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“If asked to list my dozen favorite Civil War books, The Class of 1846 would be included.… John C. Waugh, a distinguished journalist, gives to his story of the class a special and very human dimension that is missing from their standard biographies and autobiographies.”

—Edwin C. Bearss                     
Author of Vicksburg Campaign




“First-rate and moving … A grand account … Waugh has vividly reconstructed the stirring, and often tragic, account of perhaps the most illustrious class ever to emerge from the military academy.… Thanks to Waugh, the legacy of that class—its sense of duty and honor—rings as clearly now as then.… This is history, but in the form of drama based on a broad array of background materials, including letters and memoirs.… Waugh’s account of the West Point class of 1846 seems likely to become a minor classic.”

—The Christian Science Monitor




“Penetrating … [A] fine book … There are as many ways to tell the story of the Civil War as there are writers to tell it, but some are more imaginative than others. John C. Waugh must be given high points for originality.”

—The Washington Post Book World




“[Waugh] writes with a fine sense of irony and understated humor, yet misses none of the emotional drama of friends facing one another on the battlefield.”

—The Seattle Times




“First class work … Waugh has catapulted himself into the first circle of those writers who concentrate on the Civil War. His first foray into the field is poignant and exciting, top notch in every way. Scrupulous in its research, enormous in breadth and scope, this is a highly readable history on the same level as the best of Catton or Foote. This is history as it should be told, powerful and sweeping, evocative to the very core.”

—The Tampa Tribune and Times




“[A] wonderful saga … Of epic proportions equal to that of Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels … With wit and anecdote John C. Waugh has masterfully written this story of ‘a brothers war.’ ”

—BookPage




“A COLLECTIVE BIOGRAPHY OF EPIC PROPORTIONS … MASTERFULLY CHRONICLED …


With meticulous research, deft organization and graceful prose, Waugh has produced a vivid and engrossing book that will appeal to everyone interested in American history. The book’s approach is original, and its impact is as resounding as a battery of Parrot fieldguns.… The author skillfully interweaves human and historical detail, anecdotes and humor, in a stunning chronicle of young men learning to become warriors.… All in all, the Class of 1846 was as star-studded—and star-crossed—a class as ever marched through the hallowed halls of West Point, and author Waugh has told their story well.”

—America’s Civil War




“John C. Waugh does a splendid job.… His narrative illuminates the strong connection among the men, as well as the power of political events to place them opposite one another on bloody Civil War battlefields, and in doing so captures much of the tragedy of that great American conflict.”

—Gary W. Gallagher                                    
Professor and head, Department of History,
Pennsylvania State University,                    
Editor of Fighting for the Confederacy        




“A page-turner … If you can keep a dry eye reading of the reunion of these classmates in Appomattox Court House, you are of sterner stuff than I.”

—Greenwich Times




“This marvelous book is like a sweeping symphony of four stirring movements.… Like a symphony, The Class of 1846 rises and falls, carrying the reader intellectually and emotionally. Waugh’s pacing is wonderful, as wonderful as the story he tells so deftly. This is the finest book about a West Point class since Rick Atkinson’s The Long Gray Line.… This human symphony should be heard and enjoyed, not just by those who know and love the Academy, but by any who appreciate a good story told well. Waugh has achieved that and has created an enduring and important work.”

—West Point Assembly




“Waugh skillfully traces the transformation of 1842’s callow plebes into some of the most important Civil War leaders on either side—Stonewall Jackson, George B. McClellan, McClellan’s roommate A. P. Hill, George E. Pickett, and many other familiar names. The result is a riveting book, certain to appeal to students of the Civil War and of American history in general.”

—Robert K. Krick                                  
Author of Stonewall at Cedar Mountain




“No one can fully understand the military actions of the Civil War without understanding the influence of West Point on the officers of both sides. This book, excellently researched and written, will help.”

—Orlando Sentinel




“A COMPELLING WORK


which entertains was well as informs the general reader.… Waugh breathes life into the people he writes about … the men of ’46 are well worth knowing, and John Waugh is to be commended for affording us the opportunity to make their acquaintance.”

—James L. Morrison, Jr., Ph.D., Col. U.S.A. (Ret.)
Professor Emeritus,                                           
York College of Pennsylvania                             
Author of The Best School in the World:             
West Point, the Pre-Civil War Years, 1833–1860  




“While written accounts of most of these soldiers already exist, Waugh presents his sketches in a way that makes them fresh again.… In some works, historical figures are as cold and lifeless as the statues that commemorate their victories: this is definitely not true of John C. Waugh and The Class of 1846. Waugh’s writing style breathes life into his subjects and gives his readers a view of Jackson, McClellan, and their classmates as they have rarely been seen before. This touching story would be an attractive addition to many personal and scholarly libraries.”

—The Journal of Southern History




“Waugh’s description of [Jackson’s] death is splendidly done, as is Waugh’s retelling of Gettysburg, particularly of Pickett’s charge, and of Lee’s surrender.… Despite its massive subject, it is filled with the kind of incidents, quotations and anecdotes that make the Civil War book endlessly fascinating. It’s a first-rate book that is highly recommended.”

—Gazette-Mail Sunday Life (Charleston, W.V.)




“Every year, dozens of new books are published, many by first-rate scholar-writers. Only a handful of those touch our hearts and minds. John C. Waugh’s book does more than that—it will haunt you. After reading it, a visit to a Civil War battlefield will take on a whole new meaning. Bring lots of tissues.”

—Martinsburgh Journal (W.V.)




“Boasting a vigorous narrative that appeals to lay readers, The Class of 1846 also merits the attention of scholars.… Better than any previous author, Waugh fleshes out these generalizations and conveys how profoundly the West Point experience influenced the lives of graduates.… Waugh captures the rhythms and traditions of life at the Academy, explores the bonding effect of service in Mexico and on the United States frontier, and touches on other factors that forged a close fraternity among the officers.”

—Reviews in American History




“An exceedingly well-written narrative … Wonderful, poignant stories, often alluded to but rarely told, and even more rarely told well.”

—Kirkus Reviews
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For Kathleen, my own companion in exile as I
went off to war with the Class of 1846.
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Foreword
by
JAMES M. MCPHERSON

The description of the American Civil War as a war of brothers is more than a cliché. The war did divide families, especially in the border states. In hundreds of cases brother and brother, uncle and nephew, even father and son or son-in-law chose different sides. More than once they faced each other on the battlefield. Senator John J. Crittenden of Kentucky, whose ill-fated compromise proposal of 1861 failed to avert war, had one son who became a Union general and another who became a Confederate general. Seven brothers and brothers-in-law of Mary Todd Lincoln fought against the army whose commander in chief was her husband.

In a metaphorical as well as a literal sense it was a brothers’ war. Americans often likened themselves to a family formed by the common heritage of a revolution that forged the nation and launched it on a perilous experiment of republican government. The quarrels that led to the falling out of 1861 threatened the survival not only of that experiment but also of the family itself.

These two themes of the brothers’ war—literal and metaphorical—have received thorough treatment in the vast literature on the Civil War. This book treats a third aspect of the phenomenon. The United States Military Academy at West Point created a band of brothers more tightly bonded by mutual hardship and danger in war than biological brothers. Officers who fought shoulder to shoulder against a common enemy in Mexico from 1846 to 1848 fought against each other in the war of 1861 to 1865. Serving together on the staff of General-in-Chief Winfield Scott in Mexico were George B. McClellan and Pierre G. T. Beauregard. Captain Robert E. Lee’s daring reconnaissances behind Mexican lines prepared the way for two crucial American victories in 1847; after one of those battles Captain Lee officially commended Lieutenant Ulysses S. Grant. The latter received official thanks for his role in the attack on Mexico City; those thanks were conveyed to him by Lieutenant John Pemberton, who sixteen years later would surrender to Grant at Vicksburg. Lieutenants James Longstreet and Winfield Scott Hancock fought side by side in the battle of Churubusco; sixteen years later Longstreet commanded the attack on Hancock’s corps at Gettysburg, an attack led by George Pickett who doubtless recalled the day he picked up the colors of the Eighth Infantry in its assault at Chapultepec when Lieutenant Longstreet fell wounded while carrying those colors. Winning brevets for their performance in this battle, lieutenants Thomas J. Jackson and George Henry Gordon (both of the class of 1846) would fight against each other in the Shenandoah Valley fifteen years later. At Buena Fista in 1847, artillery officers George H. Thomas and Braxton Bragg fought alongside each other with the same spirit they would show as opposing commanders at Missionary Ridge a thousand miles and sixteen years distant.

