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Preface





On December 21, 1864, two young menhardened for military campaigning and always ready for adventurecrossed paths in the main office of the New York Herald. Each was an experienced reporter just returned from a major campaign. John Edward Parker (Jep) Doyle had marched with Sherman from Atlanta to the sea. David Power Conyngham had been at Nashville when George H. Thomas had wrecked John B. Hoods Rebel army. Both had vivid stories to tell, stories that would soon be conveyed in the Heralds tightly packed columns for days to come. As was common practice in that day, small-market papers clipped and pasted the coverage in their own sheets, so these accounts would circulate well beyond the New York area. By then Conyngham and Doyle had returned to the front (both now with Sherman) to pick up the story and carry it through to the end.


Even before the dramatic year 1865 was over, a book would appear that offered a striking narrative of Shermans campaign across Georgia, one that was rich with detail and well supplied with lively anecdotes and character sketches. The book almost immediately became the template for all subsequent accounts of this operation, with a staying power that is impressive. One distinguished scholar, writing just after the United States marked its Civil War centennial, proclaimed it an indispensable volume for anyone studying Shermans famous campaign, and it has appeared in Sherman biographical bibliographies extending into the twenty-first century. Its author was David Power Conyngham.



Make no mistake, Conyngham did his homework. He drew from accounts penned by fellow correspondents who had been with the march, and he used his personal contacts among the armys officer corps to fill in the spaces. Save for the fact that he was not actually present for the scenes he so vividly describes as a firsthand participant, Conynghams account had sufficient truth about it that generations of later writers turned to it as the real thing.


Thus, from the very beginning, the story of Shermans March to the Sea was once removed from primary sources and subject to the dramatic sculpting of a skilled adapter. From that first subtly false step, the saga of the March to the Sea was catapulted into the realm of myth and legend.


Everyone knows Shermans March. Just to say the words is to select from a list of mental images of destructiveness, raw power, civil terror, and youthful adventure whose choice depends a great deal on where one encountered Civil War 101. Many of the memoirs of actual military participants compound the problem rather than resolve it. The most successful compress events into a narrative that is often generalized as to time or place, and which often combines several incidents into one. The most enduring memoirs of Shermans March represent a personal condensation, simplification, and intensification of what was actually experienced. It is on this ever so slightly distorted foundation of reality that the widely understood story of Shermans March rests.


In the pages that follow I have attempted to compensate for that distortion. I have relied heavily on actual diaries and period letters from participants military and civilian. Taken individually, most of these diaries are unremarkable, some downright boring. Cumulatively, however, a wealth of little details emerge that helped me sharpen the viewfinder. I quickly realized that some of the official reports, especially those for the cavalry operations on both sides, were not to be taken at face value. Throughout my treatment of these movements and actions, I relied on available diaries and letters to keep things honest, to which I added healthy doses of what I hoped was common sense.


Sherman, too, despite an outspokenness that often passes for frankness, needed to be handled with care. Here, fortunately, I had the invaluable journals of Henry Hitchcock, George Nichols, and others on the Generals staff to balance things. The fine selection of contemporary dispatches written in the field that are found in the official records further helped me determine what Sherman knew and when he knew it. The standard story has the General fixed on his objective from the moment his legions departed Atlanta; in reality, he kept his options open until he finally had to commit himself in early December. Instead of an exercise of predestination, I approached this as any other military campaign, subject to all the uncertainties and improvisations that such implies.


One source you will see indirectly acknowledged in the bibliography is the network of narrative historical markers erected over the years along the various routes of Shermans operation. Graced by texts and research provided by two able Georgia historiansWilbur G. Kurtz Sr. and Allen P. Julianthey contain countless little details regarding roads taken or residences visited. Sadly, many were missing when I passed through, others had been relocated, but the texts for all have been preserved. Even as I write this, the state of Georgia is constructing a new series of markers as part of a heritage trail. From the preliminary materials I have seen, it promises to be a significant addition to our understanding of the March to the Sea.


A part of the saga that interested me very much was the weather story. The generalized narratives I encountered seemed to suggest sunshine and blue skies for the entire journey. Yet daily logs kept by participants told a very different story. In the process of trying to make sense out of those entries, I found that even the most mundane diary of Shermans March usually had some things to say about the weather on a given day. When I indexed these together and compiled them chronologically, I realized that on any given twenty-four-hour period I had a dozen or more weather observations. To be sure, the data were subjective (cold, warm, cool, or hot for temperature, for instance), but when they were taken as a group, a consensus of weather conditions emerged and became part of my story. Based on the information in those diaries, I calculated the temperature ranges you will see for each day of the march.


A fair number of diary entries for soldiers taking part in this campaign are best summarized with the phrase: Nothing of interest to report. Yet when one takes into account the totality of the fifty or so diaries with entries for a particular day, I never found that to be the case. I was continually amazed at the rich variety of small, personal stories that emerged. It is part of my hope that by following the march from day to day, and fitting these stories into the fabric of the whole, a more truthful narrative of events will emerge. I hope too that it is a more compelling one.












Authors Note





A basic understanding of Civil War military organization, tactics, and weapons is assumed in the text that follows, so a brief primer may not be out of place here. For the most part, the military forces of each side were organized along the same hierarchy: in descending order of size, corps, divisions, brigades, regiments, and companies. The Union forces engaged in the Savannah Campaign were organized along traditional lines. Like their cobelligerents in the east, those in the west tended to follow a numbering system (e.g., Seventeenth Corps, First Division, Second Brigade) and when I am referring to those units with the names of their commanders I have not capitalized the result (e.g., Gearys division, Carmens brigade). Regiments are always referred to by their number and state, such as the 4th Minnesota. The Confederate organization in this campaign was much more problematical. It represented an ad hoc mix of regular Confederate States units (mostly belonging to Wheelers cavalry corps) and Georgia state units, which were themselves of various kinds. The Confederate roster at the end of this book does not reflect an actual table of organization at any part of the campaign, but is simply a means of visually organizing the disparate commands that at one time or another and in one way or another, between November 15 and December 21, 1864, got in Shermans path.


The two essential unit formations, at least as far as this book is concerned, are column and line. Column is a marching formation; usually three or four abreast, a column packed a regiment into as compact a space as practicable for rapid movement along a road or across open ground. Once engaged in combat, columns transformed into lines of battle, usually at least two, sometimes three with the third a reserve. The ends of a line were its flanks; the process of bending back a segment of the line so that the men stood at an angle to their original orientation was called refusing the flank.


The standard combat formation relied on a massing of rifles and the resultant firepower for its effect. Often positioned in advance of the compact lines of battle were more widely dispersed and irregular detachments known as skirmish lines. Most references to the soldiers involved in this duty are as skirmishers; sometimes I employ the word voltigeursa French equivalent. During periods of rest, Civil War military units were usually surrounded by a ring of armed outposts called a picket line. The function of these small detachments was to provide security to the encampment and serve as a tripwire against any enemy effort to surprise the main body. These soldiers are chiefly referred to pickets, though sometimes I use the term videttes.


