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“Like Ol’ Man River,” the distinguished Civil War historian Peter J. Parish wrote in 1998, “Civil War historiography just keeps rolling along. It changes course occasionally, leaving behind bayous of stagnant argument, while it carves out new lines of inquiry and debate.”

Since Confederate General Robert E. Lee’s men stacked their guns at Appomattox Court House in April 1865, historians and partisans have been fighting a war of words over the causes, battles, results, and broad meaning of the internecine conflict that cost more than 620,000 American lives. Writers have contributed between 50,000 and 60,000 books and pamphlets on the topic. Viewed in terms of defining American freedom and nationalism, Western expansion and economic development, the Civil War quite literally launched modern America. “The Civil War,” Kentucky poet, novelist, and literary critic Robert Penn Warren explained, “is for the American imagination, the great single event of our history. Without too much wrenching, it may, in fact, be said to be American history.”

The books in Praeger’s Reflections on the Civil War Era series examine pivotal aspects of the American Civil War. Topics range from examinations of military campaigns and local conditions to analyses of institutional, intellectual, and social history. Questions of class, gender, and race run through each volume in the series. Authors, veteran experts in their respective fields, provide concise, informed, readable syntheses—fresh looks at familiar topics with new source material and original arguments.

“Like all great conflicts,” Parish noted in 1999, “the American Civil War reflected the society and the age in which it was fought.” Books in Reflections on the Civil War Era interpret the war as a salient event in the hammering out and understanding of American identity before, during, and after the secession crisis of 1860–1861. Readers will find the volumes valuable guides as they chart the troubled waters of mid-nineteenth-century American life.

 

John David Smith

Charles H. Stone Distinguished Professor of American History

The University of North Carolina at Charlotte
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In July 1865, Wilbur Fisk, a veteran of America’s Civil War, returned to his Turnbridge, Vermont, home after serving in the U.S. volunteer army since the summer of 1861. It struck the twenty-six-year-old former farm hand, mill worker, and teacher how this once familiar place had become something different during the time he and his comrades had been away.1 “There have been changes in our ranks since their organization four long years ago,” he remarked referring to his regiment, “and so, too, we find among these hills and valleys great changes have occurred among the inhabitants with whom we used to delight to mingle.” Neighbors had moved away to new places. His parents were not there to greet him having “followed two of their dear children to the grave, while their soldier son still lives.” The situation forced him to reflect upon the impermanence of the world around him even beyond the battlefield. “Here are the same hills and the same fields that we saw then,” he wistfully pondered, “but they have passed into other hands, and somehow there seems a loneliness in contemplating them, which forces the impression that this world cannot be man’s abiding place.” The return also had an unreal quality for Fisk, who along with so many of his comrades-in-arms had spent many a spare moment contemplating their past and future civilian lives. “We have seen home so often like a fairy vision in our imaginings and dreams, and so often have wondered whether, in the good Providence of God, we should be permitted to return and find it as we left it,” he recollected, “that now the ideal is realized it almost seems as if we were dreaming still.”2

If his Vermont home had changed, so, too, had Fisk. For one thing, the bachelor volunteer returned home a married veteran, the consequence of an unauthorized leave he took to woo and marry Angelina Drew, a neighboring farmer’s daughter who at the time was working in a Massachusetts mill. That marriage might have symbolized Fisk’s growth from a youth to a man, but it certainly spoke to Fisk’s optimistic view of the future’s possibilities even as the war had raged on around him. What was clear about Fisk’s present was that he was no longer the green recruit who had joined the Second Vermont Volunteers at the outset of the war eager to avenge the disaster at the first Battle of Bull Run. “A lifetime of experience has been crowded into this fierce war,” he admitted, and no doubt he had witnessed things he never could have imagined before he had left his home.3

After visiting a portion of the battlefield at Spotsylvania Court House in May 1864, for example, he confessed to the home folks through one of his many letters to Montpelier’s The Green Mountain Freeman that he had never seen anything so horrible. “Our men lay piled one [on] top of another, nearly all shot through the head,” he wrote. Rebels, he continued, lay on the ground “four or five deep.” So shocking was the scene that the Vermonter “turned away from that place, glad to escape from such a terrible, sickening site.” Fisk and his comrades had encountered death before the war, but this was not the same kind of dying. “I have sometimes hoped, that if I must die while I am a soldier, I should prefer to die on the battle-field,” he wrote at the time, “but after looking at such a scene, One cannot help turning away and saying, Any death but that.”4

