and was popular with his classmates. He pledged the Delta Kappa Epsilon (DKE) fraternity.10 In 1856, however, two years short of graduating, he dropped out of school and came home to Edgefield to read law at the offices of James P. Carroll.11 Matthew had two reasons for this sudden change in plans. The first dealt with a family crisis: Judge Butler had been insulted!

    The slander evolved from the arguments over extending slavery into the Kansas Territory. Attempting to defuse the issue, Illinois senator Stephen A. Douglas introduced legislation calling for “Popular Sovereignty,” a concept which permitted the residents of a territory to choose whether to be slave or free, thereby relieving Congress from making this decision.12 His act was passed in 1854, but the results were disastrous. Thousands rushed into Kansas, not to settle but to vote on the slavery issue. Their angry words soon turned into gunfire.

    Speaking in the Senate on May 19, 1856, Charles Sumner, the abolitionist from Massachusetts, professed that the violence in Kansas was a crime precipitated by slaveholders in general and South Carolina’s Andrew P. Butler in particular. “He is the Don Quixote of slavery,” Sumner thundered, “who has chosen a mistress to whom he has made his vows, and who, though ugly to others, is . . . lovely to him; though polluted in the sight of the world, is chaste to his sight.”13

    The next day Sumner continued his personal assault on Butler. He charged his counterpart from South Carolina, who was at home where he was recovering from a labial paralysis, with uttering “incoherent phrases, [discharging] the loose expectoration of his speech” against the free men of Kansas. “He cannot open his mouth,” Sumner sneered, “but out . . . flies a blunder.”14

    Butler’s friends and family (Matthew included) were no doubt in censed by Sumner’s slander, but their path of response was not clear. A gentleman, of course, could not just idly accept an insult. Nor could he carry his personal grievance into a court of law. To do so would “degrade the plaintiff in the estimation of his peers, [putting] the whole case beneath the value of society.”15 The field of honor beckoned; but a duel could only be fought between equals, two gentlemen, and Sumner was obviously not a gentleman.

    According to the Southern Canon of Honor (an unwritten but rigid code, “hedged in by strict conventions and proprieties as any of stilted social conduct”), a person of lower estate who has delivered an insult should be horsewhipped or even better, pommeled with a cane.16 Andrew Butler was too old and feeble to flog anyone, much less a strapping man the size of Sumner. Someone would have to stand in his stead.

    Preston S. Brooks, a second cousin of Matthew, a member of the House of Representatives from South Carolina, decided on his own to act in behalf of his kinsman. On the morning of May 22, he charged into the Senate Chamber where Sumner was sitting. “I am come to punish you!” Brooks stated, and then proceeded to batter the abolitionist senseless with his gutta-percha cane.17 Over three years would pass before Sumner found the health (or the courage) to resume his seat in the Senate.

    People in the North were vehement in denouncing Brooks for his assault on Sumner. The South, however, saw him as a hero. He received scores of new canes to replace the gutta-percha that he had shattered on Sumner’s skull.18 Unsettled by the unwanted attention, including a failed House attempt to expel him, Brooks resigned his seat. The voters in his district soon sent him back to Congress, but his return was marred by illness.19 Brooks, who was only thirty-nine-years-old, died suddenly that fall from throat cancer.
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    Maria Pickens. COURTESY ELLEN ADAMS GUTOW

    Matthew, like most of his fellow Southerners, no doubt approved of Brooks’s assault on Sumner, and his impression of the North must have been jaundiced by the incident. But he was distracted by other events. His uncle, Judge Butler, whose health had been failing for some time, finally died on May 25, 1857. Six months after the funeral, Matthew was admitted to the bar. “More lawyers,” the Edgefield Advertiser reported laconically.20 Matthew opened his own office, promoting his services via weekly insertions at a cost of fifty cents each in the local newspaper. But what took up most of his time was his second reason for leaving college. He was in love.

    Her name was Maria (pronounced “Marīah”) Pickens, twin sister to Eliza, and one of four daughters born to a wealthy planter and politician, Francis W. Pickens. She was twenty-three, almost three years older than Matthew. Although pretty and trim, Maria was at an age where she was in danger of becoming an old maid, and was perhaps somewhat desperate to be married. Matthew was probably in love with Maria, but he might have been overly impressed with her father’s resources and social status. Sensing that the two were ill matched, Pickens opposed a wedding. He told Maria that Matthew “had few prospects.”21

    Pickens was surely influenced by an incident that took place at a masked ball at the home of Arthur Simkins, editor of the local newspaper. During the festivities, Butler led his partner (probably Maria) to the dance floor to take part in a quadrille. There was only one position available, and Thomas J. Lipscomb claimed it as his. When Matthew refused to step aside, a bitter argument ensued, and a challenge to duel was finally given and accepted.
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    Matthew C. and Maria Butler (wedding photo). COURTESY ELLEN ADAMS GUTOW

    “For . . . days business matters were subordinated to the Butler-Lipscomb embroglio,” an observer recalled. “Everybody talked about it; everybody became a partisan of one or the other.”

    A field of honor near Augusta was selected, and Butler took up temporary residence in the home of Thomas Barrett, a Georgia banker, to prepare for the ordeal. At the last minute, however, friends intervened and convinced the young men to reconcile. The duel was canceled.22

    Maria must have admired Butler for his obstinacy. And she had reason to suspect her father’s motives for objecting to her suitor. Her wedding might upset his own romantic designs. Fifty years old, twice a widower, Pickens was wooing twenty-six-year-old Lucy Holcombe. His letters revealed a shameless passion. “I love you with painful solitude,” he wrote her, “wildly, blindly, madly . . . it is for you to bless or turn me . . . without hope . . . upon a dark and dreary world.”23

    Lucy, however, was not swayed by florid rhetoric. She was an opportunist, attracted to Pickens because she thought he was about to be elected U.S. senator from South Carolina.24 When the state legislature, meeting in December 1857, named a rival, James Henry Hammond, to the seat,25 Lucy broke off the engagement. His romance seemingly over, Pickens finally gave Maria his permission to marry. She and Matthew wed on February 25, 1858.26

    The couple moved onto land adjacent to “Edgewood,” her father’s plantation. The farm, a wedding gift from Pickens, was valued at $7,000. Matthew’s assets, now including a number of slaves, part of his wife’s dowry, totaled $17,000.27 The couple assumed a typical gentry life: he practiced law; she took charge of the home; they both joined the elite Trinity Episcopal Church, where Butler was soon elected a vestryman.28 Then on December 8, 1858, Maria gave birth to a son, Francis Wilkinson Pickens Butler, named in honor of her father.29

    In June 1859 Matthew joined and was elected second lieutenant of the Edgefield Hussars, a militia cavalry group founded by his uncle, Andrew, in 1833. He led the troopers in their parades, “[occupying] a prominent place in the picture,” the local newspaper said, “and right soldierly did . . . [his] devoir.”30