Directional references in the text are always from the point of view of the side under discussion. When it comes to spelling from original, especially manuscript, sources, I have used my variable rule to eliminate the qualifier sic from the text. Where I feel a particular spelling conveys a vivid sense of character, I have preserved the original; otherwise I have exercised some judicious editorial cleaning up of manuscript passages.
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PART ONE


Preparation















CHAPTER 1


A Gathering of Eagles





The Central of Georgia Railroad station platform was empty when Confederate president Jefferson Davis arrived in Macon, Georgia, at 4:00 A.M., September 24, 1864. It had been an arduous, roundabout trip for Davis and his aides, involving at least three train changes and innumerable delays. Nothing had been communicated in advance of the presidents arrival, so as the busy city roused itself to face another day, it did so ignorant that the most powerful individual of the worlds youngest nation was in its midst.


The presidential party, departing the hushed station without a fuss, went to the home of Howell Cobb. A former U.S. congressman and secretary of the treasury (for James Buchanan), as well as a general who fought under Robert E. Lee in the east, Cobb was presently commanding Georgias minute man reserve. It was a time of crisis for the Confederacy, which had suffered the loss of Atlantaan important manufacturing center and transportation hubjust twenty-three days earlier. Now Davis had journeyed from Richmond, Virginia, as he later recollected, with a view to judging the situation better and then determining after personal inspection the course which should seem best to pursue.


Likely during his Macon visit, Davis and Cobb (whom he considered a pure patriot) discussed what to do about the man they both viewed as the main obstacle to Confederate success in Georgia, the states governor, Joseph E. Brown. An outspoken and popular figure, Brown had come to represent an extreme position in the ongoing conflict between the imperative needs of a centralized government and the rights of its constituent states.


Even as a nascent Confederacy struggled to maintain its military resources to survive, Brown was equally active protecting what he termed the sovereignty of the State against usurpation. Whether it was reclassifying Georgia government jobs to immunize them from the national draft, or requisitioning military supplies slated for export, Brown was a constant irritant to the Davis administration. While Cobb did not agree with many Davis policies, he understood that the defeat of Confederate aspirations meant an end to Georgias sovereignty as well, and his frustration with Browns obstructions led him to denounce the governor as a traitor, a Tory. Cobbs anger had a special urgency, for unless there was a dramatic change in the war situation, he knew that his states future would be too terrible to contemplate.


Davis had been settled at Cobbs only a few hours when an ad hoc committee of local notables invited him to speak that very morning at a mass meeting previously scheduled to raise money for Atlanta refugees. Davis agreed. The crowd gathered at the Baptist church greeted the fifty-six-year-old Confederate symbol with what a reporter present termed prolonged applause. Those close to the front of the room saw a proud, determined man worn down by having to carry too much on his slim shoulders. The words of a woman who saw him just a few days earlier likely found variations in the thoughts of those present: poor man he pays for his honors. But when Davis spoke, there was no softening of his steely defiance or iron resolve.


Fully aware of all the recent reverses suffered by the Confederacy, Davis assured the crowd, Our cause is not lost. While an enemy force may have captured Atlanta, it was also now isolated deep within the South, wholly dependent upon a single rail line to Chattanooga to keep it supplied. Once the moment arrived when the Yankee army had to abandon Atlantaand it wouldSouthern cavalry and our people will harass and destroy it. In a purposely ambiguous reference, Davis mocked an unnamed individual who had accused the Confederate president of abandoning Georgia to her fate. This person, Davis declared, was not a man to save our country. Then came some plain talk: Georgia could expect little if any help from outside the state in the present crisis. What was needed at this critical time was for Southern women to endure their privations with stoic courage, and for every patriotic male to flock to the colors. If one-half the men now absent [from the army] without leave will return to duty, we can defeat the enemy, Davis assured those present. Let no one despond, he finished. Let none distrust, and remember that if genius is the beautiful, hope is the reality.


The next day Davis traveled to Palmetto, some twenty-five miles southwest of enemy-occupied Atlanta; headquarters for General John B. Hood, commanding the Confederate Army of Tennessee. Hood was a wounded lion if ever there was one. Once a vigorous, vital man, he had been cruelly whittled down by the war, his left arm crippled while leading troops at Gettysburg in July 1863, and his right leg amputated below the thigh from fighting at Chickamauga the following September. A society matron who met him around that time thought he had the [sad] face of an old crusader who believed in his cause, his cross and his crown. It was during Hoods painful recuperation spent in Richmond that he had visited often with Davis. The two found common ground and established a rapport.


In time Davis promoted Hood to lieutenant general* and assigned him to lead a corps in the Army of Tennessee, then commanded by General Joseph E. Johnston. Hoods appointment came in time for the bitter spring campaign of 1864, which began in May. By July Davis was thoroughly fed up with Johnston, who had slowed but not stopped or significantly damaged a much larger Union army pushing south from Chattanooga. Johnston, whose management of the campaign would spawn a rancorous postwar controversy, declined to keep Davis informed of his circumstances or intentions, even as he deftly backpedaled his soldiers to the gates of Atlanta. When Johnston intimated he was prepared to abandon the city to preserve the armys freedom of movement, Davis acted. He removed Johnston from command andto the surprise of manypromoted John Bell Hood to replace him.


Thrust into a high place because he was a fighting general, Hood quickly undertook a series of fierce offensive strikes at the Union forces enfolding Atlanta. None succeeded in halting the Yankee juggernaut, and on the night of September 1 Hood pulled the Army of Tennessee out of the Gate City, which immediately fell to Union forces, accompanied by much fanfare in the North. Hood reassembled what remained of his army at Lovejoys Station, then shifted it to Palmetto, while the Federals rested easy in their freshest conquest. What was to happen next topped the Davis agenda.


The Confederate president had expended considerable political capital in appointing Hood, and the reverses suffered by the Army of Tennessee had become a rallying point for antiadministration factions. In the wake of Atlantas fall there were even calls for Johnstons reinstatement, something that Davis refused to consider. Others suggested one of the Confederacys underemployed heroes, General Pierre Gustave Toutant Beauregard, another on the presidents blacklist. The odds that Davis had come all this way to replace Hood with Beauregard were slim, but the politically canny Confederate leader believed he could exploit the out-of-favor generals prestige without entrusting him with an army.


Hood had a ready explanation for his failure to hold the Gate City. It was, he stated, due to fumbling by some of his key subordinates and a lack of nerve on the part of his soldiers. Just a few weeks before their face-to-face Hood had written Davis that according to all human calculations we should have saved Atlanta had the officers and mendone what was expected of them. Hood singled out one of his corps commanders for most of the blame: Lieutenant General William J. Hardee. Some sixteen years Hoods senior, Hardee possessed impeccable military bona fides, even if his manner was annoyingly distant, patrician, and judgmental. Hardee had already played a significant offstage role in undermining the man who had preceded Johnston in command of the Army of Tennessee, General Braxton Bragg. Yet when Bragg had been reassigned and the position offered to Hardee, he had declined, leaving Davis only the distasteful option of summoning Johnston.


Hardee was no friend of Hood. While he did not question that officers experience or courage, he had serious doubts regarding his ability to effectively manage such an important enterprise. Hood, in turn, suspected that Hardee was deliberately undermining his authority and reveling in his failures. Any ground for compromise had long since eroded, leaving Hood adamant that Hardee had to go. It was into this poisonous atmosphere that Jefferson Davis arrived at 3:30 P.M., September 25. Fittingly, it was raining.