In the process of becoming a veteran soldier, Fisk took on a new kind of “hard life” that limited his personal freedom as he submitted to military discipline. “[A] man to become a soldier must lay aside almost everything that makes life worth the having,” he explained. Furthermore, “All the tender endearments of home, and all the refining influence of a good society are almost wholly sacrificed for the time being, or most certainly a man gets a miserably poor return for these, when he becomes a soldier.” No wonder he now felt “as if I had been through a long dark tunnel, and had just got into daylight once more.” He had lived through a dangerous adventure and had learned something about his fellow man. He had helped to preserve the Constitution and contributed to ridding the land of slavery. But he would never willingly rejoin the army unless the nation once again came under threat. He was now a “free citizen.”5 Still, the circumstances of Fisk’s irregular matrimonial leave—a leave taken rather than requested—seemed to indicate that he had never completely gave up the notion of being that “free citizen.”

In the summer of 1865, Fisk placed the discipline of war behind him. The Vermonter now concentrated on building a normal life. He moved to Kansas. He farmed. He found religion and a calling to the ministry. He relocated again, this time settling in Minnesota. There he shepherded his flock, participated in the great Northern veterans’ association, the Grand Army of the Republic, and found his final resting place. The war had not made him shy of adventure and breaking from the ordinary routine of life he traveled to distant places before he passed away in 1914.

Fisk’s experiences during and after the war were not unusual. Certainly, the writings he left behind mark him as an intelligent, observant, and articulate man. Furthermore, his postwar days suggest that he was a confident man of resilient character with clear purpose who grew with his life experiences. He could not have spent decades successfully preaching to his congregation or making speeches about the war to his comrades if it had been otherwise. Other veterans of the armies of the United States and of the Confederate States would have understood this man. They shared at least his broader ambitions, with many of them succeeding as happily as had Fisk. These soldiers, many who had grown to manhood in their armies, for the most part re-entered civilian life eager to make something of themselves. Men of lesser ambition or little luck at the least hoped to get by with what they would have called a competence. Along the way they either enjoyed or endured with their neighbors the larger economic, social, and political trends sweeping across the landscape of late nineteenth-century America.

The postwar lives of veterans such as Fisk reveal how successfully they recovered from the violence of battle and the routines of camp life. Of course, some veterans never moved beyond their military experiences because they could not escape from their physical or psychological wounds. Many of the men troubled by mental illness either caused or aggravated by their service in some way never were able to return to their lives as productive citizens. Admittedly, even for the men who were able to resume normal lives, the war was never far behind in their past. Years after the peace, Ohioan James A. Garfield told a friend that his responsibility as a Union officer in unleashing death in 1862 at the Battle of Middle Creek, Kentucky, a minor affair as far as Civil War battles went, left him feeling as if “something went out of him … that never came back; the sense of the sacredness of life and the impossibility of destroying it.”6

For most veterans, however, their service had meaning, thus making it honorable and its memory, if not glorious, at least bearable. As time moved veterans beyond the war, the soldiers’ harshest memories found a place in the background of their lives as the present demanded their full attention. In the case of Connecticut surgeon Myron Robinson, the sick soldiers at Hillhouse Hospital in Wilmington, North Carolina, required his medical skills during the last days of the doctor’s service. His work gave him a sense that he was succeeding in his fight against illness, which had a positive emotional influence on him; so, too, did his busy preparations for his return home. “The terrors of the war began to fade from me,” he later recalled, adding “(and from my dreams).”7 Indeed, as the decades passed, William McKinley, former enlisted man as well as officer, warned other veterans not to let time place too rosy a glow on the military adventures of their youth.8

Veterans North and South follows the experiences of these men from the war’s end through their journeys home. It explores their fears about resuming the role of citizen and especially their worries about postwar economic prospects and family life. Most of these veterans accepted the challenges of peace and began to rebuild their lives as soon as they took off their uniforms. Few had much choice in the matter especially in the ruined Confederate states. Civilians might have initially worried about how their veterans would reintegrated themselves into postwar society, at times with reason, but they quickly came to honor them, first by celebrating their return, then by deferring to their leadership, and later by memorializing their exploits. Veterans might have complained about niggardly Federal and state governments that failed to present them with sufficient pension support or groused about the wartime stay-at-homes and profiteers who accused the “soldier with his crippled limbs and rheumatic body” of pension fraud.9 Such anger at public officials or hypocritical civilians might cause a diminution in the heart of the veteran of “affection for a state that neglects and suffers him to be insulted.”10 However, such complaints did not necessarily mean that the disgruntled men were uniformly alienated from family and community as a result of their service. On the contrary, veterans upon their return home reestablished old familial relationships and developed new ones, adding serious purpose to their renewed civilian lives. They also engaged on several fronts in the postwar economy as they tried their best to support themselves and their families.