And so it went. Most of the commanders of the Union and Confederate armies that slaughtered each other to the tune of 620,000 war dead from 1861 to 1865 had fought together as brothers in arms in Mexico—and in the Indian wars of the 1850s. Here, truly, was a brothers’ war. And for no West Point class was this tragedy more poignant than for the class of 1846. Graduating just as the Mexican War began, fifty-three of the fifty-nine members of this class (the largest in the Academy’s history to that time) fought in Mexico. Four of them lost their lives there. Two more were killed fighting Indians in the 1850s. Ten members of that class became Confederate generals; twelve became Union generals; three of the Confederates and one of the Unionists were killed or mortally wounded in action during the Civil War. The Class of 1846 is their story.

And never has this story of a brothers’ war been told so well. Jack Waugh takes these men from their first fearful day as plebes at West Point through their careers together and apart. He blends humor and anecdote with stirring narrative and incisive analysis. The reader learns how George McClellan and A. P. Hill, roommates at the Point and friends for life, courted the same woman. In that contest McClellan exhibited more determination and achieved greater success than he ever experienced on a Civil War battlefield.

The two most illustrious alumni of the class of 1846 were McClellan and Jackson. For the Civil War years this book becomes largely their story. In this interpretation of these two leaders, Jack Waugh does not challenge the orthodox portrait of McClellan as a disappointing failure and of Jackson as an eccentric genius. Indeed, this hardhitting narrative sharpens and clarifies the portrait so that the reader comes away in full agreement with the author’s conclusion that “McClellan had failed to fulfill the shining promise of greatness” while Jackson “turned out to be one of the best generals the world has ever produced.”

But the two-thirds of this book that focuses on the Civil War is more than the story of McClellan and Jackson. The twenty other members of the class of 1846 who fought in that conflict play important supporting roles. At times, several of them appear on the stage together. “Indeed,” Waugh writes, “there could have been a class reunion on the banks of the Antietam if the times had not been so troubled.” McClellan of course commanded the Union army and Jackson commanded half of the Confederate army in that battle. Eight other members of the class, five Unionists and three Confederates, faced each other in the bloodiest single day of American history. And it was A. P. Hill’s flank attack late in the day against his good friend Ambrose Burnside’s (class of 1847) corps that prevented a complete victory for his former roommate and rival in love, George McClellan.

At Gettysburg, too, there occurred dramatic confrontations between former classmates and brothers in arms. Jackson and McClellan had been removed from the scene—one by death and the other by dismissal. But a half-dozen other members of the class of 1846 were there. The Union division commanded by John Gibbon (a North Carolinian whose three brothers fought for the Confederacy) bore the brunt of the assault commanded by his classmate George Pickett. The repulse of Pickett’s charge by Gibbon’s men was a microcosm of the Civil War—and of the part played in it by the class of 1846. Here is their story, told by a master craftsman, a saga of a band of brothers whose tragic separation was the nation’s tragedy but whose reunification after Appomattox also became the nation’s triumph.


Cast of Characters

The main characters in these true stories were at one time or another members of the West Point class of 1846, arguably the most illustrious of the academy’s antebellum years. Thirty-four of them appear in this book in various roles, large and small. Of those, most started and graduated with the class. Some fell back into it from the class ahead; a few dropped out of it into the class behind and graduated a year later; a few didn’t graduate at all. For purposes of this narrative all are considered members of the class of 1846.

A handful of the thirty-four listed here play starring roles, reappearing many times throughout the book. Some take featured parts and appear less frequently. Others are bit players, flashing for but a passing instant across a passing page, often on the way to their graves. A few in the class are merely mentioned, or not mentioned at all, and therefore are not listed in this cast of characters. Most, but not all, lived to fight in the Civil War. Many of them became generals. A few of them became immortal.

The following list of these thirty-four is offered as a thumbnail guide to their lives up through the rebellion, to help track them along the way. To learn what really happened to them, you must read on.
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PART 1
WEST
POINT


From Every Degree of Provincialism

Late spring had come at last to western Virginia in 1842, the trees were green again on the mountains, and Gibson Butcher was going to West Point. But Thomas J. Jackson couldn’t generate much enthusiasm for his friend’s good fortune. He wished he were going instead. He had wanted that appointment himself.

Earlier in the spring, four of them had taken an informal examination at the Bailey House in Weston. It had seemed the only fair way to see who was best qualified. Jackson had done all right, considering his education, but not good enough. Butcher was better at arithmetic, and everybody knew mathematics was the most important subject taught at West Point. So it was Butcher’s name that Samuel L. Hays, the district’s first-term Democratic congressman, sent to the secretary of war. It was Hays’s first appointment to the military academy, and he wanted it to be right.

Butcher left in late May and arrived at the steamboat landing on the Hudson River on June 3. He was a young man of good character, well thought of and well connected in the district. He had a quick mind, and he was ambitious. It was believed he would do well at West Point.

But the academy wasn’t what Butcher thought it would be—not at all. When he saw what awaited him on the plain above the landing, he paled. When he learned of all of the duties, the discipline, the marching and studying he would have to do, he started back toward the landing. He was soon gone, telling nobody he was leaving.

At home again and glad to be back, he stopped at Jackson’s Mill on the West Fork River between Weston and Clarksburg, where Tom lived with his uncle Cummins, one of the district’s numerous and prominent Jacksons. Tom’s father had died when he was only two years old, and he had come eventually under the care of this strapping, good-hearted uncle. Butcher knew how badly Tom had wanted that appointment. He could have it now if he still wanted it, because Butcher could never consent to live that kind of life.

Jackson’s blue-gray eyes must have glowed as Butcher explained what had happened. Here was a second chance. He might not be as good as Butcher at arithmetic, but the examination at the Bailey House hadn’t tested for doggedness. Nobody could outdo Tom Jackson for doggedness. In Butcher’s place he never would have left West Point voluntarily once he arrived, no matter how much it distressed him. They would have had to throw him out. That’s the way he was.1

Jackson was a constable in Lewis County, one of the youngest, at eighteen, in that part of the country. But his prospects were not promising. He was as ambitious as Butcher, perhaps more so. He wanted to make something of himself in the world, and that required a better education than he had or was likely to get there in the mountains. He didn’t necessarily want to be a soldier. Soldiers were as rare in those parts as educations. Tom had perhaps never seen a soldier in his life.

But at the military academy educations were free, and the best you could get. Nearly twenty years before, President Andrew Jackson had called West Point “the best school in the world.”2 The academy still set the standard among institutions of higher learning in the country for engineering and science. West Point graduates were not only going on to become soldiers, but also engineers—among the finest in the world. Its graduates were designing and building the nation’s most dramatic new internal improvements—its major roads, dams, canals, harbors, and railroads. An education like that was worth having, and now he might have it after all.3

The way seemed clear. Still, many of Jackson’s friends and neighbors were uneasy. There might be a problem in his obvious lack of academic preparation. He had virtually none. There was no doubt about his character, integrity, perseverance, or common sense. He had plenty of all that, and those who knew him were well disposed to his appointment. But he had little formal schooling. Could he stand up to the tough academic and disciplinary demands that had repelled Butcher?

Jackson answered this question in his abrupt, forthright manner. “I am very ignorant,” he told one friend who asked it, “but I can make it up in study. I know I have the energy and I think I have the intellect.”4

At least he was frank, as always. So with the blessings of his neighbors and friends, he packed his belongings and letters and petitions of support into two travel-stained saddlebags. Wearing his gray homespun, his wagoner’s hat, and his outsized brogans, he mounted a borrowed horse and, with a young black slave as his companion, rode to Clarksburg to catch the stage on the first leg of the journey to Washington. Since time was short, he would have to present himself in person to Hays, win his support, and if appointed go on immediately from there to West Point.

When the two riders reached Clarksburg, they found that the Pioneer Stage Line’s eastbound coach had already departed. They galloped on, overtaking it outside of Grafton, about twenty miles to the east. Jackson climbed aboard and his companion turned back toward home, riding one horse and leading the other. The stage lurched on into Maryland, where at the Green Valley depot east of Cumberland, Jackson caught a Baltimore and Ohio passenger train.