Davis was too good a politician to prematurely reveal his hand. While Hood doubtless used their meeting to continue his tirade against Hardee, Davis made no commitment. What most interested the Confederate president was knowing what Hood intended to do next. The general did have a plan; one that, considering his situation, was about as good as possible. As he was outnumbered by the Union forces in Atlanta by better than two to one, Hoods best chance to do any real damage was to march around to the citys north side to disrupt the enemys attenuated supply line. This would inevitably draw the Federals away from the city to protect the vital rail link with supply depots in Tennessee. Hood would keep his small army just out of reach to seek opportunities to strike at exposed portions of the enemys force, but only when the odds favored him. Even if he could not maneuver the Yankees into such a position, the fact that all the attention was on him meant that the rest of Georgia would be left alone.


Jefferson Davis liked what he heard. Hoods plan offered the glittering (albeit remote) prospect of saving Georgia, protecting the Gulf States, and maintaining the vital supply lines that carried produce and materiel from the Deep South to Virginia. If he succeeded, Hood would blight the fruits of the enemys spring campaign in Georgia, turn Atlantas capture into a hollow victory, and maybejust maybeforce the Union army back toward Tennessee.


Should the enemy forces not play along and instead attempt to thrust forward through Georgia, Hood would be close enough to attack their rear. Add to this their familiarity with the Georgia countryside, the prospect of a general rising of guerrilla forces, and an active Confederate cavalry, and Davis had a not unreasonable hope that retributive justice might overtake the ruthless invader. Hood also offered his resignation, but Davis was sold enough on the plans potential that no change at the top was further considered.


That night the president was serenaded by the 20th Louisiana band, then visited by a crowd of soldiers to whom he made a short but spirited speech, which was well received. The next day, as Hood later recollected, he and Davis rode forth together to the front, with the object of making an informal review of the troops. Some brigades received the president with enthusiasm; others were seemingly dissatisfied and inclined to cry out, Give us General Johnston. Davis also met with the Army of Tennessees principal subordinates, none of whom offered any endorsement for Hood, though only one, Hardee, said a change was needed.


Hardees position came as no surprise to Davis, since he and the punctilious senior officer had already exchanged messages on the subject. It was a source of continuing frustration to Davis that so many of his most experienced leaders would not suppress their self-interest for the good of the cause. I now ask is this a time to weigh professional or personal pride against the needs of the country? Davis pressed Hardee at one point. Hardee never budged from his position that it was necessary for Davis to choose one or the other to lead the Army of Tennessee.


Jefferson Davis left Palmetto on September 27 after authorizing Hood to proceed with his plan unless otherwise instructed, but without a final decision on the Hardee matter. His next destination was the Confederacys first capital, Montgomery, Alabama. The journey gave him time to mull over the problem. He made up his mind when the train reached West Point, where he sent a telegram to Hood reassigning Hardee to take charge of the Department of South Carolina, Georgia and Florida.


By the time he reached the next stop, Opelika, Davis had composed a personal message for Hood. During their face-to-face Davis had reflected on the need to better coordinate the various military assets in the region by appointing someone to oversee operations. Davis, now inclined to proceed with that appointment, was considering General Beauregard for the job. He invited Hood to express his opinion, though he knew from their conversations that the officer would not object.


Davis arrived in Montgomery early on the morning of September 28. This time the citizens had been forewarned so he was formally welcomed and taken to the state capitol, where he addressed the Assembly. The time for action is now at hand, Davis told them. He reiterated the theme that every able-bodied man was needed at the front. He scoffed at any in the crowd who thought it was proper to open negotiations with the North regarding a possible reunification of the states. Victory in the field is the surest element of strength to a peace party, Davis proclaimed. Anyone who felt otherwise, he warned, is on the wrong side of the line of battle.



That night Davis met with another of the key figures responsible for defending the southern Confederacy, Lieutenant General Richard Taylor, who commanded the Department of Alabama, Mississippi and East Louisiana. He was the son of the twelfth U.S. president (Zachary Taylor) and Daviss brother-in-law through the presidents first marriage. The officer was a cold-eyed realist. When the president opened their meeting by citing the excellent reports hed received about the improving morale in Hoods army, the generals reply was blunt. Iwarned him of the danger of listening to narrators who were more disposed to tell him what was agreeable than what was true, Taylor stated.


When Davis spoke of Hoods plan to operate on the Union communication and supply lines in hopes of actually drawing the enemy out of Georgia, Taylor was skeptical. The Federal commander, he noted, had enough troops in his Chattanooga and Nashville garrisons to check any northward movement Hood might undertake, leaving him at Atlanta free to march where he liked. Davis wanted to know how much help Taylor could supply from his department to assist in central Georgias defense. None, Taylor replied. He explained that beside the logistical nightmare of trying to move large bodies of men across the Union-controlled Mississippi River, the fact was that few troops serving on its west side would willingly come east. Taylor did allow that bringing a popular figure like Beauregard into the picture would awaken a certain enthusiasm.


The optimism Davis had allowed himself after meeting with Hood positively wilted under the officers sour barrage. Davis said he was distressed to hear such gloomy sentiments from me, but Taylor saw it as his duty to express my opinions frankly to him. They conferred a while longer before Davis left the next morning on a circuitous rail journey to his next stop, Augusta, Georgia. Taylor saw the president off without any bitterness about the deteriorating situation. I had cut into this game with eyes wide open, he reflected, and felt that in staking life, fortune, and the future of my children, the chances were against success.


The train routing to Augusta brought Davis back through Macon, where General Hardee, now reassigned, boarded on his way to Charleston, South Carolina. There was no enmity between the two, for Daviss decision had brought solace to both men. I can say with certainty that General Hardee was not relieved because of any depreciation of his capacity, his zeal or fidelity, Davis later testified. Hardee, for his part, opined that Hoods plan was the best which can be done, if that does not succeed no other will.


In Augusta, on October 3, Davis met with General Beauregard. The Louisiana-born officer arrived from an inspection tour of South Carolina with a sense that time was running out on his opportunities for redemption. As the commanding officer at Charleston in 1861, he ordered the batteries to fire on Fort Sumter, and later he was the commander in the field for the first Confederate victory at Manassas. Buoyed by the popular acclaim and political support he received, Beauregard publicly attacked the Davis government for its lack of war preparations, an action that resulted in his banishment to a western subcommand.


It was at the battle of Shiloh in April 1862, when the officer leading the Southern forces was killed, that Beauregard took the reins of an operation he had opposed, and withdrew his men from the battlefield. His subsequent abandonment of the strategically important transportation and supply hub at Corinth further tarnished his reputation. (There are those who can only walk a log when it is near the ground, Jefferson Davis scoffed when he learned of Beauregards action, and I fear he has been placed too high for his mental strength.) There followed a series of appointments to military backwaters, culminating in June and July 1864, when he found himself sharing the defense of Petersburg, Virginia, with General Robert E. Lee. Although equal in rank, Lee had the full confidence of Jefferson Davis as well as direct control over most of the troops on the field, leaving Beauregard to play an increasingly unhappy second fiddle. His summons to meet with Davis promised the chance to command in the field with the fate of the Confederacy at stake. Such a destiny mated well with Beauregards romantic soul.


Beauregard opened the meeting by proposing a sweeping reorganization of the South Carolina defensive system, part of which involved promoting a favorite aide two steps in rank to lead it. Davis patiently heard him out before tabling the matter* and moving on to his agenda. He started with an overview of Hoods plan. Daviss enthusiasm for the intended course of action was obvious to Beauregard, who approved the scheme, pronouncing it perfectly feasible,according to the principles of war. Davis now got down to the main point of their meeting. He proposed to create a new military command jurisdiction, to be called the Division of the West, encompassing five states and including the commands of John B. Hood and Richard Taylor (the South Carolina coastal defenses would be added later). He wanted Beauregard to take charge.