Along the way, some veterans came to understand that the ideals that had sent them to war or that they had learned while in uniform demanded further attention. This group of men continued in their work during the years immediately after the surrender of the Confederate armies, either trying to make sure that they secured the fruits of the Federal victory or attempting to alter the outcome of the war and regain control of their Southern communities, reestablishing white supremacy in the process. Bloodshed spilled over into those postwar years as men fought over the direction of Reconstruction because they cared about the war’s consequences. In the end, however, erstwhile Confederates took charge of their states, much to the disadvantage of black veterans who still shared that Southern land. Many Northern veterans, some who had witnessed the Confederate resurgence even as they remained on duty during the summer and fall of 1865 or later as they toiled in the South as planters and politicians, unhappily watched their government yield to Southern redemption.

As veterans moved through the latter part of the nineteenth century, they remembered their wartime sacrifices to be noble and worthwhile. Consequently, they could not relinquish the moral high ground to their enemies without diminishing the value of their own experiences or retreating in some way from the noble efforts of their youth. They could accept a political reunion. They might be able to meet their former enemies in peaceful circumstances. But they could not yield the telling of the war’s stories to them lest they obscure what each side considered to be the truth. Emotionally, they still found self-worth in what they had done and even as most of them became good members of their communities they understood that their war had given their lives special meaning. Thus old soldiers in memoirs and histories, through the activities of veterans’ organizations, and in communal memorial celebrations still found outlets for their patriotism as they fought new battles to control the memory of the war.

The purpose of the present volume is to try to understand these men and their readjustment to postwar lives. It makes no claim to be an exhaustive review of all aspects of nineteenth-century life or even of all of the activities of the veterans, especially because it focuses on army veterans, a population that numerically far exceeds that of its naval counterpart. Rather it delves into the personal stories of the men who had gone to war, stories that illustrate the transitions of the veterans from military to civilian life. These boys and men had endured much and exhibited extraordinary resilience after facing the reality of their own mortality. They had done big things in great battles that made them different from other men who had not known war firsthand. But far from living lives apart from their communities, they returned home to become vital members of the world that followed the war sometimes shaping it in ways that lasted beyond their own life times. They accepted their responsibilities to their families, communities, and states, and honored their old causes in ways that allowed most of them to make their individual transitions with a surprising degree of success.

A Note on Posttraumatic Stress Disorder and Civil War Veterans

There certainly were veterans who never fully recovered from their horrible war experiences. Civil War historians have begun to explore the impact that military service had on the mental health of these men.11 This work remains stimulating and important for the way that it raises awareness of the need for historians to pay attention to the fragility of Civil War veterans even as those men assumed the stature of heroes within their communities and our historic memories. Civil War historians, however, should approach the subject with caution and modesty. Psychological and physiological research now beyond the expertise of most historians might very well complicate how scholars judge and assess Civil War trauma.

Recent veterans, for example, might display symptoms resulting from “moral injury,” which is, as author David Wood describes it, “the pain that results from damage to a person’s moral foundations.” Wood makes a distinction between posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and moral injury, even if they share overlapping symptoms and even if government officials do not yet recognize moral injury as a distinct kind of combat trauma, by noting, “In contrast to Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, which springs from fear, moral injury is a violation of what each of us considers right or wrong.” It is, he writes, “a bruise on the soul, akin to grief or sorrow, with lasting impact on individuals and on their families.” Thus, surviving war brings a segment of modern veterans sorrow not joy, their good fortune muted by the memories of comrades who did not come home whole or return home at all. Or men and women endure the feeling of guilt caused by actions they had performed in the line of duty that might have resulted in civilian casualties.12 Military psychiatrists, Wood continues, describe patients who exhibit “an erosion of moral certainty, or the confidence in their sense of right or wrong” as a result of their combat experiences.13 Historians might consider the distinction Wood makes between moral injury and PTSD before assigning PTSD to all disturbed, saddened, or disheartened Civil War veterans.

Another potential complication comes from the physical consequences of combat and camp life. War injuries and camp illnesses might have caused physical problems that subsequently produced psychological difficulties that were not actually the consequences of PTSD, thus making their psychological symptoms a step removed from actual battlefield trauma. For example, traumatic head injuries caused by physical trauma on modern Middle Eastern battlefields or university gridirons present symptoms, including anger issues and impulsive behavior, that until recently have been considered signs of mental illness.14 Civil War soldiers undoubtedly suffered from comparable injuries with comparable outcomes.