The cars pulled into the rail station in Washington on June 17. Just a few blocks away Jackson could see the shiny copper-sheathed dome of the capitol. He set out in that direction to find his congressman.5

Hays knew nothing of Butcher’s defection from West Point, or that this rustic self-appointed replacement was about to stamp into his office. But the farmer-congressman from Lewis County, with his well-known flair for oratory, was a practical politician. He had been elected to his seat in the Twenty-seventh Congress only the year before, and he was heavily indebted to the political backing and good will of the Jacksons, so plentiful and powerful in his district—and many of them related in one way or another to Tom. He was certain to go along with this unexpected last-minute switch of cadets. It was the secretary of war who would have to be convinced.

Still, Hays must have been surprised to see this particular Jackson walk into his office with the two saddlebags draped over his slim shoulders. It was not an unfamiliar sight. Cummins Jackson was Hays’s neighbor in Lewis County, and the congressman knew Tom well. But he had never expected to see him striding into his office in Washington.6

Jackson began pulling papers and letters from the saddlebags and handing them to Hays.

“It is with deep regret,” the letter from Butcher began, “that I have now to send you my resignation as ‘Cadet’ in the West Point Military Academy.”

Hays must have scowled. His first appointment, and it had gone wrong.

“My friends here think it would have been a decided advantage for me to have remained at West Point,” the letter said, “and I am of the same opinion if I could have remained there contented but this I could not do.”

At the end of the letter Butcher endorsed Jackson as his replacement: “Mr. Jackson will deliver this letter to you, who is an applicant for the appointment.”7

Jackson handed Hays a letter from Smith Gibson, a neighbor who had known him from childhood. “A meritorious young man …” Gibson said of Jackson, “quite a smart youth in every respect for his age and opportunity.” Evan Carmack in another letter of endorsement saluted Jackson’s “many noble facultys of soul and great moral worth.” He assured his friend Hays that taking everything into consideration, “a better selection could not be made, west of the mountains.…”8

Two petitions pulled from the saddlebags praised the young man’s “good demeanor and upright Deportment,” his industry, perseverance, rectitude, and orphanhood. “Mr. Jacksons ancestry are mostly Dead … and he a destitute orphan,” one of the petitions said.9 Orphanhood was a trump card in a West Point application, to be played whenever possible.

Hays was convinced. He wrote Secretary of War John C. Spencer that same day.

After apologizing for Butcher’s errant behavior, he assured Spencer that he had a replacement ready and waiting, one whom he was “personally and intimately acquainted with … about 19 years of age—fine athletic form and of manly appearance.” Hays told Spencer how Jackson was “left an orphan at an early age—deprived of both father and mother and destitute of means,” and how he had relied entirely on his own exertions ever since, “sustaining as he does a good moral character—and an improvable mind.”10

Spencer had no problem with the new replacement. He endorsed the recommendation the next day, and John Tyler, Jr., son and private secretary to the president, took the appointment papers for the “poor young man” in for his father to sign.11

So it was done. Jackson had the appointment he had so much wanted and thought he couldn’t have, in the class that would graduate from West Point in 1846.

Hays now suggested that he stop over in the capital a day or two to see the sights. Jackson, however, was anxious to push on. The deadline for reporting was now only two days away, and the appointment was still only conditional—all the appointments were. The academy hadn’t admitted him yet, and he was not certain it ever would. Entrance examinations had to be passed. So he hurried on to New York City.

At the docks in New York he paid his fifty-cent fare and caught the steamboat up the Hudson, arriving at the landing below West Point on June 20. He threw the saddlebags over his shoulder one more time and started up the steep path that wound toward the flat dusty plain above.12

The Highlands that held the forty-acre plain in its rock cradle high over the Hudson hadn’t changed in the forty years that cadets had been coming to West Point. It hadn’t changed in human memory. Its western bank still ascended sharply from the water’s edge; the same cliffs still overhung the river with a wild and awful sublimity. Everywhere the eye looked the aspect was high, rocky, savage, majestic, and somber. The sight of it had reminded one Revolutionary War officer many years before of “universal death.” As the sun declined across it, the clouds gave the Highland a misty, shrouded appearance that darkened its face “with a melancholy sadness,” and lent “a kind of funereal aspect” to every object within the horizon. The river itself, all brown and gloomy, rolled slowly past the cliffs below the plain, underscoring the sense of grandeur and tragedy.13

But it was also stunningly beautiful. The English writer and social critic Harriet Martineau had gazed down on the plain and river from the heights in the 1830s. She looked at the “woods climbing above woods, to the clouds and stretching to the horizon,” and found the view from old Fort Putnam “really oppressive to the sense.… [an] awful radiance.”14

About the time Jackson was arriving at the landing in 1842, another famous English writer, the celebrated novelist Charles Dickens, also visited the academy. Dickens was America’s favorite author, touring the New World to wildly cheering acclaim. When he saw West Point for the first time he himself cheered, saying the academy “could not stand on more appropriate ground, and any ground more beautiful can hardly be.”15 There was no question about it, nature had worked on a grand scale there on the Hudson River.

But it might have been the lifeless Sahara for all George Brinton McClellan cared. That aspiring cadet, arriving earlier in the month, had never been more depressed in his young life. It was not the scenery that ruled his emotions at the moment; it was the dismal situation. He felt alone, homesick, and abandoned, “as much alone as if in a boat in the middle of the Atlantic.” Not a soul here, he sadly wrote home to Philadelphia, “cares for, or thinks of me. Not one here would lift a finger to help me; I am entirely dependent on myself—must think for myself—direct myself, & take the blame of all my mistakes, without anyone to give me a word of advice.”16

McClellan was an unusual conditional cadet, the kind that comes along only now and again. He was legally too young for West Point, so young that his fellow cadets would probably call him “Babe,” the name they always gave the youngest man in the class. But the academic board waived the age requirement in his case. This gifted son of a prominent Philadelphia physician was precocious, bordering on genius. Despite his youth, he already had passed two years at the University of Pennsylvania, and had an impressive command of languages, the classics, and modern literature. He was even better at mathematics, and since the age of ten he had dreamed of going to West Point and becoming a soldier. He hadn’t counted on being homesick.17

Dabney Herndon Maury, a prospective classmate, arrived at West Point from Fredericksburg, Virginia, at about the same time. Look at that, Maury thought when he met McClellan, such a little born and bred gentleman. And only fifteen years and seven months old, while he, Maury—God save the mark—was twenty.18

Otherwise Maury was little impressed with what he saw. He believed that few men in the new class had either social or educational advantages out of the ordinary.19 William Dutton, a newcomer from Connecticut, was more impressed. He was in fact awed by the competition, counting “about a dozen or 15 of splendid talent.” There was even one graduate of Yale College. Dutton figured he would have to exert himself to the limit if he hoped to place anywhere near the head of this class.20

Whatever one believed about their intellect, they were a motley collection, coming from every part of the country and representing, as all new classes did, “every degree of provincialism.”21 The upperclassmen saw nothing impressive in any of them. They thought them a bunch of nobodies, mere plebes, and called them “things,” “animals,” “reptiles,” and “beasts.”22 And still they kept coming, 122 of them by one count, the largest class to enter the academy in its forty-year history.23

Maury watched as they continued to arrive. He loitered about in the south barracks with three fellow Virginians and saw them come in from the steamboat landing, up the path into the receiving area. By the twentieth of June he and his three companions, Ambrose Powell Hill, George Edward Pickett, and Birkett Davenport Fry, had seen nearly everybody. It was now the last day for reporting, and the last of them were making the long winding climb from the landing to the plain.

The four boys stared as Tom Jackson arrived. Of all they had seen, there had not been another quite like this one.

Maury studied him carefully. He noted the odd apparition’s sturdy step, cold blue-gray eyes, and thin, firm lips clamped resolutely shut.

“That fellow,” he whispered to Hill, Pickett, and Fry, “looks as if he had come to stay.”

Maury approached the cadet sergeant who had just escorted the newcomer to his quarters. “Who was that?” he asked.

“Cadet Jackson, of Virginia,” the sergeant said.

Well now, thought Maury, what a coincidence. Then they must show some interest in him, welcome him properly—a fellow countryman after all. Maury climbed at once to Jackson’s room and affably offered his hand.

Jackson glared back at him in frigid welcome, a rebuff of such chilling friendlessness that Maury regretted having made the effort. When someday they would call this dour character Stonewall, Maury would understand why. As he rejoined his three companions downstairs, he spoke sharply of the new cadet’s intellectual shortcomings.24

There they were—122 of them, friendly and not so friendly, from Virginia and every other of the twenty-six states in the Union, representing every degree of provincialism, and wearing every mode of dress from rough country homespun to tailored city coats.

But where were they?