Beauregard, who had hoped for command of an army, realized at once that what Davis was offering was essentially an administrative and advisory posting, but he would be on his own stage instead of sharing space with others. He understood that much of the appointment was more symbolic than substantial since, as he later stated, he would be without troops directly under him, with very scanty resources to count upon, andfar worse than allwith a marked feeling of discouragement and distrust growing among the people. Without making any effort to negotiate terms, Beauregard accepted the new position. He recollected that besides promising him the cooperation of the War Department, Davis suggested that his first official act be to meet with Generals Hood and Taylor. However, before Beauregard left to carry out his new duties, Davis needed him for one more event.


Arm in arm with Beauregard and Hardee, Davis addressed a mass gathering in Augusta. He took care to praise both the officers on stage with him; Hardee, the hero of many hard-fought fields, and Beauregard, who goes with a single purposenot to bleed but to conquer. Much of the rest of his speech inspired fear and hope alternately in the hearts of those present. Would you see the fair daughters of the land given over to the brutality of the Yankees? he asked. We are fighting for existence, and by fighting alone can independence be gained. You must consult your hearts, perform more than the law can exact, yield as much as free-men can give, and all will be well, he exhorted. Brave men have done well before against greater odds than ours, and when were men ever braver?*


The return leg of Jefferson Daviss visit to the troubled front was made pleasant by a stop in Columbia, South Carolina, where he stayed with his good friends James and Mary Chesnut. James, a colonel in the Confederate army, had been on Daviss staff for a period. Mary kept an extensive diary that would, in time, become one of the principal windows into life in the South during the Civil War. As Mary remembered it, Davis arrived soon after dawn, and following a hearty breakfast the president tried to relax by sitting out on the Chesnuts piazza. The respite was brief, for some boys recognized him as the manwho looks just like Jeff Davis on a postage stamp. Before long a large crowd had gathered, forcing Davis to retreat into his room. More citizens arrived, and the pressure increased on Davis to say a few words. At 1:00 P.M. he stepped back out on the piazza, which was by now thronged by what Mary recollected as an immense crowd of men, women, and children.


Davis began by praising those present for their steadfastness in the great struggle for the rights of the states and the liberties of the people. Once more he lambasted any talk of conciliation with the North. With an unspoken reference to his replacement of Johnston by Hood, Davis asked, Does any man imagine that we can conquer the Yankees by retreating before them, or do you not all know that the only way to make spaniels civil is to whip them? He returned to one of the core messages of his talks, reiterating that now is the good and accepted time for every man to rally to the standard of his country and crush the invader upon her soil.


Davis spoke movingly of the noble Army of Tennessees imminent return to health. He expressed his great hopes for Hoods operation, which, the president promised his audience, would soon threaten Shermans tenuous supply link between Atlanta and Tennessee. Davis built to an upbeat finish. I believe it is in the power of the men of the Confederacy to plant our banners on the banks of the Ohio [River], he exclaimed, where we shall say to the Yankee, be quiet, or we shall teach you another lesson.


Mrs. Chesnut had a mint julep waiting for the president when he finished his speech. That evening, thanks to the generosity of neighbors, a fine dinner was served, with excellent wine. Long after the guests had dispersed, the dinner settings been cleared, and the president departed to continue his journey back to Richmond, Mrs. Chesnut ruminated on her chat with Custis Lee, a Davis aide. Lee, she wrote, spoke very candidly and told me many a hard truth about the Confederacy and the bad time which was at hand. What he said was not so impressive as the unbroken silence he maintained as to that extraordinary move by which Hood expects to entice[the Federal force at Atlanta] away from us.


The slow ride from Columbia back to Richmond, requiring another three changes of train, provided Davis ample time to reflect on the steps he had taken. All that was within his power to do, he had done. Beauregard, Hood, Taylor, Hardee, Cobball would have important parts to play in the difficult days ahead. If those men had actually listened to his words, they understood that their salvation would not come from without but from within their region. If every man fit to bear arms will place himself in the ranks with those who are already there, Davis had said, we shall not battle in vain, and our achievement will be grand, final and complete. If Hood executed his plan well; if Beauregard could choreograph the resources to meet the threats when they appeared; if Taylor, Hardee, and Cobb understood the need to work together, all would be well.


Not long after he returned to Richmond, Davis reported to the Confederate Congress on the progress of the war. He predicted a new phase of the conflict during which Confederate armies would no longer be tied down defending fixed places like cities, which would free them to maneuver to advantage as Hoods plan allowed. There are no vital points on the preservation of which the continued existence of the Confederacy depends, he told the lawmakers. There is no military success of the enemy which can accomplish its destruction. Not the fall of Richmond, nor Wilmington [, North Carolina;] nor Charleston, nor Savannah, nor Mobile, nor all combined, can save the enemy from the constant and exhaustive drain of blood and treasure which must continue until he shall discover that no peace is attainable unless based on the recognition of our indefeasible rights.













CHAPTER 2


Captive Audiences





A web of iron links bound Atlanta to the Atlantic coast. In prewar times these connections brought prosperity and convenience to those fortunate enough to be located along the right-of-way. Since the war began, those railroad routes marked those same fortunate ones as targets, and what was once a source of pride had become cause for much anxiety. The northern leg of this route to the sea consisted of a track belonging to the Georgia Railroad. It linked Atlanta to Augusta, from which point waterways or other rail connections completed the journey. The southern leg represented two operations: the Macon and Western Railroad hooked Atlanta to Macon, from there the Central of Georgia Railroad completed the circuit through to Savannah.


One of the first stops moving east from Atlanta on the Georgia Railroad was Covington, a gracious village that serviced several nearby plantations. Young Tillie Travis loved her town but despaired over the effect the war was having on it. Because of its proximity to Atlanta, Covington had already endured visits by Union cavalrymen who burned its railroad depot and associated buildings. A number of Covingtons residents had fled since Atlantas fall, so many that Travis observed, Our town looked deserted, indeed. As September passed through October into November, Travis and the other holdouts had grown used to the almost daily rumors that the Yankees are coming! Many of those still in town were in a state of denial because of the constant false alarms. Thinking about those enemy soldiers, Travis noted that we had almost concluded that they would vex us with their presence no more.


A mile and a half from Covington was Oxford, home of one Zora M. Fair, a South Carolina refugee of considerable pluck. Determined to do more for the Confederacy than stoically enduring privations, the young lady stained her skin with walnut juice, frazzled her hair, and went into Atlanta to spy disguised as a Negro girl. Her friends were aghast when they found out about her escapade, but the determined girl returned to set down what she saw and heard in a letter that she sent off to Georgias governor.


Some nine miles east of Covington was the sprawling plantation managed by the widow Burge. Born in Maine as Dolly Sumner Lunt (and a relative of the abolitionist U.S. senator Charles Sumner), Mrs. Burge had followed her sister from Maine to Georgia, taught school, and married a certified Southern gentleman named Thomas Burge. Mr. Burge died in the late 1850s, leaving Dolly with a daughter (Sarah, called Sadai) and the responsibility of running the plantation on her own. She proved adept, both in adjusting her New England morality to embrace slavery and in her careful management of the busy enterprise. Already she had witnessed the sad procession of refugees from Atlanta, as well as suffering visits from Yankee raiders who rustled some of her livestock.