Other wounds and their consequences also could have manifested behavior suggestive of PTSD. Consider how sleep deprivation caused by constant pain from wounds and poorly healed amputations might have negatively influenced the mental health of veterans, as it does to individuals who suffer from the problem today.15 Dehydration caused by chronic diarrhea, a common Civil War veteran’s complaint well into their late postwar lives, might have had an impact on mental health. If severe, dehydration could cause rapid heart rate, irritability, decreased alertness, and even seizures. Civil War veterans would not be immune to these physical symptoms.16 Furthermore, recent scientific attention given to the influence of the bacterial environment of the stomach and intestines and its influence on psychological well-being suggests that chronic diarrhea could have caused symptoms in veterans that people might have misunderstood.17 The family members and neighbors of veterans plagued by such a complaint might assign the symptoms to an old soldier’s unsettled battle-scarred psyche, not a physical ailment caused by some of the physical conditions of military service. In other words, the problem of psychological distress among Civil War veterans is real; however, it is also a very difficult issue that historians might suggestively but not conclusively explore without greater medical knowledge.

Further complicating matters for historians is a growing body of literature on trauma, resiliency, and posttrauma psychological growth that places the Civil War soldiers’ experience in a different light.18 First and foremost, understanding postwar mental health requires an understanding of many variables present in the prewar lives of soldiers before they entered the military.19 Recent psychiatric studies suggest that prewar mental health issues influence modern soldiers’ suicidal thoughts and actions. Modern soldiers may have a higher rate of mental health issues than their civilian counterparts, “but only about half of those disorders developed after enlistment.” According to one researcher dealing with “impulsive anger” among soldiers, the mental health problem “predated enlistment about three-quarters of the time.” Thus, historians need to try to address pre-service lives, not simply segments of veterans’ postwar lives.20

Historians also need to pay attention to new work on the significance of positive posttrauma motivation of individuals, which can nurture resiliency and personal growth, as well as the cultural and social context of postwar lives, which may help individuals adjust. The very fact that present-day traumatized individuals can still construct a “meaningful life” that emphasizes “using one’s signature strengths and talents to belong to and serve something that one believes is bigger than the self” should encourage historians to seek out similar examples in the past. Such “positive institutions” in facilitating the transition of veterans to civilian life, as some researchers suggest, could be “religion, politics, family, community, and nation.”21 Civil War veterans certainly appreciated all of these things and their postwar communities reaffirmed such aspects of the social and cultural context that stretched back into their antebellum lives.

Civil War psychological trauma deserves the attention it has attracted, but scholars must not segregate it from the concepts of resiliency and growth as well as meaning and well-being. Furthermore, historians must not examine an individual Civil War veteran’s mental health in isolation from his larger biography, especially his physical condition, his community context, or the times in which he lives. Finally, scholars must not assign the lingering psychological distress that manifested itself in a noticeable minority of veterans no matter how large or small to all Civil War veterans who had experienced the shocking violence of combat.

Veterans North and South does not intend to diminish either the hardships of the returning soldiers or the psychological problems some of them suffered. Most Civil War soldiers, even those who returned home whole and happy, probably always carried some bad memories with them to their graves. But being a Civil War veteran was not some sort of pathology that alienated most of the men from their communities or from the joys of life. Along the way to their mature years, these men found meaning in their civilian lives that encouraged their positive readjustment. They built families, farms, and businesses. They educated themselves and taught others. They constructed churches and schools in a region where slavery once had ruled their lives. They won elections to various political offices, either exploiting or winning the trust of their neighbors to do so. Some of them returned to combat on the American Plains or in Cuba. In the end, veterans suffered, endured, recovered, grew, and even thrived in postbellum America, with a few of them even becoming presidents of the reunited nation.
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The End of the War
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Throughout the early months of 1865, Yankee soldiers sensed that the Confederacy’s end was near. In February, Oliver W. Norton, who began the war as a private in a Pennsylvania regiment and was now serving as an officer in the United States Colored Troops, assured his father that the war was “moving on with irresistible grandeur” making “steady and sure” progress. Norton observed that the Confederacy was “steadily crumbling away.” It could not continue to resist much longer. “One by one,” Norton explained, “its arsenals, its railroads, its armies are slipping from its grasp.” He expected that soon “the bells of peace” will “ring out over the land their wild, glad notes.” Happily, he predicted, by that time “we shall have thrown the last spadeful of earth on the bloody carcasses of slavery, aristocracy of color, state rights, and all the demons of that ilk that have troubled us so long.” Soon, Norton’s prophecy came to pass. The fall of Petersburg and Richmond fanned Norton’s optimism to the point where he abandoned a planned furlough in order to return to his regiment. As he explained to his family, “I could not enjoy my visit while such glorious events were in progress.”1 The end did come, but the death throes of the Confederacy shuddered through the South in a way that made some Yankees anxious and made many Confederates depressed, confused, relieved, and even hopeful.