    That fall Matthew helped organize the Edgefield Literary Club. He was elected secretary of the circle, which met fortnightly to present speeches and to debate their content. Only men were allowed to stand before the group, but Matthew, showing a proclivity for the fair sex, encouraged wives to attend, too. “[Our] meetings . . . should be illuminated by the sparkling eyes and beaming faces of . . . ladies,” he professed. “Give us your countenance and encouragement, and there is no such word as fail.”31

    And in October Matthew was one of the judges for fine arts at the annual Edgefield District Agricultural Fair. He also entered a stallion in the horse competition, which won the silver cup for best three-year-old colt.32

    These halcyonic days for Butler and Maria, in fact the lives of almost every Southerner, were forever changed later that same month. John Brown, a wild-eyed abolitionist from Kansas, invaded Harpers Ferry, Virginia. He led a group of twenty-one, armed with pikes, intent on inciting a slave insurrection. The raid was foolish and easily quelled. Local militia quickly trapped the marauders in the firehouse and then a U.S. Army contingent, headed by Col. Robert E. Lee and Lt. James Ewell Brown Stuart, captured the small band of fanatics. Brown was tried, convicted, and on December 2, 1859, executed by hanging.33

    Although John Brown’s attempt to incite slaves against their masters had failed, it had a profound effect both above and below the Mason-Dixon line. A highly vocal minority in the North, sympathetic with his goals, proclaimed Brown a martyr. Southerners, appalled by the prospect of murderous Abolitionists, embraced secession in numbers approaching a majority. John Brown’s raid widened the rift between North and South, serving as one of the principal causes of the Civil War.

    On a more personal note, fears of a slave insurrection, always unspoken, had been terrorizing the Southern mind over the years. John Brown’s ludicrous foray surfaced this consternation. “[He],” Steven A. Channing related, “plunged a knife deep into the psyche of Southern whites.”34 Those in South Carolina responded in two ways. The state legislature passed several bills, one that banned any contact between a slave and all possible sources of disaffecting ideas, e.g., a play, books, pictures, even a whispered phrase, and another law that required licenses for any businessman visiting from the North.35 The intent of the latter was to hinder the mobility of future “John Browns.” And in every community, the citizens formed vigilant committees, groups of young men to watch for and “test the soundness” of itinerants.36 Matthew no doubt belonged to the band covering Edgefield.

    Butler was, of course, already involved in public life, and in April 1860 he moved to expand that role. He joined in the race for the Edgefield County seat in the South Carolina House of Representatives. But first, he had to free up time for that role. Matthew formed a new legal partnership with S. McGowan and G. A. Wardlaw, who would serve the needs of his clients;37 and he sent Maria with the baby to Greenville to live with his mother. His wife was pregnant again, due to deliver in early October, and since he would be away most evenings campaigning, Butler wanted to make sure that she had kin at hand if he was not there.

    This was their first lengthy separation, and it set an example of what would follow throughout their years of married life. Butler wrote her newsy and affectionate letters almost every day; Maria seldom replied. When she did, it was only to complain. “I hope,” Matthew said in his August 7 note, “[your] rather gloomy strain is induced by nothing more serious than a fit of the ‘blues’. . . . You say not one word about Frank. I presume by that he is well.”38

    Maria also spent more money than Matthew could afford. “We will have to economize . . . more,” he was forced to reprove her, “until the times are easier.”39

    Although Butler had problems at home, his campaign was running well. “I reached Shatterfield about 12 o’clock, and had to ‘take the stump’ soon after my arrival,” he reported in a note to Maria. “They told me I made fifty votes.”40 A few days later, he boasted, “The election is just six weeks off, and my prospects are very flattering.”41 He was right. That October, shortly after the birth of a second son named William Wallace for Matthew’s father,42 Butler won the election. He attended the Special Session that started in Columbia on November 5.43

    Gov. William H. Gist had called the legislators to the capital to name electors who would cast the state’s vote for U.S. president. In October balloting, the citizens of South Carolina and the other slave states had given their support to John C. Breckinridge, one of two Democrats vying for the nation’s highest office. He received sparse backing up north, however, where Abraham Lincoln, candidate for the “Black Republicans,” outpolled both Stephen A. Douglas, also a Democrat, and John Bell, who ran under the Constitutional Union banner. He thus captured most of the states above the Mason-Dixon line and the presidency. Gist intended to keep the Special Session in Columbia until Lincoln’s election was confirmed so the members would be available to “consider and determine the mode and measure of redress [to an administration that was] hostile to our institutions and fatally bent on our ruin.”44 He would ask the representatives to approve the secession of South Carolina from the federal Union.45

    This drastic step was proposed because Lincoln and his Republican cohorts would no doubt seek to end slavery, using peaceful ways if possible but force if necessary. “A house divided against itself cannot stand,” Lincoln said. He then predicted: “This government cannot endure . . . half slave and half free.46 And William H. Seward, a leading spokesman for the Republicans, stated that an “irrepressible conflict” to abolish the South’s “particular institution” was bound to come.47 With the North now positioned and powered to carry out this threat, which would not only destroy the South economically but also subject her people to the horror of free blacks in her midst intent on exacting revenge for years of servitude, the states below the Mason-Dixon line recognized that they could no longer remain in the Union.

    The electoral college sanctioned Lincoln’s election on November 7; three days later, the South Carolina assembly approved a secession convention. The representatives would be elected on December 6; they would meet on December 17, 1860.48

    When the Special Session adjourned, Butler returned to Edgefield to report on his activities. “[He is] fully up to the mark of separate-State action,” the local newspaper proclaimed, “[marching] to independence, in double-quick time.”49

    Two days later, on November 26, Butler raced back to Columbia. He faced two issues: the selection of the representatives to the secession convention, and the election of the new governor by the legislature. The latter was of particular interest because Francis W. Pickens, his father-in-law, was among the leading contenders for the office, and he had asked Matthew to manage his campaign.

    Pickens, who had finally wed young Lucy Holcombe, enticing her father with money to pay off his debts and winning Lucy with the promise of an exciting life in Russia, where he had been appointed U.S. minister, had just returned home. Lucy had hated Moscow. She “begged him on her knees” to leave, thus he had resigned his post.50 Upon arriving in Edgefield, Pickens was thrilled by the frenzy for secession, and he immediately added his voice to the clamor. “Southern Independence now and forever,” he roared in a speech to the townsmen, “rather than bear in peace the ignominious bondage whose shadow is already thrown insultingly in our path.”51

    On November 30, Pickens repeated these same words in an address to the general assembly in Columbia. The members were so impressed, they nominated him for governor. On the first ballot, counted on December 12, Pickens and Benjamin J. Johnson led the pack with fifty-two votes each. Through the ensuing polls, with Matthew cajoling supporters to hold firm, Pickens remained in the running. And on the seventh show of hands, he won the seat.52

    Pickens was inaugurated December 17. He immediately called the Secession Convention, whose members had been nominated on December 6, to order. But before the delegates could address the issue of South Carolina leaving the Union, an outbreak of smallpox threatened Columbia. The assembly hurriedly moved to Charleston. On December 20, the representatives voted to secede.53