Captain Erasmus Keyes, who had been in their predicament more than a decade before and would one day be teaching them artillery and cavalry tactics, could have told them where they were. They were in “the only society of human beings that I have known in which the standing of an individual is dependent wholly on his own merits as far as they can be ascertained without influence. The son of the poorest and most obscure man, being admitted as cadet, has an equal chance to gain the honors of his class with the son of the most powerful and richest man in the country. All must submit to the same discipline, wear the same clothes, eat at the same table, come and go upon the same conditions. Birth, avarice, fashion and connections are without effect to determine promotion or punishment.” In short, the military academy was a “model republic in all things saving respect to constituted authority and obedience to orders, without which an army is impossible.”25

That is where they were.

George McClellan had it right, then. They were as alone as if in a boat in the middle of the Atlantic. They would have to sink or float on their own merits.


Sighing for
What We
Left Behind

Almost immediately there came the moment of truth—the examinations to see who in this big class would stay and who would leave.

In the last days of June, at about the summer solstice, the longest day of the year and perhaps one of the longest of their lives, the new plebes were marched to their first encounter with the blackboard. It was to be their baptism, their initial trial by recitation—the first of hundreds of such trials for those who would survive. There were few of them that day who didn’t dread it.

Among the few who didn’t was George Horatio Derby; he had it all figured out.

As he sat waiting his turn and watching others go “with trembling hearts” to the blackboard, Derby began to see a pattern. Those who hesitated or stopped as they tried to explain their solutions to the mathematics board were suspected of ignorance. He would remember that when his turn came.1

Derby was from Medfield, Massachusetts, the only member of the new class who owed his appointment to an ex-president. His congressman was John Quincy Adams, “Old Man Eloquent” himself, the nation’s sixth president, a friend of the family. More than a hundred other friends from home had been recruited to sign petitions on Derby’s behalf, and they had praised his talent, energy, dedication to knowledge, agreeable disposition, correct moral habits, peculiar talent for drawing, and providential lack of a father. However, they failed to warn the authorities of the young man’s quirky sense of humor and addiction to pranks. That would become apparent soon enough.2

To reduce his chances of not being ready when the testing time came, Derby had gone to West Point early and enrolled in Z.J.D. Kinsley’s classical and mathematical prep school adjacent to the academy grounds. There he had brushed up his algebra and French and heard Lieutenant Kinsley himself assure him that he had “an excellent mathematical head.”3

The new plebes had taken their physical examinations two days before, in the hospital overlooking the river. They had been marched before a medical board of three doctors, who had probed their limbs for ringbone and spavin; thumped their chests for soundness of wind; examined their teeth for decay; inspected their feet for bunions; measured them; weighed them; and clucked over such apparent irregularities as badly knit, once-broken bones. To test cadet eyesight, a dime was held up at the far end of the room and they were asked if it was heads or tails.4

Some of them already had been sifted out and sent home then. Now Derby, safely past the physical—the doctors had greatly admired his chest—was waiting his turn in the recitation room, watching his classmates struggle with the dreaded academic examination. He knew that still others would surely be lost when this part of “the fiery ordeal to see who should be of the chosen” was over.5 It was important to the academic board that the chosen be able to read and write and have enough knowledge of elementary arithmetic to do reduction, proportion, and fractions. Those lacking such rudimental skills would have no future at West Point.

Derby’s classmates would soon learn that he had a quaint way of looking at things. As he sat waiting and watching in the recitation room, he mused that there were actually two boards up there, “the black board and the Board of 13 Army officers,” with the hapless plebes trapped between.6 As he considered this, he heard his own name called. He was about to go before the double boards himself.

He strode to the front, a picture of confidence. If they thought his chest had been fine, then wait until they saw his mathematics. He deftly worked his assigned problem, on proportion involving fractions, on the blackboard. There was no hesitating, no stopping. When finished, he turned resolutely to that second of the two boards and boldly rattled it all off as if it were a story—no mistakes, no uncertainty.

Albert Ensign Church, West Point’s renowned professor of mathematics, who preferred things done with no mistakes, bowed and said, “That’s sufficient, sir.”7

Some of the cadets waiting their turn watched with fascination as Tom Jackson went between the two boards. There had been no Lieutenant Kinsley to tell him what a fine mathematical head he had. There had been no classical academies to speak of in the mountains where he came from that might have prepared him for this ordeal. Perhaps he had mastered a little grammar and could add up a column of figures, but as to vulgar or decimal fractions, it is doubtful if he had ever heard of them.8

Jackson was so single-mindedly bent on passing that it was painful to watch. Sweat streamed down his face. He swiped at the pouring perspiration with the cuffs of his coat, first the right sleeve then the left, as he labored at the blackboard. Tension gripped the room as he strove to come to terms with fractions. His anguish, and the examining board’s, ended only when he was told at last that he could sit down. As he thankfully did so, every member of the panel turned aside to hide the smiles they could no longer suppress.9

On the following Friday afternoon, June 24, the academic board listed those it had found “duly qualified.” The very last name on the list, hanging by a slim thread, narrowly escaping the scythe, was Tom Jackson.10

The class lost thirty members in the physical and mental examination rooms within the week and shrank to ninety-two survivors. Derby, one of the ninety-two, spoke with compassion of those who were not. “It is not thought a disgrace to be dismissed from here,” he wrote his mother, “for the studies and discipline are very hard, and a man who succeeds should be thought uncommonly talented, and one found deficient should not be blamed, for I verily believe that not one half of those appointed can possibly graduate.”11

George McClellan, whom the scythe never came near, was now feeling better—even exuberant—about everything, particularly about his shoes. He had found a more comfortable pair of boots and had just had his first good outing on the plain. He was riding high.

In his joy he wrote his sister, Frederica: “You can’t imagine how much more inspired I feel since I have acquitted myself handsomely at this morning’s drill.” He mused over how strange it was, “how some little circumstance like that can make so great a difference in our feelings. Before drill I felt low in spirits—homesick—& in doubt as to my competency to go through here with credit, but now, how different. I feel in high spirits.… I know I can do as well as anyone in both my studies & my military duties. If this state of mind continues I will be able to stay here for four years.…”12

That is more than Jackson was certain of. Not only had the academic entrance examination been a torment, but the drill McClellan was talking about was also for him a dubious experience. They were drilled twice a day now and marched everywhere besides. They were a shuffling mob, “as unused to marching as sheep,” halting irregularly, bunching up, and tramping on one another’s heels.13 Jackson in his brogans must have been particularly stiff and memorable.

Their ragged line of march was no more appalling than their smell. Each of them had been issued two blankets, one to sleep on, the other to sleep under, and both reeked of the villainous odor of rancid lanolin left from the cleaning process. The aroma clung to every plebe, branding him for what he was. It would take weeks for it to work out of the blankets and out of themselves. Until then everybody would simply have to adjust and endure.14

The upperclassmen, many of them cadet officers and therefore superior beings in the academy hierarchy and bound to be obeyed, were now making life miserable for them. Deviling the plebes was as much a part of the process as the lanolin in the blankets and the ragged drill on the plain. However, William Montgomery Gardner, a wildly handsome plebe from Georgia, soon learned that a new cadet with a powerful pair of fists and the disposition to use them if provoked was generally left alone.

He could cite his own roommate as a case in point. Gardner arrived late at West Point and had drawn “a very rough Western specimen” named Thomas J. Lowe as a “bunkie.” Quite early the rough-hewn Lowe had a two-fisted encounter with cadet authority. It happened in the mess hall.15

The dining hall was a zone of profound disquiet at best. Three times a day the new cadets were marched there in their ragged ranks and in rigid silence. Once there, the command “take seats” was followed by a scramble such as William Dutton, the plebe from Connecticut, had never experienced. “We have to eat as fast as we can,” he explained in a letter home, “& before we get enough the command is given—‘squad rise.’ ” He estimated that not more than two thirds of them managed under these circumstances to get a bite of any kind.16

“Such a 20 minutes of clawing jawing cursing calling masticating and hauling,” another plebe from Connecticut, Samuel H. Raymond, agreed, “is rarely seen.”17

William Gardner’s bunkie, Thomas Lowe, was trying to get his bite when an upperclassman shouted down to him from the other end of the table.

“Plebe, pass up the bread.”

Lowe neither replied nor passed the bread.

The upperclassman repeated the order, this time with qualifying adjectives.

“Did you address that remark to me, sir?” Lowe asked. There were some startled looks, for Lowe said it in an unhumble manner unbecoming a miserable fourth-classman. Oh, oh, they thought, a “rabid beast.”18

“Yes, you d——d plebe!” said the upperclassman.