Victory

The surrender of Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia on April 9, 1865, heralded the beginning of the very near end of the Confederacy’s military capabilities. Indeed, Lee’s army had assumed such a prominent place on the battlefield and had earned mythical status among the men on both sides that some optimistic soldiers in the ranks of the Army of the Potomac assumed that they had brought the war to a close. Soldiers in the Army of the Potomac, the premier Eastern Federal army that had gone head to head with Lee for so long, had cause to be jubilant even if some of them did not quite understand the exact meaning of the surrender. They did not hesitate to begin celebrating what they considered to be their great victory, especially since some of them must have thought it meant the end of the war. Once learning of Lee’s surrender, they waved flags, tossed their caps and weapons into the air, fired cannon, and cheered themselves hoarse. Bands erupted into the strains of “Hail Columbia,” and their camps became a cacophony of extraordinary noise.2

Across the Confederacy, their comrades, when they learned of the events at Appomattox, also sensed that the great event meant something more than just the end of one enemy army. Near Winchester, in the Shenandoah Valley, soldiers wept for joy. Abial Edwards, a Maine veteran who witnessed the tears, admitted that now he felt as if the four years “of labor & hardships have not been in vain. I can look back on them & say truly I am satisfied although th[e] best years of my life.” He had “given freely to the great cause” and now thanked God that “my Love of Country has never failed me in defeet [sic] or victory[.]”3 During April, however, there were cautious Federal soldiers who were not inclined to expect a total collapse of the Confederacy so quickly on the heels of Lee’s defeat. Rebels might run for the mountains or to Western armies, some men worried, and the fighting would continue. Indeed, Pennsylvanian Oliver W. Norton later remarked the he simply did not believe that the “rebellion could so utterly collapse in one short month.”4

Regardless of these immediate concerns of the Eastern soldiers, their comrades beyond Virginia’s borders still had enemies with which to contend. Those men assumed that there remained a war to win as long as organized rebels remained in the field. On the very day of Lee’s surrender, Yankees in Alabama celebrated the capture of Spanish Fort on Mobile Bay. Unsure of the validity of rumors about the fall of Petersburg and of Richmond earlier that month, they prepared to push on. They could sense the beginning of the end, not so much from news of far off events, but from the outcome of their own actions in their own particular corner of the war.5

In North Carolina, General William T. Sherman’s army prepared to press General Joseph Johnston’s Confederates. The men of Sherman’s command, on hearing of Lee’s surrender, celebrated; however, the danger of imminent combat did not disappear. On April 14, however, Johnston had asked Sherman to meet him for negotiations, but men still feared that more fighting would be necessary to bring down the Confederacy. Illinois soldier Charles Wills expected that Sherman’s army would “go for” Johnston “in a way that will astonish him” if he did not surrender. Indeed, Wills did not allow his hopes to grow; even as the generals parlayed, he expected that the army was ready to march against the enemy.6 Iowan Taylor Peirce put it a bit more poetically. On April 16, he informed his wife that the army remained at the ready because “I suppose Sherman thinks that the Old Serpent of Rebellion is not to be trusted and as long as he keeps wiggling his tail he will keep the club raised to strike so that he will have no chance to injure any one in his dying Struggles.”7

In the meantime, President Lincoln’s death on April 15 at the hands of Confederate sympathizer and actor John Wilkes Booth encouraged some of Sherman’s vengeful men to wish for more war.8 Across the South, Union soldiers, who considered Lincoln to be their particular friend, mourned, called for revenge, and tried to understand why they and their country had to suffer such a blow at their moment of triumph. New Jersey volunteer Albert Harrison sensed that the assassination “fills every soldier’s heart with the most bitter hatred against a Rebel.” This sentiment was understandable because “the best friend we soldiers had on the face of the earth was Uncle Abe.” Contemplating more fighting, Harrison promised he and his comrades would “not show any mercy or take any prisoners and that is the best way to serve them, kill all we catch.”9