    Matthew participated in the assembly’s meeting, January 8 through the 28, then rode home to resume his law practice. While in Columbia, however, he and the other members of the Edgefield Hussars had offered their unit to be a part of the state’s army, just now being formed. Their services were accepted, but they were told to wait in place until the need arose for duty and probably war.54

    Within weeks of South Carolina’s secession, six of the cotton states, Alabama, Georgia, Florida, Mississippi, Texas, and Louisiana, had followed her out of the Union. Although each was independent to itself, all knew that their survival required joining hands as a new nation. And they had to combine before Lincoln’s inauguration, before the federal government would be positioned to dispute this forming of a Southern Confederacy.55

    Representatives from the seven seceded states gathered in Montgomery, Alabama, in early February. They prepared articles for a confederation, which were approved on February 8, and the following day, elected their president, Jefferson C. Davis, from Mississippi.56

    While the Southern states were consolidating, attempts to close the schism and return the dissidents into the Union arose across the land. Plans proffered by statesmen such as Kentucky senator John J. Crittenden, former president John Tyler, and Illinois senator Stephen A. Douglas, were debated. But the one man who could have really made a difference, the incoming president Abraham Lincoln, refused to budge. He had won the election and was determined to cash in on the fruits of victory, the prospective abolition of slavery. “The tug has come,” he wrote, “and better now than later.”57 Lincoln at this time in his life was only a politician, lacking the courage to stand up to his party for the greater good of the nation. He would change through the coming years, but this noble transformation into one of our greatest presidents would come too late to avoid the stain of civil war on American history.

    Lincoln was inaugurated on March 4. Upon taking his office, he immediately became involved in a controversy over Fort Sumter, the bastion protecting Charleston harbor. The South considered this stronghold theirs; Lincoln refused to cede Federal property to a “country” he would not recognize. The controversy peaked on April 12, when the Rebels opened a sustained bombardment on the fort. Two days later, Maj. Robert Anderson, the Union defender, raised a white flag and surrendered his post.58

    Northerners were outraged by the South’s firing on the national flag and Lincoln asked for 75,000 volunteers to put down what he dubbed “a rebellion.” Virginia, Tennessee, Arkansas, and North Carolina were all mortified by his call to arms against their sister states. They seceded from the Union and joined the Confederacy.59 The Civil War began.

    Most thought the conflict would be brief. Matthew was no exception. “Your Pa [Governor Pickens] told me,” he said in a note to Maria, “that he did not think the fight . . . will last longer than three weeks.”60 But the men from Edgefield were not about to miss even a short war. Cicero Adams, who had formed an infantry company in January, left at once for Charleston. Another band of foot soldiers, raised by Elbert Bland, also started for the coast.61 Butler’s Hussars, however, remained in town. “This arm of the State service [is] dormant,” a reporter wrote, “because there is no duty suited to them.”62

    On April 19, the opportunity that Butler had been so long awaiting finally came. An ad in the Charleston Courier announced the forming of a “Legion” of all arms, consisting of six companies of infantry, four troops of cavalry, and an artillery battery. All thousand volunteers had to be “ready at an early date,” according to the organizer, Wade Hampton, a wealthy South Carolina planter, “as I have every reason to hope that it will be ordered into active service.”63

    Grandson of a Revolutionary War hero, Hampton was well known throughout the nation. Forty-three-years-old, a tall, broad-shouldered man, he was famed as a cotton planter, who managed both the family plantation, “Millwood,” located near Columbia, and extensive fields in Mississippi. He was also a huntsman, scholar, and a state senator. Hampton was opposed to slavery, despite owning thousands of blacks.64 He was a model for Mat thew’s personal aspirations, and the young lawyer moved at once to gain a spot for himself in the Legion.

    Matthew quickly petitioned Hampton to include the Edgefield Hussars as one of his cavalry companies. Other groups from the local area (Jefferson Nullifiers, Saluda Sentinels, and Edgefield Raiders) also applied to Hampton for a post in the Legion, but Butler’s band was the only one of these competitors accepted.65 After meeting on May 27 to reelect Butler as their captain, the Hussars assembled in Edgefield to prepare to ride for Columbia.
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    Gen. Wade Hampton, C.S.A. COURTESY LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

    “They arrived in our village on Friday evening about 6 o’clock [June 5],” the newspaper said. “They then took up . . . quarters at the two hotels, where entertainment had been prepared for them. [At] 9 o’clock, Captain Butler was called on for a speech, and he responded in a clever manner [possibly using a double entendre], paying some compliments to the . . . ladies who were present, encouraging them on to duty.”66

    The troops formed in front of the Planter’s Hotel about 10:30 A.M. the next morning. After speeches by Capt. A. J. Howard and Maj. George Boswell, venerable prior commanders of the outfit, whose words brought tears to the eyes of many of the women in the audience, Matthew stepped forward. “In these ranks, many of you have sweethearts, brothers and husbands,” he said. “We go to the tented fields in the defense of our homes and firesides against the invasion of the hireling foe, whose only desire is for beauty and booty.” After applause, he averred, “We will return as honored soldiers or fill a soldier’s grave. It is ours to act and not to speak. You will hear from us. Farewell!”67

    Wheeling his horse about, Matthew led his troop out of town and on to the Civil War. “A mingled sentiment of pride and grief pervaded the whole assemblage,” an observer wrote, “as the Hussars filed off amid a weeping adieu of their many friends.”68

  


  
    

    CHAPTER 3
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    Early Days

    THE HUSSARS TROTTED LEISURELY WHILE COVERING THE SIXTY PLUS MILES from Edgefield to the state capital. On June 12, 1861, six days after the ceremonies in the town square, the troopers finally rode into Camp Hampton, located three miles east of Columbia.1 The extended journey was due in part to delays along the way to add to their roster (thirty more men joined during the trek) and by an excess of baggage and servants. Matthew, for example, had brought a number of trunks filled with clothing and a slave (Edmund) with him.2

    On June 14, 1861, Matthew’s company formally enlisted in the Confederate service for one year. As captain, Butler received a salary of $140 per month. His horse, insured by the government, was valued at $240. And he was given credit for personally supplying $30 worth of equipment, such as his saddle.3

    Matthew’s eighty-man troop included himself as captain and three lieutenants (J. J. Bunch, J. J. Crafton, and J. M. Lanham), five sergeants (Thomas W. Glover, J. M. Wise, F. L. Butler, a distant relative of Matthew’s, A. J. Anderson, and P. M. Butler, Matthew’s cousin), five corporals (J. B. Ryan, F. B. Walker, W. A. Glover, N. L. Griffin, and J. L. Nicholson), a farrier (Alex Rutherford), a bugler (M. A. Markert), a chaplain (J. Wesley Barr), and sixty-three privates. Among the latter were three more relatives of Mat thew’s: his two cousins, Andrew and Edward, and another remote kin, Harrison Butler.4

    The Hussars were one of four cavalry units included in Hampton’s Legion. The other three were the Congaree Mounted Rifles under Capt. John Meigher, a second Columbia outfit led by Capt. James P. McFie, and the troopers captained by Thomas Taylor.5 Matthew’s band was clearly the best of the lot. “They rode with military primness,” a witness related, “and were mounted on steeds of delicately shaped limbs, with glistening eyes and full of fire and motion.”6

    The Hampton Legion’s six infantry companies were built around a first-class element from Charleston, the Washington Light Infantry, captained by B. J. Johnson. Because of his experience, he was promoted to lieutenant colonel, Hampton’s second-in-command; his men were given to James Conner.7

    The artillery battery selected Stephen D. Lee, an 1854 graduate from West Point and an experienced cannoneer, to be their captain. He was serving as the quartermaster for Gen. Pierre G. T. Beauregard in Charleston at that time, but had expressed his interest in the Legion. “I would like to get into active service,” he related to influential friends.8 Hampton approved Lee’s nomination, but Beauregard would not release the young officer, the only one familiar with the Creole’s accounts. This post was held open until late July, when after paying off Beauregard’s vendors, Lee was finally allowed to join the Legion.