Lowe rose slowly, strode to the head of the table—without bringing the bread—and to the horror of every plebe in the room—and the stifled amusement of every upperclassman—sent his tormenter reeling from the bench with a blow from his powerful pair of fists.

He returned casually to his seat as if inwardly contemplating the philosophy of Thomas Moore, whom he admired and copiously quoted, and continued eating as placidly as if nothing had happened. A good deal had happened, however, and Lowe was marched to the guardhouse later with great pomp and indignation. But since he didn’t scare at all and clearly had that powerful pair of fists, as well as the proven disposition to use them, he was little bothered after that.19

The food itself, when one did get some of it, was scarcely worth fighting for. “Trash,” said Raymond, a farm boy who had been raised on tastier fare.20

It was bread and butter in the morning for breakfast, with a substance called hash—a mishmash of peeled potatoes cut and boiled in a large iron kettle with leathery chunks of meat left over from dinner the day before. To this combination was added something—Raymond knew not what—to make the gravy. The ingredients were stirred “with a kind of hoe” and when done, brought to the table with some “hard” coffee. For dinner it was roast beef with more boiled potatoes and sometimes boiled beef and rice. For supper it was bread, butter, and tea.

“It will stand chewing well,” Raymond advised.21

He was soon writing home to West Hartford for his father to send him a barrel of apples.22 Pleas were, in fact, going out wholesale through the mails for “a piece of cheese & some cake”—anything to augment, replace, offset, or counteract the daily disaster served at the mess hall.23

“I would like to see Mecklenburg,” William Dutton wrote wistfully home to Connecticut, “& a field of corn—or wheat or some such thing & would above all things like to get into Aunt Dorcas’s cupboard a moment.”24

“I am thinking at this instant of my hen yard,” George Derby wrote his mother, grandmother, and two maiden aunts, the four husbandless women who had raised him in Medfield. “How does that do,” he asked plaintively, his hunger mixing with his homesickness, “and how is the garden, the grape vine, and all those things which keep fresh a remembrance of my performances in your minds.”25

The longing to be anywhere but where they were and the yearning to hear from home were agonizing. “Answer immediately!” they demanded at the end of their letters or at the head or in the margins. They would be making such demands for the next four years. Letters would never come fast enough or often enough.

As A. P. Hill would complain in a letter home to Culpeper, Virginia, “I have been living on vain expectancy, which they say like love, is rather a poor sustenance.” He viewed his letters from home as “somewhat like an Angel’s visits, few and far between.” He had no doubt that if King, the family dog, could write he would gladly do so. But those from home who were literate and should be writing, were not doing it.26

In these first weeks the plebes were therefore eagerly embracing anything and anybody that could solace them in their misery. The slightest suggestion of the familiar brought joy. A complete stranger only a month, a week, a day—even an hour—before, was clasped to the homesick breast if he hailed from anywhere near home.

“We even look on those from the same state as almost connected by the tie of consanguinity,” Dutton said.27

One thing most of these new cadets had brought with them from home and would have liked to keep was their hair. Most of them came with more than they required or that West Point desired. Some of them wore their curls in the fashion of the times—long, in soap-locks, and reeking with bear’s grease and Macassar oil. That would not do at West Point.28

“Have your hair cut, sir!” the frowning inspecting officer barked, giving the offending lock a sharp twitch as he passed along behind the file of stiff-standing plebes.

When the ranks broke, the “thing” with the hair stared about in bewilderment. What to do now? Where must he go to obey that order?29 Maury knew. He had come to West Point early and could point the place out. It was in a tent where a barber named Joe “could cut hair quicker and shorter than any living man.”30

The annual examinations ended for the upperclassmen in June, and the fact was celebrated by merrymaking and a spectacular display of fireworks on the plain. Horse-drawn cannon boomed, “& the way the … balls & bombs flew about was like hail,” William Dutton marveled. “It seemed as if the earth would open.…”31

The graduating class left soon after, and its final parade put lumps in throats. The music, faint at first, gathered and swelled and throbbed as the band approached on the plain. The graduating cadets marched smartly in under the academy colors, and filed into their places in the ranks with clockwork cadence. They did not march at all in the disheveled lurching style of the gawky plebes. The band struck up “Old Lang Syne,” and George Derby nearly burst with pent-up emotion. He knew what must be going through the minds of those fortunate cadets whose four-year trial was behind them and who were about to leave covered with honor. They were thinking of the miseries and hardships they had endured and the friendships they had made. As the band played that ultimate song of the heart, “Home, Sweet Home,” they were remembering the homes they had left and would soon be seeing again. Derby believed there was not a dry eye among them.32

It was a feeling that four years from now they, too, might know.

*  *  *

So it had been a hectic beginning, a frazzling month of June. Most of those in the class had found it all new and very strange. Samuel Raymond thought it pleasant enough, but somewhat lacking in the necessary conveniences. Sometimes, he admitted, when they were feeling a little troubled and uncomfortable, “we sigh for what we left behind”—and lived in anticipation of what was to come.33

West Point’s layout and lack of amenities didn’t ease their anxieties or soothe their sense of abandonment. There was no such thing on the entire grounds as a paved walkway. There was no gas, and their crowded rooms were lit only by malodorous whale-oil lamps. Their quarters were innocent of furnaces and bathrooms. In the summer the roads were dusty, and in the winter muddy. When the arctic wind came howling down the Hudson, they would be cut off from the world entirely. The river would be frozen then and unnavigable. The railroad had not yet come to the Highlands, and there was no telegraph. The only communication was by boat in summer and by stage over the mountains to a station on the Erie Railroad in winter. And the plain itself wasn’t really level. Water accumulated in its depressions in summer and froze into ice ponds in winter. They all had lived better in their short lifetimes.34

In early July they moved out of the barracks and onto the plain for their first summer encampment. They had been sleeping on floors in rooms in the north and south barracks buildings, scattered about as many as five to a room. Now for the next two months they would be lumped together three to a tent only ten feet square.

There they would find little rest.

Taps had just sounded on the first night of the encampment, and Derby had spread his blankets out on the tent floor, undressed, and blown out the candle.

Whap! Something pelted the sides of his tent. Pegs? Stones?

“Stop that noise in D Company!” a voice roared.

Someone struck the tent walls with a stick.

“Corporal of the Guard, Number Three!”

A patrol was heard arriving outside. Wang! The stick struck the canvas again.

“Halt!” a voice shouted.

An indignant head was thrust through the tent flap.

“Who is the orderly of this tent?” it demanded.

“DERBY!” Derby shouted.

“Turn out, Sir, we can’t have this noise! Turn out, Sir!”

Derby looked wryly about the tent, which since taps had been as quiet as a street in Pompeii.35 But it was useless to argue.

He was marched ignominiously to the guard tent, kept there a few minutes, and sent back. The patrol proceeded down the line to the next victim. Before the night was over every new cadet had been jerked out of his sleep and hustled away to make an accounting.

We shall do it next year to the next class of plebes, Derby vowed, if we are so lucky as to still be here.36

It was up every day now at 4:00 with the morning gun, on the drill field by 5:00, in the mess hall by 6:30, parade at 8:00, infantry or artillery drills through the rest of the morning, dinner at 1:00, more military exercises through the afternoon, parade at 6:00, stag dances without girls on the common until 9:00, in bed by 10:00.37

On the mornings of artillery drill, the plebes manned the bellowing guns for an hour and a half under a melting sun. Rays darted off the glittering barrels of the brass cannon, nearly blinding them. William Dutton, standing but eighteen inches from the muzzle of the piece, reeled and recoiled from the roar of it. It was an ear-blasting and dirty business.

Encampment was a dirty business all around. Each plebe had a two-foot-square box into which all his belongings were crammed. Repeatedly through the day they rummaged in them for clean changes of clothing. It was providential that their laundry was done for them, a bargain at fifty cents a week.

“I have changed my pants 4 times in one day & had my boots blacked as many times,” Dutton complained. “If you step out of your tent with your coat not buttoned with every button & hooked in the neck, & with clean white gloves you are reported.” They drilled with their immaculate white gloves on their hands, dirtying them wholesale.