For these veterans, Lincoln’s assassination took on a religious dimension connected to their sins and those of the nation. Perhaps the tragedy came about because they had held the president in too high esteem, revering him in a way that they should have reserved for the Almighty. Perhaps they had been too proud of their president and the assassination was the Lord’s way of humbling them.10 For Taylor Peirce, Lincoln’s death was linked to slavery, for only such a sacrificial act over and above the war itself could expiate such a horrible sin. For some of these veterans, the assassination was also important for putting the finishing touches on their views of the enemy, while confirming what some of the men thought was the natural brutality of a slave society. Peirce concluded the assassination was “only in keeping in the principles of the Southern People.” “Slavery has divested them of every principle of humanity,” he explained; “They are more like barbarians than civilize beings.” His solution was simple: let the freed slaves “make a clean shucking of the South.”11

During the spring of 1865, as the Northern soldiers mourned Lincoln, the war steadily moved to a close. Johnston and Sherman came to an agreement on April 18. Still, there remained uncertainty as to exactly when a complete victory would allow the men to return home. “If any more Confederacy crops out, we, I suppose, will go for it,” assumed Charles Wills; “otherwise in a couple of months we’ll muster out.”12 Word reached them, however, that Washington had set aside the terms to which Sherman and Johnston agreed and the Yankee soldiers expected more fighting. It was not until April 26 that Sherman’s men could confidently claim their victory. But even as late as April 27 some men thought that talk of Johnston’s surrender was only rumor. On the morning of April 28, there were soldiers still in the dark about the status of the enemy. Indiana sergeant William B. Miller heard “very heavy cannonading and musketry” on that day; he and his comrades in the 75th Indiana “supposed Johnston was trying to cut loose and attack the 1st Division” on their left. Once Sergeant Miller and his men realized the noise was part of a celebration, they finally understood Johnston had surrendered.13

There remained some concern after Johnston’s defeat about when the Confederates still under arms would realize that further resistance was futile. In May, John Follett, observing the final gasps of the Confederacy from Montgomery, Alabama, thought the “last gun had been fired.” Follett and probably most of the U.S. soldiers in the South were weary of campaigning. If there were Confederates who had the audacity to persist in fighting a war that was so obviously lost to them, they would face an enraged enemy who had already been thinking about going home. “[I]f the war continues any longer it shall be a bloody one,” Follett promised his wife; “I should be in favor of killing every thing, Men & women and … [even] the babies… . Kiss the children for me.”14

The fate of the Confederacy became clearer, however, when Union forces captured its fugitive president Jefferson Davis on May 10 near Irwinville, Georgia. On May 13, William Bradbury, then on duty in Nashville, confidently proclaimed that Davis’s capture “destroys all apprehensions of danger” from any combination of Confederates in the Trans-Mississippi department and the French puppet government in Mexico. “The brains of the Confederacy are now gone,” he wrote, “The severed members may twist and wriggle and be obnoxious, but they can never re-unite and never become formidable.” Bradbury predicted Davis’s hanging, concluding, “Secession is dead for the next century, at least.”15

Even so, the last land fight of the Civil War occurred on May 13, a skirmish at Palmito Ranch in Texas, east of Brownsville on the Rio Grande, that favored the Confederates on the field. The rebels there had been unaware of the events that had transpired back east. It was an insignificant fight, except for the one hundred Yankees, a figure that included members of the 62nd United States Colored Infantry, and the unrecorded number of Confederates who were casualties in the encounter.16

The Confederates west of the Mississippi River were for the most part eager to see the war come to a close. If there were men among them who had any doubts about the final outcome, however, they would soon be facing veteran U.S. soldiers ready to provide the final arguments for surrender. As late as the middle of May, Union soldiers near Mobile, Alabama, prepared to leave for Texas to deal the final blow to Kirby Smith’s Confederate army.17 In camp near Petersburg, Virginia, cavalry expected to travel west of the Mississippi to fight the remnants of the Confederacy.18 Union soldiers in Tennessee also picked up rumors that the Western Confederates were still willing to fight and were negotiating with the French puppet regime in Mexico for aid. If those rumors came to pass, George W. Squire, a self-proclaimed strong advocate of the Monroe Doctrine, would take it as an opportunity “to annihilate the whole gang of traitors and cut-throats.”19 The vengeful Squire, however, did not have a chance to act on this inclination. On May 26, in spite of some efforts to rally the Confederate troops to continued resistance, the Trans-Mississippi forces surrendered. A few days later on June 2, Kirby Smith accepted the terms. The last land force under General Stand Watie made up of Native American Confederates operating in Indian Territory surrendered on June 23. As far as the U.S. soldiers stationed farther to the West were concerned, they, not the Eastern troops, had defeated a tenacious, wrong-headed enemy and had done it well.