    Camp Hampton was a lovely spot with “beautiful oaks, a good spring, and spacious . . . parade grounds.”9 Both officers and privates ate from a common mess. Bread was supplied by a Columbia bakery, and black cooks stewed fresh beef in huge kettles.

    Although the troopers supplied their own horses, their weapons were furnished by Hampton, who paid for their swords from his own pocket. Each received a “two-edged blade that was forty inches long . . . weighing about six pounds. Plain of hilt and guard, sharpened on both edges, and finished with a loop for forefinger to give a firm grip, it was a weapon for a giant.”10 Hampton plied his saber at will in battles, but Butler often left his in camp. He would earn a “reputation for carrying no weapon in battle, but [leading] his men with only a silver mounted riding whip in hand.”11

    Hampton also provided uniforms, “rich gray with gilded buttons and braid.”12 Dressed in a snug jacket with a jaunty kepi perched on his dark head, Matthew looked no doubt like the perfect cavalier.

    Each day was spent in drilling the men, who trained as a unit, learning to act as one under battle conditions. And in the evening, the entire camp took part in a dress parade. “Fine ladies and gentlemen from the city,” a participant recalled, “came out to see us.”13

    After two weeks of such duty, the Legion was called to Richmond. The Rebels had taken up a position below Washington, D.C., and the Federals were expected to challenge them at any time. Beauregard had come north to take command, and he was pleading for reinforcements. Hampton broke his camp on June 28, bringing his force by train to the Confederate capital.

    A reporter described the departure of Butler’s cavalry:

    
      [They] came bounding through the town as if the horses were inspired by the summons to Virginia, so ardently desired by their masters. And even the [officer’s] servants . . . seemed to feel that they were about reaching the destination so devotedly wished.

      They are a gallant looking band. I never saw a brighter or braver-looking set. [After] the Governor [Butler’s father-in-law] addressed a few words . . . the train moved off. Cheers and shouts were heard until lost in the distance.14

    

    The bulk of Hampton’s Legion reached their new bivouac, an area called “Rocketts,” located on the edge of Richmond at the foot of Main Street near the tracks of the York River Railroad, by July 1. The capital opened its arms to the troops, especially to the tall, handsome, aristocratic Matthew Butler. “[Hampton’s Legion] was recognized as the elite of the regiments,” Edward Pollard related, “and obtained the best of the social honors that were then . . . so profusely distributed among military men.”15 Most evenings, Matthew probably went to a soiree to meet pretty girls wearing low-cut gowns. When they smiled adoringly, he may have rued that he was a married man and the father of two babies. Maybe the temptation to take advantage of his situation was too strong to resist.

    Although life in Richmond was courtly, the Legion camp existence was primitive. One noncommissioned officer published a complaint in the local paper in which he grumbled about the cold, poor food, and what he considered an infringement on his freedom of speech.16

    The misery did not last long. On July 10, Matthew’s troopers galloped north to Ashland to attend cavalry school, run by former officers of the Regular army. “We [sleep in] a long shed latticed on all sides,” Butler wrote in a letter to Maria, “something that we have not been accustomed to for some time.”17

    On July 17, the Legion’s infantry, still in training outside of Richmond, received orders from Robert E. Lee (the president’s military adviser) to break camp and “proceed . . . to Manassas Junction, and join the Army of the Potomac under Brigadier General Beauregard.”18 Other troops summoned forward included the men led by Gen. Joseph E. Johnston, who were stationed in the Shenandoah Valley. The reason for the concentration was because a Yankee army of 37,000 under Gen. Irwin McDowell had come out of Washington to probe the Rebel line arrayed along Bull Run.

    Early in the morning of July 19, while still in camp, the Legion infantrymen were roused by the cries of newsboys. “Latest news!” they piped as they hawked their papers. “Big battle at Manassas!”19 The Union had mounted a weak attack on Beauregard at Blackburn’s Ford the previous day. The Rebels had repelled the Yankee thrust, but the need for Hampton at the front had become dire. He moved swiftly. His men rushed to pack their equipment, and by 10:00 P.M., they were boarding trains headed for Manassas. Butler and the cavalry remained at Ashland.
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    Hampton and the infantry reached Manassas on July 21, in time to participate in the first major battle of the Civil War. McDowell tried to flank the Rebels, but the Confederates, after an all-day, exhausting fight, held fast and then sent the Federals reeling back to Washington. Hampton and his troops were in the thick of the fray. They suffered 121 casualties (including the death of Lt. Col. B. J. Johnson), 20 percent of their force.20

    Matthew Butler and his troopers did not reach Manassas until the night of July 26. “An awful sight,” he wrote in a letter to Maria. “There are still many of the Federalist lying [unburied] upon the field . . . in a state of the most repulsive putrifacation . . . their faces perfectly black. I presume they are of such a class that nobody cares whether they are interned or not.”21

    Butler also learned that Hampton has reorganized the Legion. J. B. Griffin had replaced Johnson, who died in the battle, as second in command; James Conner was assigned responsibility for all six of the infantry companies; Stephen Lee still led the artillery battery; and Matthew now headed the four cavalry companies.22 He was promoted to major and his salary was raised to $162 per month.23

    With the Federals cowering in Washington, Joe Johnston took over command from Beauregard. A native of Virginia, he graduated from West Point in 1829, fought and gained brevet promotions in both the Seminole and Mexican Wars, spent time as a topographical engineer, then rose through the ranks to become quartermaster general of the U.S. Army in 1860. When Virginia seceded, he resigned his post to join the Confederacy.24

    Johnston set up a defensive line, ranging almost fifty miles from the mouth of the Occoquan River to Leesburg. The army headquarters were at Fairfax Court House; the cavalry, first a regiment, then a brigade under Jeb Stuart, occupied outposts close to the Federal capital, where they could see and report the enemy’s activities.25 Butler’s horsemen were located along Broad Run, close to Manassas Junction. On August 15, they changed camp to Bacon Race Church.26

    While settling into his new quarters, Matthew received a disturbing letter from Maria. She had decided that living at home was too tiresome, so she had moved to Greenville to stay in a boardinghouse. His brother, Pierce Butler, would manage the plantation during her absence. Adding to her expense, Maria had taken his favorite team of horses with her. The high cost was a shock to Butler. “I want you to be comfortable,” he grumbled, “but . . . in these uncertain [times], it behooves us all to economize, economize!”27

    A few nights later, as Butler was sleeping in his tent, he was wakened by a shout. “Captain, Captain!” a picket was yelling, “The enemy is out!”