Dolly Burge offered no apologies for keeping slaves. I can see nothing in the scriptures which forbids it, she said. Like many thoughtful owners, she eased any pangs of conscience through benevolent stewardship of her charges. I have never bought or sold slaves and I have tried to make life easy and pleasant to those that have been bequeathed me, she explained. Her biggest worry was the outcome of this terrible war. Shall we be a nation or shall we be annihilated? she wondered.


Pushing east from Covington, the Georgia Railroad passed through the well-appointed town of Madison, where Emma High lived. The natural beauty of the town was a continuing marvel to her. The winter was a mild one and there were roses in bloom, she recalled, rich and beautiful and in great profusion in many of the flower gardens. Madison was, by general consensus, one of the most attractive towns in the state, an appearance that offset its more eccentric residents, such as Edmund B. Walker. Walker believed in being prepared, so he purchased a coffin built exactly to his measure, which he stored in his attic. As the years passed and his waistline expanded, Walker was known to make periodic visits to his final resting place to assure himself that he still fit.


South of the town, in Jasper County, was the Aiken Plantation, run by the owners wife while he was away in the army. Frances B. Aiken was the youngest of the twelve children, all of whom helped their mother manage the operation and watch over the slaves. Later in her long life, Frances never forgot how her mother prepared to deal with any invaders. Her plan was not to spite them but to welcome and charm them, pitting Southern hospitality against Northern aggression. Anyone who knew her mother knew that this was no contest at all.


The Georgia Railroad terminated on the Savannah River at Augusta, one of the Confederacys busiest arsenals. The city leaders had been slow to assess potential Yankee threats, so it wasnt until mid-August that serious work began to erect fortifications around the city. A force of some 500 slaves labored in the summer heat to dig the defensive strong points. The feeling that Georgias fate was not being sufficiently considered in far-off Richmond was shared by many. One Augusta newspaper editorial rhetorically asked the Confederate government whether the State of Georgia is necessary to the achievement of our independence? By mid-September every available slave had been pressed into the job of protecting Augusta, so many in fact that when the posts military commander requested a detail to dig some soldier graves, he was told that no extra hands were available.


The course of the Macon and Western Railroad ran south and then east of Atlanta. The population of Macon, another important location for manufactures and munitions, had swelled with workers and refugees. Among the latter was a family from north Georgia. Rebeca Feltons husband had moved his dependents here early in 1864 to escape the ravages of the Union armys campaign against Atlanta, but then the capture of the Gate City had put Macons future in doubt. It was very astounding to remember all these reverses and yet we were constantly told we would certainly succeed, she recalled in later years, and we clutched at every item of news that indicated a success.


North from Macon about twenty-three miles was Hillsboro, which had already felt the hard hand of war. A column of Union cavalry had paused briefly in the town on a late July raid aimed at freeing Union POWs caged near Macon. Mrs. Tabitha Reese endured the presence of Yankee officers in her parlor, even as their men freely pillaged outside. The whole affair left Mrs. Reeses nerves frayed with what the doctors termed nervous prostration. Her daughter, Louise, dreaded the next visitation, which seemed inevitable. We know what terrible means, she declared. Terrible as an army with banners.


From Macon, the Central of Georgia Railroad looped eastward toward Savannah. A spur at Gordon connected the states capital, Milledgeville, with the circuit. Legislators from around Georgia began trouping toward Milledgeville in late October for the state assemblys annual session, scheduled to convene on November 3. The elected officials faced a wide range of issues, from finance to state defense. Included on the agenda was a bill to amend the states ban on grain-based liquors to allow for the manufacture and consumption of lager beer. Smart money was betting that the bill would pass.


The legislative session opened with a strident message from Governor Joseph E. Brown, who excoriated the Davis administration for failing to prevent Atlantas capture. But the misfortunes following the misguided judgment of our rulers must not have the effect of relaxing our zeal or chilling our love for the cause, Brown proclaimed. He dropped something of a bombshell by proposing a convention of statesSouthern and Northernto consider continuing the war. States can terminate wars by negotiation, Brown insisted.*


Behind all the bold words of the governor and the state legislators was the knowledge that if the Yankee army should target Milledgeville, they would all flee. There were others in the town whose sense of duty chained them to this post. One was Dr. R. J. Massey, responsible for six different wards, something like two hundred sick, wounded and convalescents. Another was Dr. Thomas F. Green, superintendent of the Georgia Lunatic Asylum. His daughter, Anna Maria, was an honor student and a dedicated diarist. Also determined to remain was the Georgia secretary of state, Nathan C. Barnett. Among his responsibilities was the Great Seal of Georgia and all records pertaining to the current legislative session.


Milledgeville boasted more than its share of impressive houses. One was the Orme house, with its distinctive Doric-columned portico. The mansions mistress, Mrs. Richard McAllister Orme, had strong northern roots. Her father, John Adams, was president of the Phillips Academy in Andover, Massachusetts, whose graduates included at least one Union officer in Atlanta. Not far away was the Governors Mansion, patterned after a fourteenth-century Italian villa. Its front door opened into a great hall and a rotunda topped with a gilded dome, all illuminated by crystal chandeliers. One of the states first families preceding Governor Brown included a cat lover in its ranks, who had a pet entrance cut into one of the houses fine carved doors.


The Milledgeville spur threaded northward to terminate at Eatonton, where the wars demands had put women into the working force at the Eatonton Manufacturing Company, which produced a durable heavy cloth called osnaburg as well as pants for soldiers. Other women had formed a Ladies Aid Society whose squads of knitters were urged on with the battle cry, a sock a day. Patriotic pride centered on the 102-foot-high flagpole, whose mastlike look was credited to the retired sea captain who had directed its construction. The captain also raised and lowered the standard each day, carefully handling the emblem that had been hand-sewn by a female resident who had attended the first Confederate Congress just to get the proper specifications.


The Central of Georgia continued its eastward wandering, passing through the town of Millen, where another spur shunted off the main trunk line, this one making possible one of the Confederacys newest and largest prisoner enclosures. Camp Lawton, as it was called, came into being as a way of relieving the overcrowding and suffering at Camp Sumter (also known as Andersonville), south of Atlanta, which had been in operation since late February. With losses reaching toward one hundred a day from disease, starvation, and violence, a decision was made in July to build another prison. A site was found five miles north of Millen blessed with a good supply of fresh water, high ground for guard stations, and easy access to the railroad spur. Construction on Camp Lawton began in late July, and the first Union prisoners reached the stockade in mid-October as Hoods planned move forced Camp Sumters temporary closure.


Reaction by the POWs to the new, still incomplete facility was mixed. An Ohio artilleryman swore that there was little improvement over Andersonville, while an infantryman from Illinois found the new location to be much more pleasant than Camp Sumter. Disease and starvation together are decimating us daily, recorded another Federal captive, and the average deaths are twenty to thirty-five per day. There were regular visits from Confederate officials anxious to recruit disaffected Yankees into their ranks. These galvanized Rebels,* as they were called, were promised better fare and treatment, benefits that a few found irresistible. Let us not judge them too harshly, noted a captive who did not sign up, remembering how sorely they were tempted. Confederate officials hoped that Camp Lawton was secluded enough to be secure from enemy raiders, even though the nearby railroad marked it clearly on Union maps.


Farther north along the Millen spur was Waynesboro, near which a visitor would find the Carswell house, known as Bellevue. Mrs. Carswell, the former Sarah Ann Devine, was a New Englander who loved to tend her garden. Her special pride was the rosebush that ran along the side of the house. There is no evidence that Mr. Carswell, a lawyer and judge, ever gave much thought to his wifes horticultural passion, but in the not very distant future that rosebush would come to mean life itself.