Defeat

The manner in which the Army of the Potomac ran to ground Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia after almost a yearlong siege at Petersburg colored the way Southern men viewed what happened at Appomattox and elsewhere throughout the Confederacy. During the spring of 1865, as Lee moved westward after abandoning Petersburg and Richmond, his army began to disintegrate. By the time of the army’s surrender, it had no more than 10,000 men in its ranks, a significant reduction from the 67,000 men that had been holding off the Yankees in March.20 Soldiers certainly became unwilling captives of the enemy during the last campaign, but there were enough Confederates who made individual decisions to look after their own safety to suggest that desertion was a problem. Perhaps they were trying to stay out of the clutches of the enemy. Perhaps they were responding to pleas from their suffering families. Or perhaps they had decided to end their part in what they now considered an unwinnable war.

Regardless of the cause, the soldiers’ actions spilled panic and confusion onto the Virginia countryside. Irish-born Virginian John Dooley was a freed prisoner of war who expected to rejoin his regiment once his parole expired. He witnessed the confusion that accompanied the end of the Lee’s army, especially after its defeat at Saylor’s Creek on April 6. On April 8, Dooley, at that time in Lynchburg, Virginia, watched soldiers crowd the road heading away from battle. He learned from one of them that “the army [was] completely disarranged and everyone for himself was the sole idea etc.” The next day the roads remained “thronged with panic stricken men, with and without arms.” As he traveled eastward, he witnessed more scenes of despair and confusion. Confederate cavalry straggled and soldiers were “skulking from their regiments.” He did not see any Yankees, but he heard the sound of cannon “all morning coming from the direction of Appomattox.” The countryside was full of deserters, which led him to conclude, “the army under Genl. Lee’s immediate command must be reduced to a few thousand men.” Finally after reaching Danville, he received confirmation that Lee had surrendered. It was “the closing act of our bloody tragedy.”21

This confused ending produced a feeling among Lee’s men that surrender was not so much a sign of a great victory for their enemies or a stunning defeat for themselves as it was an indication that the Army of Northern Virginia had run out of breath trying to escape the Yankees. Union colonel Charles S. Wainwright believed there remained something unsatisfying about how Lee’s surrender materialized and his Confederate counterparts would have agreed with him. Wainwright thought “it would have been more glorious for us; more in accordance with what poetical justice would seem to owe to the Army of the Potomac” if the war had ended with a great battle such as Gettysburg. It appeared to him that the “rebellion has been worn out rather than suppressed.”22

Certainly Lee and many of his officers encouraged that view among their soldiers. The Yankees beat them, they might admit, but the Yankees never defeated them. Lee’s General Order No. 9 announcing his surrender paid tribute to the men who had served so long in the ranks of the Army of Northern Virginia, but it also held to the same feelings that Wainwright had expressed. “After four years of arduous service, marked by unsurpassed courage and fortitude,” Lee told his men, the army was “compelled to yield to overwhelming numbers and resources.”23 Admitting to being overwhelmed by superior forces allowed Confederates to retain some pride in their performance while discounting the Yankee claim to having earned a real military victory.

On April 12, the Army of Northern Virginia participated in a surrender ceremony, where the Confederates stacked their arms while laying down their flags in a symbolic acknowledgment of their submission. The process continued until, as the Maine hero Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain later wrote, “only the Flag of the Union greets the sky!” Such a sight was a sure sign that only the government it represented would be presiding over nation’s future.24 The formalities, however, did not mark a neat line between war and peace, a clear ending and a new beginning, for all of Lee’s veterans and certainly not for the Confederates still under arms across the South.

Confederate stragglers returned to Appomattox “declaring that they preferred to give their parole in surrender rather than encounter all the difficulties and hardships of an attempt to escape.”25 In fact, over 26,000 of Lee’s men accepted paroles, no doubt expecting to “remain undisturbed at home” in the near future.26 For them and many other former rebels, it became a pragmatic act to take parole, a way to ease their journey home. Their participation in the surrender did not necessarily carry the same grandeur as Chamberlain’s retelling of the formal ceremony. Rather, it was more like a bureaucratic procedure that became common across the old Confederacy, and one that left much room for those rebel participants to avoid acknowledging any degree of emotional submission.27 Lieutenant W. A. McClendon recalled a fairly straightforward march before respectful Yankees at Appomattox, a stacking of arms, and an acceptance of paroles, after which the men dispersed homeward. Indeed, McClendon—and probably most of the rebels—did not even present himself to the Yankees for his parole but received a document signed by his regimental commander acknowledging his status.28