    Butler leaped from his cot, called for Edmund his servant to bring his horse, and was soon mounted and ready for action. “The moon was shining,” Butler recalled, “and as I looked down the streets of tents, I saw groups . . . standing together . . . not knowing what to make of it.” They awaited his orders. He told them to mount. “Such scampering you never saw,” he told Maria, “I could not refrain a hearty laugh at the scene, one hunting his bridle, another his saddle, and a third pulling at [his] wet boots, but all [were] ready in an astonishingly short time.”

    The “assault” proved to be just a single spy, who when challenged by a sentinel, fled the area. “I sent patrols on every road approaching the camp,” Butler wrote, “but all returned [to] report . . . quiet. We were all disappointed that the ‘enemy was not out,’ but it will do the men good as they will now [keep] . . . bridles, saddles, and arms where they can put their hands on them.”28

    Matthew also worked hard to indoctrinate discipline in his command, a difficult task given the elite upbringing for many of his troops. Those with black servants at hand felt it beneath them to dig ditches. Butler showed no favoritism in punishing those refusing his orders. He sent his cousin, Sgt. Pierce Butler, to the guardhouse on a number of occasions. “He has become very respectful and correct in his deportment,” Matthew would later note.29

    Throughout the fall, the army practiced drill. Butler kept busy running his troopers through their paces, but from time to time, he rode forward to help Stuart in reconnoitering the Union positions in front of Washington. On one such sally in September, he and his men routed enemy pickets from two different posts, then rode almost to Alexandria. They captured four horses, three prisoners, two wagons, eight muskets, and camp equipment during the raid. “After this day’s sharp work,” a participant gloated, “[we were back] in camp at Bacon’s Race Church . . . the next morning . . . [by] eleven o’clock.”30
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    On September 22, Butler moved to Dumfries, and three weeks later, he set up his winter quarters near the mouth of the Occoquan River. When told that spies were operating in the area, Matthew decided to look for them. “I took a small boat and some men and [rowed] to Colchester on the opposite of Occoquan Bay,” he noted. “We surrounded [a] house and . . . I went in and represented myself as a Lincolnite . . . the inmates were delighted to see [me]. . . . Upon my inquiring who were the best and most reliable Republicans in the neighborhood, they gave us a list. . . . We arrested one of the parties they had informed upon and returned to Occoquan at 3 o’clock in the morning.”31

    On another foray Butler and his troopers failed to encounter any Federals, but did have a profitable venture. On a cold, rainy night, they galloped east toward the lower Potomac area. When it grew dark, Pvt. John Gaston, who had a habit of wandering away from the command, left the column and rode into the small village of Dumfries. He spotted and confiscated a team of horses hitched to a covered wagon. He then started back for the regiment with his unknown spoils.

    When Gaston finally caught up with the rest of the column, Butler took no interest in his prize. “Cut the horses’ throats and burn the wagon,” he snapped. His errant trooper protested.

    “[Why?]” Butler demanded. “What’s it loaded with?”

    “I don’t know.”

    A hasty search uncovered two barrels of whiskey. “You never saw such a scramble,” Gaston recalled fondly. “Butler [filled] two bottles [for himself]. [And soon] the command wanted to go back and fight Sickles’ [whole] division.”

    Second, but not especially sober, thought prevailed, and the troop headed back toward camp. Not trusting the whiskey team to anyone else, Matthew insisted on driving it himself. He only managed a few dozen yards before he turned the wagon over and toppled into the mud. He shook the slime from his hands, tried to brush his now soiled uniform, and called out for Gaston. “Take the damn horses and drive them,” he said groggily, “I want nothing more to do with them.”32

    Although Butler had a fleeting thought of engaging the Yankees, they had no interest in offering battle. They were fully occupied with drilling, learning to be soldiers under their new commander, Gen. George B. McClellan.
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    George B. McClellan. COURTESY LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

    The president had summoned McClellan to Washington the day after the Confederates had routed the Union at Manassas. Lincoln wanted a winner in command, and the West Point graduate, hero of the Mexican War, and later railroad executive, had led the Ohio volunteers in driving the Rebels from western Virginia. His was the most significant Federal victory up to that time.33

    McClellan’s first task was to take charge of the force that had fled the field at Manassas. But when Congress approved thousands of additional troops to coerce the Southern states back into the Union, he assumed responsibility for these volunteers, too. He was an extraordinary administrator, and under his guidance, the once raw recruits who filled the Army of the Potomac were rapidly becoming superb soldiers.34

    But the Yankees remained within their camps. The only attack that Butler’s troopers faced was typhoid fever, which raged from late summer through January 1862. Matthew, too, came down with “camp fever,” as it was called. “He will be sick a good while,” James B. Griffin predicted in a note to his wife, but Butler quickly recovered.35 The best description for the times came from Hampton. “There is nothing to tell you,” he wrote his wife, “except we are quiet.”36

    With winter at hand and all thought of battle gone, Butler asked for and received permission to go home to South Carolina in early December. His visit, however, was marred by arguments. Prior to his gallop to Edgefield, Matthew had complained frequently about Maria’s lack of writing letters. “I have been surprised and disappointed,” he grumbled in his September 16 note, “that I have not heard from you for so long a time.”37 This was probably the issue that led to the exchange of insults that Matthew continued after his return to duty. “While I overlook and forgive your impatient irritability,” he related, “it is but fair that you should make some allowances for my shortcomings.”38 Although the couple grew somewhat estranged during his stay, they did not spend all the time fighting. Maria became pregnant before Matthew rode back to Virginia.

    Shortly after returning to camp, Butler started out on a raid into Federal territory. He shared command with James Conner, leading 200 infantrymen, who trudged behind Matthew’s 150 riders. The force headed north, crossed the Occoquan River, and then divided into two wings: the foot soldiers heading northeast, the cavalry trotting to the northwest. They planned to converge on a Union bivouac lying ahead.

    Butler was not happy to be serving with Conner. There was no personal animosity; he simply felt that since the infantryman had already seen battle at First Manassas, he had seniority. The command and commendations, if the two forces acted as one, would go to his rival. “He thought to make a bold stroke,” Conner later said, “act independently, and get all the credit for the cavalry.”39

    So instead of swerving to the right as planned, Butler continued northward, hoping to find and fight the Yankees on his own. He galloped on until it became obvious he had not only ridden past the enemy’s camp but also too far to return to Conner before sunset. He could not risk roaming through the countryside in the dark, so Butler and his now weary men spent a cold night deep behind the Federal line.