And everywhere there were visitors thronging the plain, and the dances without ladies in the night. The scene, Dutton sighed, “never seems a reality to me.”38

There was no study yet—that would begin in September—and the dancing was a rather dry business without ladies, as cadets had found through the years. But it was better than nothing.39 Candles were lit in two rows, and the cadets, to the time of fife, violin, and drum, danced in the flickering light, assuming ludicrous positions and executing “all manner of out-landish steps.” It satisfied George Derby’s sense of the ridiculous. He intended to contribute some choreography of his own before the summer was over.40

West Point was a summertime showcase. The plain teemed with visitors and dignitaries, including ladies—whom regrettably the marching plebes could see only if they had remarkable peripheral vision. Their attention was fixed by rigid discipline and unrelenting supervision on a point fifteen paces in front of them. Many had yet to speak to a woman since they arrived, much less dance with one. Few had any immediate prospect of doing so.41 Tom Jackson would not remember speaking to one during his entire four years at West Point.42

Early one evening that summer, Maury, Fry, and Hill—three Virginians—were stretched out on their lanolin-saturated camp bedding. Maury was reading a yellow-back novel.

As he casually glanced out the tent door, he saw Tom Jackson working about, a member of the day’s police detail. The police detail was a miserable job that fell to plebes. It wasn’t difficult work, but it was petty and disagreeable and took out of a cadet whatever conceit might still be left.

Ah, thought Maury, this would be an excellent time to make another attempt at being sociable with Cadet Jackson. He is a Virginian after all.

As Jackson passed by, bagging rubbish, Maury lifted the tent flap and, with a mock air of authority, commanded him to pay more attention to his work, pick up those cigar butts, and otherwise put a sharper show on things.

Too late Maury realized he had done the wrong thing again. Jackson stared back balefully, thin-lipped and without humor. Maury let the tent flap drop and became suddenly intensely interested again in his yellow-back novel.

When police was over, Maury miserably confessed to his tent mates that he had made Jackson angry and must at once humble himself and explain that he had not really been in command of that detail.

He found Jackson at the guard tent and called him out.

“Mr. Jackson,” he confessed, “I find that I made a mistake just now in speaking to you in a playful manner—not justified by our slight acquaintance. I regret that I did so.”

Jackson gazed at him for a moment with his intent, humorless eyes.

“That is perfectly satisfactory, sir,” he said finally in his rapid, jerky, stiff manner.

Maury returned to his tent and said to Fry and Hill, “Cadet Jackson, from Virginia, is a jackass.”

His two tent mates emphatically agreed. None of them would try again soon to befriend such a humorless specimen.43

Jackson was stretched that summer as tight as the drums that beat the changes of the day. Unlike McClellan, who was confident now of staying at West Point the full four years and of doing well, Jackson was not confident of staying under any conditions. Not until after the first academic examinations in January, the next major weeding-out time, would he know if he was to stay or go. That cursed coming examination, widely and with good reason denounced as the “dreaded thing,” the “agony,” and the “inquisition,” was in the back of everybody’s mind.44

Jackson was depressed, as Gibson Butcher had been, by stories of the amount of study necessary to survive, and of the large number of cadets who would surely fail. He couldn’t bear to think of the mortification of being sent home, which seemed a clear probability. He had rehearsed what he would say to his friends if that happened.

If they had been there, and found it as hard as he did, they would have failed too. He would tell them that.45

To escape from these mental agonies, Jackson began visiting Fort Putnam on Saturday afternoons. It was possible with the superintendent’s permission to go out on the public lands adjacent to the academy grounds on Saturdays, and the hike up Mount Independence to the old fort was one of the first outings the plebes took. Jackson loved the ramshackle relic of a fort, as many before him had. To four decades of cadets it was “Old Put.”

Of course, everything and everybody was “old” to these cadets, even the things they didn’t love. Jackson himself was now called by his classmates “Old Jack.”

Old Put was a haven to Old Jack. It was a wreck of a place, named for the high-ranking general officer of the revolutionary army who had played a key role in fortifying West Point against the British in the War for Independence. Now it was battered by passing time and the merciless elements. Its west side was built on a steep precipice and its stone walls all around jutted ten to thirty feet high. It was begun in 1778, partly rebuilt in 1794, and never completed. Since then it had progressively gone to ruin. But Jackson could still make out the ghosts of casemates that had held guns, supported chimneys, or served as storerooms.

The site soothed Jackson. He found peace of mind there that he couldn’t find in the encampment below. The view, as Harriet Martineau had found a decade before, was breathtaking. Jackson could see below him the white tents that brightly dotted the plain, in sharp contrast to the gloomy savins standing like sentinels behind. He could see the flags snapping distantly in the breeze. Beyond and below curled the tranquil Hudson, flowing on past the Highlands to New York and the sea.

On the opposite bank of the river he could see the village of Cold Spring, and below it the busy West Point foundry pouring out clouds of smoke and supplying the entire northeast with “everything iron.” He could see the graceful sloops that teemed on the Hudson’s glassy surface. And looming over Fort Putnam, looming over everything, was that frowning cone, Crow’s Nest, the highest point on the Highlands, casting its dark shadow on the opposite bank.46

It was perhaps from the heights of Old Put that Jackson first began putting down the list of maxims—rules he proposed to live by—which he entered that year into a personal notebook.

One of those maxims had special meaning for him now. It comforted him and buoyed his spirits. Perhaps it was in his thoughts, casting a beam of hope over an otherwise dreary prospect, as he returned late on a Saturday afternoon from the sanctity of Old Put. Perhaps he repeated it on his way down.

“You may be whatever you resolve to be,” it said.47


As
Intelligible
as Sanskrit

On Sunday, the tenth of September, it looked like rain, and George McClellan was feeling the cold.

The plebes were still wearing their lightweight summer trousers and there were no fires in their grates and no prospect of changing into winter uniforms until October. McClellan’s room was in the south barracks on the second balcony, exposed to the north wind that whistled down the river. It was cold even though there was plenty of body heat in his quarters that day. Sunday morning inspection had just ended and his room was crowded with “visitors of all classes from the Lt. to the plebes.”1

The fact that reveille came every morning at 5:00, in a fanfare of throbbing drums when it was still dark, added to the lack of warmth the cadets were feeling. And the thought of the noon meal in the mess hall generated the wrong kind of heat. McClellan wrote his sister that he was planning to skip dinner altogether that day, as it was certain to be “ ‘bull-beef’ & potatoes” again.2

Summer encampment had been over for nearly two weeks. At 11:30 in the morning on the last day of August, the corps of cadets broke camp. The plain was swarming with spectators and the drums were pounding. At the third beat the tents all collapsed in one grand concord, a last tribute to precision and a final farewell to summer.3

They had thought it would never end. Many of the new plebes felt as Sam Grant of Ohio, now a first-classman, had after his first summer encampment—sick of it, “as though I had been at West Point always.”4 They usually felt that way about their first one.5

Captain J. Addison Thomas, the commandant of cadets, took the plebes aside on the plain at the end of the encampment for a few words. Thomas, called “Ethical Tom” by the cadets, was a towering Tennessean whose credo was “Keep up the strut.” He had been drilling that doctrine into them all summer long without letup.6 His intention on this morning was to remind them of their obligations as officers and gentlemen now that they were leaving the drill field for the recitation rooms.

“You are not common soldiers!” he shouted at them. “You are Gentlemen—Gentlemen of manners, of politeness & of education. The U.S. looks to you! The Country looks to you! The Army looks to you and—and—ahemm! ahemmm!” It was a short list and it was already exhausted. So Thomas fell back on what he knew best—keeping up the strut.

“By company right wheel!” he barked. “Head of column to the left—guide right! Quick March!!!”7

So off they went. “The tug of war,” as Derby put it, was about to begin.8

All the cadets who had been appointed to the new class had arrived, if they were coming at all. Even the “seps,” the September arrivals,9 were there by now. The class was scattered in rooms throughout the two barracks buildings and “living more like students than soldiers.”10

However, the living was unlike anything most of them had ever known. Their quarters, even their belongings, were regimented. An order posted in each room read like a close-order drill on the plain. Everything must be in its place or risk the ever-present demerit: bedsteads against wall farthest from door; tables against same wall; trunks under bedsteads; lamps clean and on mantel; dress caps neatly arranged on shelf nearest door; shoes blacked and neatly arranged behind door; washstand clean and in corner nearest to door; looking glass between washstand and door; books neatly arranged on shelf farthest from door; broom stowed behind door; drawings and books under shelf farthest from door; muskets in gun rack with locks sprung; bayonets in scabbards; accouterments, sabers, cutlasses, and swords hanging over muskets; candle and box for scrubbing utensils against wall under shelf nearest door and fireplace; clothes hanging neatly on pegs over bedsteads (for the first time since they arrived they now had beds); mattress and blankets neatly folded; orderly board in position over mantel; chairs, when not in use, under tables; and all cadets—when not in use—presumably in bed with lights out.11

Since no curtains covered the shelves, their contents were equally exposed to dust and the critical eye of the inspecting officer—one more source of potential demerit, as if another were needed. The fish-oil lamps gave off a dim, yellow glow and a penetratingly offensive odor. The cadets sympathized with Jonah. This must have been the way it was in the belly of the whale.12

On the first day of class after encampment, they were marched to the long stone academic building that bulked on West Point’s south end. This fine structure, the biggest on the plain, was 275 feet long, 75 feet wide, three stories high with a basement, and less than four years old. Its predecessor had burned to the ground in 1838. It was called the Academy, and it was the heart of West Point, its crucible of learning, its recitation emporium, a building they would come to know all too well.13

Dabney Maury found himself seated next to that precocious Philadelphia teenager, George McClellan. It was purely by the logic of the alphabet, and it would be for all too brief a time to suit Maury.