Seventeen miles outside Savannah, young Jennie Ihly was boarding with her grandparents, who lived near one of the main roads leading into the port city. Writing years later, Jennie described herself then as a merry hearted girl, little dreaming of the realities of war, for to me it sounded like a fairy tale as I heard it discussed by the people of matured years. Lying between this household and Savannah was a belt of tidal marshes that had been cultivated for rice and sea island cotton. Working the rice fields was difficult, dangerous labor, and slave mortality was high.


The Central of Georgia Railroad terminated at Savannah, a town renowned for the public greens that checkerboarded its central district, crowned by the twenty-acre Forsyth Park. Shortly before the war Savannah played host to the English writer William Thackeray, who described it as a tranquil old city, wide streeted, tree shrouded. Although the heaviest ground fighting in Georgia was well off to the west, Savannahs residents had constant reminders of the turbulence just over the horizon. Refugees were a common sight, as were the temporary holding pens that sprang up to accommodate transiting enemy prisoners. To one observer the Yankees, many from Andersonville, were altogether the most squalid gathering of humanity it has ever been my lot to look upon.


Savannah was a once-bustling seaport whose business had been dramatically curtailed by a Federal naval cordon to the occasional bold blockade runner.* Among those hurt by the loss of trade was Octavus Cohen, a merchant and cotton exporter. His twenty-four-year-old daughter, Fanny, would soon be moved by events to step from the shadows of anonymity by keeping a journal of the happenings in her city. Another daughter who would leave a record of this time was Frances Thomas Howard, whose father helped man Savannahs defenses. A resident who feared the changes that were coming was Caro Lamar, who managed her household in the absence of her husband. She was especially suspicious of one of the familys slaves, William, who she worried would betray them at the first opportunity.


William became one of the few named members of a largely invisible community within the territory defined by the three railroads. Something around 150,000 African-Americans lived and labored on the plantations and in the households of the region. Theirs was a society kept in place by coercion and bound together by a diverse range of personal responses to their plight. Some slaves were docilebroken in spirit and resigned to their fatewhile others actively fought their status with force and guile. In between these extremes was the majoritybound to the land because of extended family, or force of habit, or anxiety over dramatic change, or even a sense of obligation to their owners.


Some lived lives of punishment and fear. The slaves working on the Farrar farm, six miles outside Eatonton, endured a hellish existence punctuated with floggings and tortures designed to increase the pain. They reserved a special hatred for the big red hound owned by Farrars neighbor that was used to hunt down escaped blacks. A sentiment shared but never spoken out loud was one of vengeance against the damned dog.



The touchstone for all Georgia slaves was freedom. This desperate longing was something they could never admit or show to the whites who controlled their lives, but which they would not deny among themselves. The social observer and landscape architect Frederick Law Olmsted traveled through Georgia in the years before the Civil War. Talking to a slave, Olmsted related that he had been given to understand from the whites he had met that blacks did not want to be free. His only answer, noted Olmsted, was a short, contemptuous laugh. According to George Womble, a slave on a plantation near Clinton, a common saying among the blacks was, I know that some day well be free and if we die before that time our children will live to see it.


The outbreak of the Civil War had greatly weakened the forces controlling slave life in Georgia. While whites often thought of their slaves as childlike, they also feared them. Many of the white men who had managed the black labor force and policed the coercive laws that kept them in their places had been called up for military service, leaving wives, mothers, and elders to maintain the social order. Propaganda replaced brute force as the slaves were told tales of the ill treatment they could expect in Yankee hands. In some cases the stories were embellished to a degree that verged on absurdity. A widow living near Lithonia told her slaves that the Federals shot, burned and drowned negroes, old and young, drove men into houses and burned them. Most blacks saw through the subterfuge. Said one, as recorded in dialect by a white Union officer, Massa hates de Yankees, and hes no frenter we; so we am de Yankee bis frens.


This was the double edge of the slave system. On the one hand it provided a vast pool of unpaid labor to handle the crops or construct fortifications. On the other it represented an elemental force that threatened to burst free at the first provocation. A young boy living near Eatonton had experienced enough about life to recognize the fear. The whites who were left at home knew it was in the power of the negroes to rise and in one night sweep the strength and substance of the Confederacy from the face of the earth, remembered future writer Joel Chandler Harris. Some of the more ignorant whites lived in constant terror.


Many slaves were ready for liberation and awaited only the opportunity to manifest itself. By most measures, thirty-five-year-old Willis Bennefield was a privileged servant. He belonged to a doctor with a plantation just outside Waynesboro who used Willis to chauffeur for him on his calls. As a boy Willis had accompanied the doctors sons to school and waited for them on the outside steps. I got way up de alphabet by listening, he recollected many years later. Among his happier memories of those times was going to church. We had dances, and prayers, and singing, too, he stated. We sang a song, On Jordans stormy banks I stand, and cast a wishful eye.












CHAPTER 3


The Stormbringer





William Tecumseh Sherman lived with a ghost. It was the spirit of his first son, William Jr., who had been the receptacle for every hope and aspiration of his inordinately proud father. You must continue to write me and tell me everythinghow tall in feet and incheshow heavycan you ride and swimhow many feet and inches you can jump. Everything, wrote Sherman in early 1863. His desire to be with his wife and oldest boy was so powerful that he arranged for them to join him near Vicksburg during a rare slow period in the western war. Little Willy (he was just nine) showed his winning ways by becoming an honorary sergeant in one of his fathers regiments. Then tragedy struck. Willy grew ill, an army surgeon diagnosed typhoid, and the failing child was rushed to Memphis, where specialists informed Sherman the case was hopeless. The beloved boy departed this world on the afternoon of October 3, 1863.


To his great friend and mentor, Ulysses S. Grant, Sherman revealed that this is the only death I have ever had in my family and falling as it has so suddenly and unexpectedly on the one I most prised on earth has affected me more than any other misfortune could. Sherman knew who to blame. Why, oh why, should that child be taken from us, leaving us full of trembling and reproaches? Though I know we did all human beings could do to arrest the ebbing tide of life, still I will always deplore my want of judgment in taking my family to so fatal a climate at so critical a period of life. To his wife he also confessed that sleeping, waking, everywhere I see poor Willy. His face and form are as deeply imprinted on my memory as were deep-seated the hopes I had in his future. Yet out of this great loss was forged a grim determination. On, on I must go till I meet a soldiers fate, or see my country risetill its flag is adored by ourselves and all the powers of the earth, he vowed.


The emotional blow of Willys death would be followed in slightly more than a year by professional triumphs that would make Sherman one of the Norths most celebrated military heroes. It was typical of a life charted in great lows and grand highs, and of a serpentine personal odyssey that carried Sherman from an intense contemplation of suicide to the stern rejection of influential friends bearing presidential aspirations. While Sherman would later protest that it was the powerful flux of national events that caused him to be forced into prominence, he nevertheless relished the spotlight. He was a private man who wielded the written word in public forums like a rapier. He dedicated his lifes energies to protecting the uniquely American democracy, but his vision of this blessed society also embraced racial bias as part of the natural order of things as well as pragmatic limits to some freedoms. He was a person of profound ethical and spiritual contradictions, and possessed of many faces. Speaking to a gathering of veterans in 1866, Sherman revealed, I am full of passion and sometimes act wildly.