    Come morning, Butler retraced his steps, and about one o’clock that afternoon, finally found Conner. The infantryman had his troops concealed in a woods, located just short of the Union camp. He proposed that he and Matthew lead the cavalry in a timid charge, pretend to be routed, and retire past the dense forest where his foot soldiers lay in ambush. They would blast away at any enemy pursuers. Butler agreed to the plan.

    The two officers rode at the head of the cavalry ranks. “A picket fired on us [from] only about forty yards,” Conner related. “Butler’s horse slipped and fell, and bruised him so badly . . . he could not remount.”40

    Conner took over the charge, but the Yankees fell back in an obvious attempt to draw the Rebels into an ambush. “I refused to follow,” Conner wrote in his report. “The thing was quickly done and quickly over.”41 The Confederate force returned to camp, where Butler nursed his battered body and probably thought better of his seeking glory through independent action.

    With spring still in the distance, pressure mounted on McClellan to take the offense. Congressmen grumbled because of his continuing inactivity; “On to Richmond!” newspapers blared; and Lincoln even issued orders to McClellan that he must “seize and occupy Manassas Junction on or before February 22, 1862.”42 McClellan refused to budge.

    Other Union generals, however, were not as reticent as the leader of the Army of the Potomac. On February 6, 1862, Ulysses S. Grant captured Fort Henry on the Tennessee River, and ten days later, he took Fort Donelson, a bastion on the Cumberland River.43 His triumphs in Tennessee opened waterways into the deep South, which the Federals soon exploited. Nashville surrendered on February 25. Ambrose E. Burnside led the expedition that seized Roanoke Island off the North Carolina coast on February 8.44 And on March 8, Yankees under Samuel R. Curtis defeated Earl Van Dorn and the Rebels in battle at Pea Ridge, Arkansas.45

    Johnston recognized that these Federal conquests would soon shame McClellan into moving against Richmond, and as he studied his adversary’s alternatives, he concluded that two were available: a direct confrontation over land to assault the Confederate capital from the north; or a flanking movement by sea, proceeding toward the city from the east, up the peninsula between the York and James Rivers. “I determined to move to . . . the south bank of the Rappahannock,” he related in his memoirs, “[where] we should be better able to resist the Federal army advancing by Manassas . . . as well as to unite with any Confederate force that might be sent to oppose him should he move by . . . Fort Monroe.”46

    The retrograde began on March 9. The roads were bad and few wagons were available, so Hampton found that much of the equipment and individual belongings, amassed during the months, had to be destroyed. He could not just leave things for the enemy to acquire. “The loss of public property was remarkably small,” he wrote, “but my greatest regret is that I cannot say the same as to private property.”47 Matthew’s troopers lost most of their trunks, loaded with clothing and personal items, in the retreat to the Rappahannock. Butler took advantage of the movement to slip home for a fast visit with Maria.48 Their relationship remained icy.

    McClellan opted for the Peninsula Campaign, but before he could board his men on ships for the trek south, the Confederates unveiled an innovation that promised to upset his strategy. They seized the Union warship, Merrimack, covered her with iron plates, and called her Virginia. She steamed out of her base at Norfolk on March 8 to assault the enemy fleet in Hampton Roads. The Federals’ wooden ships were no match for the armored Rebel vessel. It seemed nothing could stop the Virginia from sailing through Chesapeake Bay, then up the Potomac River to shell Washington. And moving troops by sea past this goliath would be impossible.
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    On March 9, however, the same day that Johnston withdrew from Manassas, the Union unveiled the Monitor, a bantam ironclad armed with twin guns mounted on a revolving turret. She fought the Virginia in Hampton Roads, and in a clamorous two-hour duel, the two fired shell after shell at the other. The missiles only bounced off the iron plates attached to the sides of each ship, and the battle ended in a stalemate.49 But with the Monitor now serving as a buffer against the Virginia, the sea-lane to Richmond opened for McClellan, and he started to sail south on March 17.

    McClellan arrived at Fortress Monroe on April 2, and although he had only half his force, 66,700 men, at hand, he displayed unusual vigor by ordering an immediate advance up the Peninsula. He hoped to use the York River as his supply channel, but first he had to take Yorktown, whose forts protected the stream. McClellan sent one corps under Samuel P. Heintzelman directly toward the village. Their task was to hold John B. Magruder and his 12,000 troops in place while a second corps, led by Erasmus D. Keyes, took a parallel path toward Halfway House in the Confederate rear. Upon reaching their destination, they would flank the Rebels ensconced in Yorktown and force their surrender.50

    McClellan assumed that Magruder had concentrated all of his men behind the Yorktown forts, but soon learned that the Rebels were spread along the Warwick River, a marshy stream wandering from below Yorktown to the James River, the entire twelve-mile width of the peninsula. Their position was further strengthened by dams that Magruder had erected to flood the five available fords across the water. The Confederate commander had placed artillery at these points, and as Keyes approached, he was met by a barrage of fire.51

    With a six-to-one-man advantage, McClellan should have easily punched through the Rebels’ weak front. But Magruder had a surprise for him. He paraded his few troops back and forth in front of the enemy, thereby creating the impression that the Confederates had large numbers at hand. “It was a wonderful thing,” Mary Chesnut wrote, “how he played his ten thousand before McClellan like fireflies and utterly deluded him.”52

    Assuming that his flank assault was stymied, McClellan changed his strategy. He set out to lay siege to the village.

    When McClellan had landed at Fortress Monroe, Richmond was unsure of his intentions. He was probably planning to march up the Peninsula, but he could have been only stopping before proceeding farther south to join Burnside at Roanoke Island. They had to wait to ascertain his objectives before reacting. But when McClellan moved on Yorktown, there were no longer any questions about his aims. “Enemy advancing in force,” Lee wrote to Johnston on April 4, 1861, “Troops . . . from your line must immediately be [sent] to this place.”53

    Johnston reacted quickly. The divisions led by Daniel H. Hill and William H. C. Whiting boarded trains heading for the peninsula.54 The Hampton Legion and Butler’s cavalry were part of the latter’s force. On April 9, the first of these reinforcements, Jubal Early’s brigade, arrived at the front. Matthew and his troopers rode up a few days later.