“Next week he went up till he became head,” Maury complained, “while I remained tutisimus in medio.” He was very sorry to lose “Mac” from his side, “especially during recitations, for he used to tell me things, and was a great help.”14

There would be only two subjects for the plebes to master this first year, mathematics and French. In each of these two subjects they were soon dividing into sections according to proficiency. They could all see that the first section would have “a glamor of sanctity shimmering about it,” which would likely turn its members into a sort of intellectual aristocracy. There would be a shabbier section at the other end of the spectrum to balance it out—a depository for the so-called “Immortals,” a dustbin for those hanging on the ragged edge of deficiency.15

After the first week, when Maury lost McClellan to the aristocracy, Tom Jackson left the alphabetical order to join the immortals at the other end. Maury and a host of others staked out the middle, where he already was situated alphabetically, “that easiest and safest of positions.”16

Running with the shimmering aristocracy required keeping consistently to the high road in the academy’s grading system—at a steady 2.6 to 3.0. That was the grade range for a “thorough” or “best” classroom recitation. A “perfect rag,” as George Derby called it, was a 3.0, and he was soon getting enough perfect rags in the course he had a head for—mathematics—to make McClellan and him permanent section mates. From a perfect 3.0, the grading system fell away progressively downward. A 2.1 to 2.5 was a “good” recitation; a 2.0 was a “fair” one; a 1.1 to 1.9 was “tolerable”; a 0.1 to 1.0 was “bad” or “very incomplete”; a 0 was a “complete failure”—sub-immortal—the road to oblivion.17

Much of the mathematics promised to be about as intelligible as Sanskrit. When McClellan was feeling the cold in his room on that Sunday morning in early September, the plebes had been grappling with mathematics for over a week. It would be algebra, geometry, and trigonometry this first year, progressing to ever more hideous forms in the second.18 Even a mind as mathematically fine-tuned as Derby’s was finding a lot of Sanskrit there. The lesson today, he wrote home on October 3, dealt in equations of the second degree. He studied them all one day, found he couldn’t do them, and gave up the idea altogether.19

There was no way around mathematics. It had to be taken head-on. It was the academic flywheel of West Point. It drove all the main pulleys. To not succeed in it was not to succeed at the academy. Seven of every ten hours of their curriculum time was now devoted to it. Seven of ten hours would be devoted to it or its offshoots, the sciences and engineering, for the entire four years. French was bunched into the mere three hours left over, and that would be so for every other nonmathematics, nonscience, nonengineering course still to come. Worse, mathematics would be the direct or the indirect cause of nearly nine of every ten dismissals; it was West Point’s grim reaper.20

Some found it ironic, therefore, that Albert E. Church, the kindly professor of mathematics and an otherwise humane man, should be the cause of all this heartache. A short, stocky, brown-eyed, balding, broad-faced genius, Church walked about West Point with his head bowed, his eyes fixed on the ground, and his hands clasped behind him under the tails of his dress coat. It was as if he was constantly mulling some dim, elusive mathematical theorem.21 What hair was left ringed the sides and back of his head in wild rebellion against the laws of mathematical order.

But in the classroom the plebes found him as precise as his mathematics. He was punctual to the minute, always in his seat to hear them recite. To those who had mastered the day’s lesson, he was as friendly as a lap dog—all smiles—perhaps sharing with them his merry laugh. To the unprepared or the imprecise, however, woe betide. If the failure to master the material was owing to the complexity of the subject, not an unusual circumstance, Church spared no pains to clear things up, explaining without stint until he was convinced that the cadet either comprehended or was hopelessly obtuse, in which case he flunked him.

He regretted having to do that, but mathematics was a serious business. It had been a serious business with Church for all the years he had been teaching it at West Point—virtually since the day he graduated at the top of his class from the academy in 1828. By the fall of 1842, he was a giant in his discipline, one of the foremost mathematical minds in the world, the author of a seminal textbook on calculus, a full professor, and head of the department.22

To him, calculus was the “very poetry of mathematics,” the only respectable way to solve a problem.23 Nobody questioned his standing as a great man of numbers. As a teacher, however, some found him less than poetic. Dry as dust, grumped one cadet, “an old mathematical cinder, bereft of all natural feeling.”24 Others found him “ever-kind and considerate.”25 Captain Erasmus Keyes, the artillery instructor who thought West Point the perfect republic, believed him God-sent. “When the Omnipotent created ‘all things for men’s delightful use,’ ” Keyes said, “he made Albert E. Church to teach cadets algebra, geometry, trigonometry, conic sections, and calculus, and to find out all that candidates for admission know of vulgar and decimal fractions.”26

When they didn’t know these things, when they couldn’t grasp conic sections or calculus, he had to flunk them, often at a fearful rate. There were members of this new class of plebes who would soon feel his relentless scythe. It saddened him. He was sorry so many cadets failed his beloved mathematics and had to be sent away. He wished it could be different. But that’s the way it was.27

French was as unavoidable in its fashion as mathematics—not as important, but just as unavoidable. When Sylvanus Thayer, the superintendent of the academy from 1818 to 1833, set this math- and science-based curriculum in place at West Point, he found French an inescapable component. It was the language of the books he had bought for the academy library when he was in France. Indeed, it was the language of war, “the sole repository of Military science.” Officers didn’t necessarily need to know how to speak it, but they must know how to read it. Since Thayer believed it to have been inadequately taught at the academy before he arrived, one of the first things he did was add two new French instructors to the one already on the faculty.28

Some of the new plebes—Tom Jackson among them—were finding the French as much Sanskrit as the mathematics. But Claudius Berard, the head of the department, and his two Gallic associates were doing their best.

Berard was bland, detached, moderate, unobtrusive, and scholarly. Not even the French Revolution had stirred in him any passion for military glory. When he was drafted into Napoleon’s army, his father hired a substitute. When the substitute was killed, making him eligible again for service, Berard simply migrated to America. With his excellent classical education, he got a job teaching Latin and Greek at Dickinson College, until he was appointed first teacher of French at West Point in 1815. He had been there ever since, teaching French with “invincible patience.” No degree of dullness in a cadet seemed to disturb or discourage him. He was “always the kind and courteous Frenchman.”29

Theophile D’Oremieulx, one of Berard’s two associates, was his temperamental opposite. D’Oremieulx had enough passion for both of them, and most of it was for Bonaparte, whom he called “ze gr-r-rand Napoleon.” The class soon learned that the way into D’Oremieulx’s affections and to a high mark in his classes was to get in a favorable daily lick about Napoleon, in either French or English. Little of the stately decorum that obtained in Church’s recitation rooms held in D’Oremieulx’s. This was partly because, while fluent in his native tongue, the Frenchman made sad havoc of English. Scarcely a day passed in his classroom without an absurd semantic incident of some kind.30

Neither did a day pass when these cadets were not reciting. It was West Point’s teaching method, its modus operandi, and a frightening new fact of life. It penetrated cadet ignorance at the academy as incisively as Socrates had disrobed sloppy reasoning in Athens. The professor or one of his assistants explained the problem at hand. (Virtually every professor had at least one assistant instructor under him—academy graduates generally, who had returned for a tour of duty to teach a subject they knew particularly well.) The cadets went away at the end of the class with the explanation swarming in their heads. Overnight they “boned” it and reappeared the next day ready to recite it.