William Tecumseh Sherman (the middle name was his fathers homage to the Shawnee warrior chief) was born in Lancaster, Ohio, in 1820. His father died when he was nine, forcing his financially pressed mother to scatter her children out to relatives and friends for upbringing. Young William became surrogate son to Thomas Ewing, a politician with enough clout to have the boy admitted to West Point, where he graduated sixth in the class of 1840. Sherman knocked around in military assignments for thirteen years (he was posted to California during the Mexican-American War) before trying and failing in a banking career. Subsequent efforts to succeed in law and real estate went bust as well. I would feel rejoiced to hide myself in any obscure corner, he told a friend. On another low occasion he anguished, I look on myself as a dead cock in the pit and will take the chances as they come. At last Sherman found a job that suited his talents, that of superintendent of the Louisiana Military Seminary in Alexandria. He took the position in 1859.


Events beyond the seminarys walls cut short the superintendents tenure. On January 26, 1861, Louisiana joined five other states in declaring itself independent of the United States. Sherman remained at his post for one more month (to collect his last paycheck) and then went north. (But not before warning his colleagues, You are rushing into war with one of the most powerful, ingeniously mechanical and determined people on earth.) Following a brief stint as president of a Saint Louis streetcar company, he rejoined the army bearing the rank of colonel, commanding a regiment of U.S. regulars. After a good showing in a badly managed battle at Bull Run, Sherman was made second in command in Kentucky, an assignment which soon became first in command once his superior abruptly stepped down. It was a disastrous promotion.


Kentucky was a volatile border state, with passions running high on both sides. Sherman had yet to find his equipoisethe balancing point where training and personality merge into a self-confident leader. He reacted badly to the pressures, made some unwise public statements, and came near enough to a breakdown that several newspapers labeled him insane. He was bounced from Kentucky to Missouri, then sent home to rest. It seemed that his return to the army would be chalked up as another failure in his life.


His wife (Thomas Ewings daughter) used all the family leverage she could muster to have Sherman returned to a field command. He led a division at the battle of Shiloh, where he served under U. S. Grant, a man he greatly admired. The two became an effective team through the Vicksburg and Chattanooga campaigns, victories that propelled both men into the national spotlight. When Grant was brought east in early 1864 to command all Union armies in the war effort, Sherman was given responsibility for the key operation in the west.


Outwardly, the man accepting these important new duties looked nothing like a warrior-chief. Sherman, recollected one of his soldiers, usually wore very common looking clothes. He generally looked like some old farmer; his hat all slouched down and an old brown overcoat. Yet those with the perception to look beyond external appearances saw a man prepared to wage relentless warfare. With his large frame, tall, gaunt form, restless hazel eyes, aquiline nose, bronzed face, and crisp beard, wrote one of Grants aides, he looked the picture of grim-visaged war.


Sherman was in perpetual motion. He is a very nervous man and cant keep still a moment, a soldier observed. Even while he was continuing an unbroken discussion of the war situation with Grants aide, Sherman constantly fidgeted. He twice rose from his chair, and sat down again, twisted the newspaper into every conceivable shape, and from time to time drew first one foot and then the other out of its slipper and followed up the movement by shoving out his leg so that the foot could recapture the slipper and thrust itself into it again. Shermans way of talking at such times was stream-of-consciousness. Bold ideas couched in epigrammatic phrases were rattled off with the hammering intensity of a Gatling gun. Shermans explanation: Im too red-haired to be patient.


To the casual observer, his quick and nervous manner, the flash of his eagle eye, the brusque command, might give token of hasty conclusions, of disregard of details, of eager, and impatient habits of thought, added a member of Shermans staff. There could be no greater error. Nothing was more characteristic of his plans, nothing more noteworthy in the general orders which outlined their execution, than the marvelous foresight, itself the fruit of patient thought, which included and took into account each probable contingency, each necessary detail, every other being brushed aside as an encumbrance.


It wasnt luck that brought Sherman to the mountaintop, though luck had played its part in his journey. Shermans success began with a solid foundation in the military arts. Sherman was the professional and practical soldier, wrote one admirer. He studied topography, knew roads, mastered the details of a campaign in advance as no other general did. The smallest matters received his attention, and no aspect of a planned campaign, however trivial, escaped his attention. His men respected his thoroughness, something Sherman used to his advantage. Without being aware of it, I seem to possess a knowledge into men & things, of rivers, roads, capacity of trains, wagons, etc., that no one near me professes to have, he noted. All naturally & by habit come to me for orders and instructions.


By the latter part of the war Sherman exuded leadership. Gen. Sherman is the ablest General in the United States Service I believe, declared a Pennsylvania soldier. Every man under Sherman has the greatest confidence in him, seconded a New Yorker, and make up their minds that when he strikes it is sure death to all rebs within his range. To this a Minnesota artilleryman added, we felt as though Sherman could be trusted in every time of trial. Speaking with a civilian clergyman, Sherman confided his secret. The true way to be popular with troops is not to be free and familiar with them, but to make them believe you know more than they do. My men believe I know everything; they are much mistaken, but it gives them confidence in me.


Largely because of his West Point training, Sherman (as did most of his peers) believed that order could be imposed on the chaos of war. War is the conflict of arms between people for some real or fancied object, he wrote. It has existed from the beginning. The Bible is full of it. Homer immortalized the siege and destruction of Troy. Grecian, Roman, and European history is chiefly made up of wars and the deeds of soldiers; out of their experience arose certain rules, certain principles, which made the art of war as practiced by Alexander, by Caesar, by Gustavus Adolphus, and by Frederick the Great. These principles are as true as the multiplication table, the law of gravitation, of virtual velocities, or of any other invariable rule of natural philosophy. Late in the conflict Sherman ended a debate with a Rebel general regarding his interpretation of the laws of war with the exhortation: See the books.


When the Civil War began, Sherman tried to apply the rules he had been taught. He railed against soldiers under his command who preyed on civilian populations. No goths or vandals ever had less respect for the lives and property of friends and foes, he fumed at one point. Even in 1862 Sherman was complaining to his superiors that too much looseness exists on the subject of foraging. By 1863 Sherman found himself forced to reexamine his convictions. He was an eminently rational being (My idea of God is that he has given man reason, and he has no right to disregard it, he said). Too much of what Sherman had observed in the war up to that point did not fit the rules as he had learned them. Too many lines were being blurred, especially regarding civilians and the war. The labor of Southern farmers fed Southern armies, the eyes of Southern civilians informed Southern strategy, the actions of Southern civilians fighting as guerrillas made them a foe almost impossible to confront in any conventional manner.



Shermans battlefield successes and increasing national prominence gave him the confidence to analyze the problem and provided the authority to act on his conclusions. His response was not to discard the rules of war, but to imbue them with a great elasticity. [The] northern people have to unlearn all their experience of the past thirty years and be born again before they will see the truth, he wrote. Almost every military action Sherman took after 1862 would be justified in reference to the rules of war, but what some of his equally well-schooled opponents never understood was that these were Shermans rules of war.


Sherman was an adept problem solver thanks to the way he approached matters. From the data and assumptions before him he would select those that fitted best with his sense of what was right, endow those conclusions with the qualities of absolute fact, and act upon themseldom, if ever, reconsidering the matter. The driving and defining force behind everything he did was his personal faith, a highly individualized amalgam of patriotism and national destiny. He believed that the United States, in the years just prior to the commencement of the war, had achieved a divine balance. The nation, as Sherman later wrote, had prospered beyond precedence, and its citizens realized perfectly the advantages they possessed over the inhabitants of other lands. GodShermans, that isintended the United States for a long and prosperous nation[al] life, & not for destruction in the bloom of its youth.