    As they filed into position to face the Federals under McClellan, Butler no doubt heard about the just-ended battle at Shiloh, Tennessee.55 The South had not only been routed but also had suffered massive casualties, including the loss of their leader, Albert Sidney Johnston. The dead, wounded, and missing total for both adversaries exceeded 24,000, over 20 percent of the numbers engaged. Matthew must have been sobered by the numbing realization that the war would be bloody, and that before it ended, he and many of his friends might die.
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    The Peninsula Campaign

    WHILE THE CONFEDERATES RUSHED SOUTH TO SHORE UP THE DEFENSE OF Yorktown, McClellan slowly carried out his siege of the historic site. He brought up over 100 heavy artillery pieces, built breastworks for these weapons, and dug a network of trenches to provide coverage for his troops as they inched forward toward the Southern works protecting the front.1 The corps led by Gens. Edwin V. Sumner, William B. Franklin, and Fitz-John Porter had all landed at Fortress Monroe and come forward, giving Mc Clellan about 110,000 men at hand.2

    Johnston, who had taken over command of the defense of Yorktown from Magruder, had 60,000 soldiers in place. James Longstreet and G. W. Smith had brought their divisions from the Rappahannock to the Richmond area. Richard S. Ewell, in charge of Johnston’s reserve division, had been sent into the Shenandoah Valley to reinforce Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson in his confrontation with the enemy forces led by Nathaniel P. Banks.3

    On April 14 Johnston went to Richmond for a meeting with President Davis and his advisors to discuss their plans for dealing with McClellan. Johnston urged that they leave their position at Yorktown and concentrate all available men near the capital for a winner-take-all fight with the enemy. Robert E. Lee disagreed. He argued that abandoning Yorktown would also mean giving up both Norfolk and the Virginia. He also noted that the Confederacy needed more time to build up their forces. Holding Yorktown for as long as possible was essential. The debate lasted for fourteen hours, and in the end, Davis stood by Lee. Johnston must fight McClellan at Yorktown. Although he appeared to accept the president’s decree, Johnston had no intention of ever obeying the order. “Events on the Peninsula,” he related in his memoirs, “would soon compel the . . . government to adopt my method of opposing the Federal army.”4 In other words, as soon as possible, he would withdraw from the confrontation.

    By May 3 McClellan was finally positioned to launch his attack. And on that same day, Johnston started to withdraw toward Williamsburg. G. W. Smith was in charge of the force leaving Yorktown; Longstreet led his division along the James River. To cover their movement, Johnston ordered his cannons to open a desultory fire upon the entrenched Yankees and to keep on shelling until 9:00 P.M. The army would use this interlude to assemble. When they heard their artillery stop their bombardment, this was their signal to march.5

    Along the Yorktown front, D. H. Hill’s brigades would be the first to go, followed by Whiting’s men, then the Hampton Legion. The gunners, of course, would be the last to leave, and Matthew Butler’s cavalry was assigned as their escort.

    Whiting’s brigade commanders and their principal aides (including Butler) waited north of Yorktown that night. The weather was cool, so they built a bonfire to keep warm. To the south, the sound of cannons was clearly heard. Soon it was 9:00 P.M., but the guns continued to roar. At midnight, General H. C. Whiting asked Butler to take some men back to Yorktown to find out why the artillery was still firing.6

    “There was not a sound, not a light . . . on the principal street,” Butler related. “The stillness and darkness of the place was dismal, oppressive, aggravated and intensified by the contrast with the scene . . . [at] sunset, when all was bustle and haste.”7

    “As I rode along the street,” he went on, “a small boy . . . yelled out to me at the top of his voice, ‘Look out, sir, a torpedo has been planted in front of you.’ I looked down and, sure enough, just in front of me I discovered the fresh earth. . . . My horse’s foot could not have missed it [by more than] twelve inches.” The Southerners had buried land mines through the area to harass the enemy when they took over Yorktown. “I gave it a wide berth afterwards,” Butler said, “and required no further admonitions [about] fresh earth.”8

    Butler soon found that the artillery had ceased firing at 9:00 P.M., and moved out as scheduled. The salvos he had heard came from Union gunboats on the river, which were blasting away at the empty Confederate bastions below the town.

    Leading his troops northward to report his findings to Whiting (and watching out for torpedoes), Matthew had barely left town when a challenge cried out of darkness.

    “Who goes there?” an ominous voice rumbled.

    Butler clapped hands three times, then waited for the answering three whistles—the password response for the night. Instead, he heard again the curt words, “Who goes there?”

    “A friend with the countersign,” he bellowed, adding language not “as gentle as would be used in the boudoir of a fair lady.”9

    As Butler carefully advanced toward his challenger, he heard the “click” of a carbine. Before the sentry could fire, he was at his side, and they recognized each other as fellow Confederates. The soldier was a vedette with the 10th Virginia Cavalry, who were destroying matériel stored along the river. Butler passed on, but he had ridden no more than several hundred yards when a thundering explosion, followed by a burst of musketry, exploded to his rear. Thinking that an enemy force was assaulting the comrades he had just left, Butler wheeled his squad about and galloped back to join the fray. He found, however, no fighting. One of the Virginia troopers had entered a warehouse crammed with ammunition and accidentally triggered an “infernal machine” (torpedo), set to catch the enemy. He had blown himself and the building’s contents to bits. “It went off in volleys,” Butler related, “and waked the echoes for miles.”10

    Butler and his force were challenged by Rebel sentries twice more before they finally reached Whiting’s camp to report their findings. Dawn was just now breaking and in the dim light, Matthew saw all three Confederate brigades posted for battle. They, too, had heard the explosion and assumed that the Yankees were advancing. When apprised of the true situation, Whiting quickly formed his infantry into columns and started for Williamsburg. Butler and his cavalrymen returned toward Yorktown to watch the enemy and, if necessary, head off any attempts to disrupt Whiting’s retreat.11

    When he reached the hills overlooking the town, Butler noted that the village was filled with Yankees, drawn to the scene by the inadvertent explosion. But although McClellan had learned of the Confederate withdrawal from Yorktown just hours after it started, he was content to let the Rebels go. And when Butler deduced there would be no immediate pursuit, he turned his men around and trotted to rejoin the army.

    “We moved leisurely the entire day,” Butler remembered, “frequently halting for long intervals.”12 Late that afternoon, May 4, he reached Williamsburg and pitched his camp behind Fort Magruder, a bastion located about two miles east of the village and in advance of the main Rebel line, which lay behind a meandering creek. The brigade led by Lafayette McLaws occupied the bulwark. The weather was chilly, and a light drizzle was falling.

    “We had scarcely dismounted,” Butler recalled, “when a messenger came at full speed, saying Gen. Johnston wanted the cavalry.”13 Matthew hurriedly mounted his troopers and rushed to the front. He reported to Johnston, who then sent him forward to McLaws. The infantry leader pointed to four squadrons of Yankee horsemen drawn up to the north and said, “I want you to drive that cavalry away.” Butler, joined by horsemen under J. Lucius Davis and Williams C. Wickham, rode ahead.
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    “We made at them,” Butler stated, “put them to flight, and drove them pell mell across a [swampy] ravine. . . . Many of their horses [floundered] in the mud. . . . [We] captured seventeen men and horses.” Pursuing the Federals up the opposite slope, Matthew came face to face with the Yankees’ reserves. Although he would later acknowledge, “It was our time to get back,” he rashly charged this superior number, too. “At one time,” he related, “we were mixed up with the [Yankees], and it was one of the very few occasions during the war . . . I ever saw an opportunity to use the sabre.”14 And wield it he did! Pvt. John Gaston testified that Butler “cut a man off his horse.”15

    With the enemy routed, Butler returned to the plaudits of friendly lines. “Much praise must be given,” McLaws said in his official report, “[to Matthew and his men] for their inspiring hand-to-hand encounter with the cavalry of the enemy. Their gallantry was rewarded . . . by enthusiastic cheers of those who saw the charge.”16 Jeb Stuart gloated over the “signal success” of his horsemen, and then added, “emulated by . . . the Hampton Legion under Major Butler.”17 Even General Johnston had a kind word. In his congratulatory message to the troops, he lauded the “manner in which . . . Major Butler of Hampton’s Legion . . . repulsed the Federal advance guard.”18

    Matthew had finally “seen the elephant,” and performed heroically in front of the whole army. He became that day a man marked for future glory.