At that point it became a case of Russian roulette. The professor or the assistant called on victims at random. The designated cadet rose, armed himself with a piece of chalk and sponge, and went to the front. As he stood at attention, a problem was put to him, and he wheeled about to the blackboard and began to work it out. As he chalked and sponged, others worked and recited and came and went beside him. When he was finished he wheeled about to face the professor again, and when called on, explained what he had just done.31

Nobody was long overlooked, however much he might like to be. Each of the new plebes had an opportunity to recite every day. No matter how hard they sought “to bugle it” (to keep from reciting until the bugle blew),32 there was nowhere to hide and it caught up with them sooner rather than later. They quickly found that recitations were very serious business, all sedate earnestness, to be conducted with the utmost precision and decorum. The work and the questions were clear-cut and definite. They must confine themselves directly to the point. There was no circumlocution or vagueness allowed, no back talk, disputation, buffoonery, or witticisms.33

Regrettably things did not always work out as hoped. With sometimes distressing regularity, some of them simply didn’t know the material and had to admit it. That was called a “fess,” which was followed by a “found” (delinquent), followed by serious ramifications. Happily, a lapse didn’t necessarily mean dismissal. There was latitude for error. Tom Jackson was coming to class in these first weeks often still trying to puzzle out a lesson from the day or several days before. Through no lack of diligence or hard work on his part, he was simply behind, and since he didn’t like to get ahead of himself, he said so. The professors seemed willing to take this into account.34

In early October, the shivering corps was ordered at last into winter uniforms.35 The Highlands also changed into something different as fall moved toward winter. The trees lost their greenery and became leafless and slate gray on the surrounding hills, and the river went to a dreary olive drab. With the changing season came a mid-October malaise. It was a vulnerable time, when most of the plebes were beginning to be disgusted with West Point. Some who now expected they would surely be dismissed in January became entirely disheartened and stopped trying.

Samuel Raymond, the farm boy from Connecticut, commiserated with them. “They feel keenly the disgrace of being obliged to leave any place on account of inferiority of talent and wish from the bottom of their heart that they had never seen the place.”36

For those still in the running, life had become nonstop studying.

“We are obliged to be in our rooms about ten hours each day as study hours,” Raymond complained. “It is not the hum drum of a village academy which is here recited.” William Dutton, Raymond’s fellow plebe from Connecticut, found himself studying every spare moment from reveille to taps. He hadn’t found time to do anything else. It couldn’t be helped, he said, “if one thinks of staying.”37

Everywhere there were drums to remind them of where they were, the “most startling beat of drums,” pounding out changes in the daily schedule, beginning each morning before the sun was up. In cadence with cannon, fife, and bugle, the drumbeat hammered over the plain and through the barracks, to the mess hall, and the academic buildings. They rumbled everywhere; they were the heartbeat of West Point, always throbbing.

Only with tattoo at night, which called the cadets to their quarters and the day to an end, did the drums rattle to a stop. Even at that hour, 10:00 in the evening, they signaled anything but rest and repose. Up and down the beat resonated, in and around the barracks in a final farewell, “making the night sound … with soul-stirring strains.”38

The plebes were also finding they had a magnetic attraction for demerits. The cursed things flew at them from every direction and stuck to them like lint. A code of regulations “more rigorous than those of Deuteronomy” ruled West Point.39 The don’ts were legion, six pages of them in the academy rule book under Article XII, titled: DISCIPLINE. Four more pages of them—afterthoughts, perhaps—followed later under a different heading, but which might just as well have read: MORE DISCIPLINE.40

The opportunities to transgress the rules were endless. Any one of the scores of offenses described in those ten pages of the rule book could bring down the demerit, and some of the more sinister could bring peremptory dismissal. At one time or another virtually every one of the don’ts was practiced or attempted by somebody. But there was a limit. Two hundred demerits in a year was all the system would tolerate from any one cadet, and some of the plebes who had given up hope were obeying no regulations at all, staying only long enough to amass their two hundred demerits and leave.41

The demerit was the great leveling agent of discipline and order, an ever-present force operating constantly.42 The plebes were piling them up at every turn, having to bone conduct, in some cases, as hard as they boned mathematics and French.43

As 1842 ground toward a dismal end, one of the plebes, Sam Bell Maxey, the son of a Kentucky lawyer, defied paragraph 134 of the regulations forbidding physical assault. The defendant was another plebe, William Burns, who just before the attack had defied paragraph 133, the anti-defamation provision. Their resulting physical encounter bought both of them instant arrest and a prolonged public lecture in the Post Orders from Superintendent Richard Delafield. Even their later apologies and expressions of regret to one another couldn’t save them from demerits and yet another lecture.44

When winter had fairly arrived and it became too cold to drill on the plain, the plebes did what forty classes of cadets had done before them. They took up hashmaking, a depravity profoundly frowned on in the regulations. “Hash” was defined as anything that could be smuggled out of the mess hall, mashed together, put in a pan with a slab of butter, seasoned to taste, cooked, and eaten surreptitiously.

These “Chinook orgies” were generally scheduled for Saturday nights when there were no lessons and no recitations pending the next day. Implicated cadets bootlegged forbidden food from the mess hall wrapped in paper and stuffed under their caps. It was not unique to see crowns of caps so far elevated from the tops of heads that they had to be strapped down.

The cooking was done sub rosa between inspection of rooms at call to quarters and taps, and it was a risky and complicated business. The sentinel on post had either to be duped or bought off with a helping of the hash. Even with his complicity the conspiracy had to be carried off with mouselike stealth. And often as not it came to grief in any case. An inspecting officer unexpectedly rapped at the door and the hash was quickly hustled out of sight. But since it continued to simmer loudly, nobody was deceived, the cooks were betrayed, and the tab paid all around was five demerits and two extra rounds of guard duty.45

Superintendent Richard Delafield grieved over such wanton disregard of the regulations and often used the day’s Post Orders to lecture the cadets on good and evil. He knew the difference. When Sylvanus Thayer inaugurated order of merit numbers—a cadet’s academic ranking in his class and consequently in the corps—the very first one went to Delafield, who graduated at the head of his class in 1818.

He had gone on to a distinguished career in the elite corps of engineers and become a specialist in the construction of permanent fortifications. For six years he was the superintending engineer in the construction of the Cumberland Road east of the Ohio River, and in 1838 he was named superintendent of the academy.

Delafield had his quirks. Among them was a penchant for reeling off sarcastic puns, which caused the cadets to call him Dicky the Punster.46 But he was a superior administrator. Engineering Professor Dennis Hart Mahan admired him for his “clear sightedness, promptitude … and a determination to examine everything with his own eyes.”47

Delafield examined everything through small steel-framed glasses set on “a pronounced eagle nose” that jutted out between sandy eyebrows under an abundant shock of sandy-gray hair.48 He had a nervous temperament that propelled his pudgy frame perpetually about the post, where he took pride in “having everything different from what it used to be.”49

He was an omnipresent being, an ironhanded disciplinarian, tirelessly on the lookout for petty infractions and the troublemakers responsible for them. The cadets considered him a tyrant. He punished every violation of the regulations, deprived the corps of amusements and recreation wherever possible, scheduled fire drills on free time, withdrew permission to attend officers’ parties, and forced cadets to answer self-incriminating questions. The staff and faculty didn’t like him any better than the cadets did. He never let up insisting that all faculty must attend Sunday services in the chapel, the same as the cadets.

However, Delafield was improving and upgrading the academy constantly with new roads and structures, and doing it on a shoestring. “He had the credit,” Erasmus Keyes admitted, “of doing more with a dollar than any other man in the army.”50

Despite their disapproval of him, the new cadets found Delafield approachable and accessible. He held regular audience hours between 7:00 A.M. and 8:00 A.M. daily, except Sundays, and any cadet who wished to see him then could.51 He was open to reasonable suggestions, and willing to institute reforms where he saw a need, no matter how the need came to his attention or from whom.

One controversial need he had seen and acted on was a different way for cadets to button their trousers. The buttons ran up the side—always had. He ordered them changed to run up the front instead, fly-fashion. It was more practical and it pleased the cadets. However, it scandalized Mrs. Delafield and the other ladies of the post, who protested heatedly that the reform drew unseemly attention to a sensitive region of cadet anatomy. But buttons up the front was clearly having something different from what it was, and the reform stuck.52

But now it was January 1843, and where the buttons ran on the trousers mattered little to the plebes. There was a more pressing consideration at hand. George McClellan wrote home of “a continual state of excitement.”53 He meant panic. Their first semiannual examination, in mathematics and French, was to begin on January 3, at 8:00 A.M. in the library.54

The fearful thing was upon them, the hour of agony, the inquisition. Tom Jackson had come to another dangerous crossing.
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