By the tenets of his faith, the South had forfeited any consideration for a gentle application of the rules of war. On earth, as in heaven, man must submit to an arbiter, Sherman wrote, as if penning a prayer. He must not throw off his allegiance to his government or his God without just reason and cause. The South had no cause. Shermans cold reasoning led him inexorably forward. Satan and the rebellious saints of Heaven, he continued, were allowed a continuous existence in hell merely to swell their just punishment. To such as would rebel against a Government so mild and just as ours was in peace, a punishment equally would not be unjust. Some twenty-three years after the fighting had ended, Sherman would still insist: We veterans believe that in 18615 we fought a holy war, with absolute right on our side, with pure patriotism, with reasonable skill, and that we achieved a result which enabled the United States of America to resume her glorious career in the interest of all mankind, after an interruption of four years by as needless a war as ever afflicted a people.


In applying his rules of war to the rebellious South, Sherman used a number of refining corollaries. He believed very much in collective responsibility. If a band of irregulars ambushed some of his transports from the riverbank, then everyone within an area along the waterway who could have known about the action were coconspirators. His instructions in such cases were that army commanders should order and enforce a devastation more or less relentless, according to the measure of such hostility. To take the issue to a larger scale, until the people of the South demanded that their leaders stop the war, they were a part of the equation that kept the war going. Even yet, my heart bleeds when I see the carnage of battle, the desolation of homes, the bitter anguish of families; Sherman wrote, but the very moment the men of the South say that instead of appealing to war they should have appealed to reason, to our Congress, to our courts, to religion, and to the experience of history, then will I say peace, peace.


Sherman reserved a special hatred for the Southern intelligentsia who had been seduced by the hollow god of secession. Of one such man, Sherman wrote that he was endowed with intellect, wealth, power and experienceHe chose war, and for him I have no mercy. He should drink the cup of poisoned venom to its bitterest dregs. Speaking of this leadership class to his wife, Sherman was no less vengeful. We must Kill those three hundred thousand I have told you of so often, and the further they run the harder for us to get them.


Another corollary was the supremacy of law as an antidote to the progressive fragmentation of civil society. The law is or should be our king; we should obey it, not because it meets our approval but because it is the law and because obedience in some shape is necessary in every system of civilized government. For years this tendency to anarchy had gone on till now every state and county and townmakes and enforces the local prejudices as the law of the land. This is the real trouble, it is not slavery, it is the democratic spirit which substitutes mere opinions for law. The end game here was chaos. If the United States submits to a division now, Sherman warned, it will not stop, but will go on till we reap the fate of Mexico, which is eternal war.


Speaking to a trusted aide, Sherman made it plain that the war is on our part a war against anarchy. God, Sherman was certain, simply wouldnt allow this fair land and this Brave People to slide into the abyss of social chaos. On another occasion he declared himself the sworn enemy of mobs, vigilance Committees and all the other phases of sedition and anarchy which have threatened and still endanger the Country which our Children must inherit. Such havoc challenged the natural order of leadership that was part and parcel of Shermans idealized society. The war, he told a clergyman in 1864, is intensifying the greatest fault and danger in our social system. It daily increases the influences of the masses, already too great for safety. The man of intelligence and education is depressed in value far below the man of mere physical strength. These common soldiers will feel their value and seek to control affairs hereafter to the prejudice of the intelligent classes.


The great and important objects of the war that was being waged, Sherman believed, were order and peace. Those goals were so important that anything impeding their most efficient and rapid prosecution was subject to serious scrutiny and even suppression. That included the fourth estate. A free press, Sherman snapped, rarely comprehended the necessities of battle. He was convinced that while Southern newspapers were kept on a tight leash, those in the North operated without controls, irresponsibly providing the enemy with accurate strength estimates and often informed speculation concerning future movements.


I say with the press unfettered as now we are defeated to the end of time, Sherman grumbled. He issued orders promising arrest as a spy for any reporter whose coverage might reach the enemy, giving them information, aid, and comfort. When the newspapers pushed back, Sherman dug in his heels. If the press can govern the country, let them fight the battles, he declared. I am no enemy to freedom of thought, freedom of press and speech, he insisted, but in all controversies there is a time when discussion must cease and action begin. Sherman was eager to use his newfound popularity to take the lead on limiting press access to events under his control. As the press has now more power than the Congress that makes our laws, he declared, and it is probable it will produce the result which history demonstrates in other singular cases that the people will discover that it is better to curtail the liberty of the press as well as the liberty of speech.


The fact that the future status of African-Americans had been brought to the fore by the war annoyed Sherman to no end. I would prefer to have this a white mans war and provide for the negroes after the time has passed, he told his wife in 1863, not long after the Lincoln administration issued the Emancipation Proclamation. With my opinion of negroes and my experience, yea prejudice, I cannot trust them yet. Shermans bias placed him squarely at odds with his president and his superior officer on this issue, and he did everything within his power to impede efforts by Lincoln and Grant to recruit black soldiers within his command area. I have had the question put to me often: Is not a negro as good as a white man to stop a bullet? Yes; and a sand-bag is better; but can a negroimprovise roads, bridges, sorties, flank movements, etc., like the white man? I say no. Summing it up, he told a southerner and former acquaintance, I care not a straw for niggers.


Sherman believed that the hard war he advocated and practiced would have no lasting repercussions. Its essence, he explained, was which party can whip. Its as simple as the schoolboys fight, and when one or the other party gives in, we will be the better friend. To others protesting his stern policies, Sherman promised, When peace does come, you may call on me for any thing. Then will I share with you the last cracker, and watch with you to shield your homes and families against danger from every quarter.


Sherman was a man of destiny who was very aware of the fact. My children and childrens children will now associate my name with their Countrys History, he bragged in 1863. A year later he remarked: I do think that in the Several Great Epochs of this war my name will bear a prominent part. If I have attained any fame it is pure and unalloyed by the taint of parasitic flattery and the result is to you and the children more agreeable, he assured his wife, for it will go to your and their benefit more than all the surface flattery of all the newspaper men of the country. To his surviving son, Sherman said, People write to me that I am now a Great General, and if I were to come home they would gather round me in crowds & play music and all such things. That is what people call fame & Glory.


It was Shermans anointed task to join the great material and human resources of the North with a winning plan driven by his determination to succeed. A recurring metaphor in Shermans writings likens war to a great storm, and while he may have had the skill and knowledge to generate the tempest, his mastery of it was far from complete. You might as well appeal against the thunderstorm as against these terrible hardships of war, he said to the mayor of Atlanta. We have accepted the issue [of war] and it must be fought out, he told another Southern official. You might as well reason with a thunderstorm. Lecturing a former friend who had sided with the South and who had protested Shermans policies, he said, Talk it over with your neighbors, and ask yourselves if, in your trials and tribulations, you have suffered more from the Union soldiery than you would had you built your barn where the lightning was sure to burn or tear it down. To make war, he cautioned in early 1864, we must and will harden our hearts. Therefore when preachers clamor and sanitaries* wail dont join in, but know that war, like the thunderbolt, follows its laws and turns not aside even if the beautiful, the virtuous and charitable stand in its path.
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