    That glory, however, would have to wait since Johnston had no intention of opposing McClellan east of Williamsburg. He was determined to follow his plan to retreat to Richmond, concentrate his forces, and confront the Yankees there. And since Davis and Lee were opposed to this strategy, Johnston opted not to send word to them that he was on his way to the capital.19

    That night a heavy rain started, and it was still pouring in the morning of May 5. The muddy roads pitifully slowed the progress of the Confederate retreat out of Williamsburg. “March or wade two minutes,” E. Porter Alexander described their trek, “and [then] halt ten or longer.”20 And unlike the Yankees pursuing him, Johnston was encumbered by long, winding wagon trains carrying his supplies. If he did nothing to stop McClellan and his army, they might overtake him and force a battle. To avoid such a confrontation, Johnston sent ahead all of his divisions except the brigades under Longstreet. He was instructed to hold off the enemy to give Johnston some time to open space between it and himself.

    Longstreet watched as the Federals approached his line from the south along the Yorktown Road. They advanced their skirmishers to develop his position, began to lob artillery shells toward him, and started to form the two divisions led by William F. “Baldy” Smith and Joseph Hooker into a battle formation. Longstreet decided that rather than await an enemy attack, he would take the initiative. He sent forward six brigades under Richard H. Anderson against Hooker’s position. The Yankees were pushed backward, leaving a ten-gun battery in their wake. “We took their ammunition,” a Rebel gloated, “and shot it back at them.”21 Longstreet’s charge halted when Philip Kearny’s division rushed up and stabilized the Union line.

    Although the Rebels had stymied the enemy to the south, they soon found themselves threatened from the north. Smith had not participated in the battle, but he had sent a flanking brigade under Winfield Scott Hancock toward the unmanned bulwarks above the Confederate line. He filed into position about 3:00 P.M. Just as Hancock was ordered to retire (the Federals had accepted defeat in the battle), Jubal Early led his brigade in a foolhardy charge against the enemy’s easily defended post. He suffered a bloody and needless repulse.22

    Longstreet’s success gave the Rebels the time Johnston needed to escape the enemy’s pursuit, and he proceeded without obstruction on the road to Richmond. Matthew’s men had not taken part in the battle of Williamsburg, but one of his troopers, Private Boggs, who was probably acting as a courier, had been killed. Late the next afternoon after the fray, Butler spotted a soldier riding his dead comrade’s mount.

    “Who are you?” he demanded.

    “I am First Sergeant Y. J. Pope,” came the answer, “of Company E., Third South Carolina Infantry, of Kershaw’s Brigade.”

    “Where did you get that horse?”

    “Colonel William Drayton Rutherford . . . captured him on the battlefield of Williamsburg, and knowing that on account of a spell of typhoid fever I was unable to walk a long distance, he turned the horse over to me [so] that I might keep up with my regiment.”

    “That horse belonged to one of my men . . . who was killed at the battle. . . . That horse could be sold and the money sent to his widow at her home in Greenville. . . . Keep him until tomorrow, when I will send for him.”23

    Pope surrendered the horse. Despite his youth, Butler’s imposing presence exacted submission to his will. His men were no doubt thrilled by the regard that Matthew so often showed for them. His leadership qualities were inspiring.

    The Confederates continued to retreat up the Peninsula. After his bloody reversal at Williamsburg, McClellan tried a different tactic to impede Johnston’s withdrawal. On May 7 he landed Franklin’s infantry division at the mouth of the York River. They had planned to rush south to intercept the Rebel rear, but G. W. Smith charged their line near Eltham’s Landing, where he held them in place until the rest of Johnston’s army had slipped past on their way back toward Richmond.24 They reached the Chickahominy on May 9, where Johnston halted to assess his situation.

    He stood above the river, a wide, languid stream more like a bog than a waterway, which ran southeast. Two bridges lay to his rear offering a means for further retreat. Both flanks were protected by mire. And reinforcements (Benjamin Huger’s force of 10,000) were coming up from Norfolk. They had been isolated when Johnston gave up Yorktown, and he had ordered them to abandon the harbor with its extensive naval works. Their departure left the Virginia stranded without a port, and since the behemoth drew too much water to use the shallow James River and was too unstable to take to the open sea, the Rebels were left with no choice but to scuttle the formidable vessel. She sank on May 11.25

    Johnston remained in place for six days. His infantry dug in, and Matthew’s cavalry were most likely occupied with performing as couriers and reconnoitering the front, reporting on McClellan’s slow but steady progress toward the Rebel position. Butler did, however, have some free time, and he spent much of it writing to Maria. Two themes dominated his thoughts: her lack of letters to him; and her shortcomings as a wife. “I was most grievously disappointed yesterday in not getting a letter from you,” he said on May 14.26 “It is now ten days since . . . your last letter,” he groused on May 24.27 And later he would complain, “My fourth letter and yet no response [from you]. I suppose I had as well despair of ever hearing from you again.”28

    Maria’s reluctance to write was possibly the result of her being upset by frequent criticism from Matthew. He felt that she had been spoiled by her parents, and was unwilling to perform housework. “I have made many allowances, knowing as I do . . . the manner in which you have been raised,” he complained in a May 11 note, “[but still] you do not manifest sufficient activity.”29 In a later letter, he chided Maria for having both a “tone of depression” and a “disinterest in the future.”30

    What Butler wanted most to hear from Maria, but seldom received, was news about Frank and Willie. Each of his many letters begged for details on his sons’ daily lives, and he always ended with a plea for Maria to “kiss the darling boys for Papa.”31

    All the while McClellan continued to slowly advance on Richmond. He stopped momentarily to establish a supply base at White House along the Pamunkey River, a tributary of the York, then resumed inching forward. As the enemy approached Johnston’s line on May 15, he retreated across the Chickahominy to take up a position in the entrenchments outside of the Confederate capital.32

    “I think [Johnston] will fight [here],” McClellan said in a letter to his wife, “and if he is badly thrashed (as I trust he will be) . . . he will begin to cry peccavi. . . [meaning] he has enough of it.”33

    McClellan now prepared for his assault on the Confederate capital. He divided his army into two wings, one posted above the Chickahominy, the other below the stream, forming a north-south line fronting the Rebels. Missing was a force of 38,000 under Irvin McDowell—who led the Federal army at the battle of Bull Run—located fifty miles to the north at Fredericksburg. McClellan wanted the troops shipped to him by sea to strengthen his push from the east, but Lincoln insisted that McDowell move overland, keeping his men between the Rebels and Washington. He would swoop south and assault Johnston’s left just as McClellan charged from the east.34
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