It was an embarrassing, humiliating experience for proud Southerners to give up their arms. Yet there were final acts of defiance that made it a bit easier to accept their unhappy situation. Some Confederates, for example, refused to surrender their regimental colors, instead tearing them into small bits to distribute among themselves. The Fourth Alabama added to the subterfuge by substituting a new flag for the old one, allowing the soldiers to save “small pieces our precious old rag and divided it among the men.”29 The 23rd South Carolina Volunteers gave up to the Yankees only their flagstaff, while “cutting into pieces the old colors that we had followed through so many storms of shot and shell.”30

There also were men who refused to participate in any admission of defeat even if they could have justified it with all the mental reservation they could have mustered. A large number of Confederate soldiers simply walked away from Appomattox, as some Yankees discovered, “taking no part in the surrender, not even signing their parole.” The men of the 118th Pennsylvania Volunteer Infantry knew this to be true because they had the “thankless and wearisome job” of collecting the weapons the enemy had abandoned.31

The manner in which Confederate armies fell ad seriatim provided opportunities for hopeful rebel soldiers to imagine joining undefeated comrades.32 Georgian Berry Benson and a friend refused to participate in the surrender ceremony, but they were not among the men who dropped their weapons. Benson later remembered “skulking” away past the Yankee lines, gun in hand, and then setting off to join Johnston’s army in North Carolina.33 Virginian John Dooley also headed southward trying to keep up with the fleeing Confederate president. Even though he did not believe that the Confederacy could recover from the blow of Appomattox, he felt “honour bound” as long as he was an officer “to follow the fortunes of the Confederacy until its cause is hopeless or its hopes of success revive.”34 Virginian John “Ham” Chamberlayne and a friend “refused to take part in the funeral at Appomattox C.H. & cut or crept our way out”; they expected to carry on the fight elsewhere. During the latter part of April, Chamberlayne was still expecting to raise troops in North Carolina, but finally on May 12 he signed a parole in Atlanta, Georgia.35 Many more men must have come to a similar decision as prospects for the Confederacy evaporated with the advance of Federal victory.

Even those men who signed paroles in April could have had some expectations for rejoining the fight with those armies still in the field if in the unlikely event they were exchanged, since the documents, used in the past during the war, promised only to refrain from bearing arms “until duly exchanged” or “released from the obligations” of the parole by the U.S. government.36 Perhaps some of the unrelenting rebels who signed paroles might not have felt honor-bound to keep promises made to Yankees under what they might have considered duress. At least a few soldiers at Appomattox gave Wisconsin Guy Taylor the impression that they did not take their oaths seriously and would rejoin the fight if they could.37

The staggered fall of the Confederate armies contributed to the haphazard way that the war resolved itself as resistance waned across the Confederacy. But the confusion that resulted after Appomattox seemed to discourage even the most stouthearted rebels. General John Echols had been trying to reach Lee from southwest Virginia, but after hearing of the events at Appomattox, he became “panic stricken.” According to John S. Apperson, a Confederate hospital steward, Echols’s army was “deplorable in the extreme—perfectly demoralized.” On April 12, Apperson witnessed Echols “allowing his army to go where they please.” Apperson found this action to be “disgraceful,” especially since it turned thousands of men “loose upon the Country to ravage and spoil and not a Yankee in 50 miles.”38 Some of the units in Echols’s command planned to join Johnston. Others headed into the mountains “to await the developments of the future; only too certain that any further resistance was not only futile but suicidal.” Some of the men who had moved into Kentucky eventually surrendered when they learned of Johnston’s fall.39

Echols’s men experienced a different kind of ending to their war than those men who had stayed at or returned to Appomattox. So, too, did John Dooley. Even as he followed the Confederate government southward, he witnessed events that told him there was no reason to be optimistic about the Confederacy. While in Danville after Lee’s surrender, Dooley observed a panic stricken and confused civilian population. He also saw “large crowds of savage & blood thirsty looking [Confederate] stragglers parade the streets and appear awaiting an opportunity to do some ugly deed.” Now as he moved southward, he witnessed more discouraging scenes. “In the gulleys [sic] & along the fences might be seen the abandoned muskets of the straggling soldiers,” he sadly recorded; “Some were broken, the barrels of the others bent and the muzzles choked with mud—and cap boxes and cartridges lay in sad confusion along the road side.” Here was evidence that the war was over and the Confederacy finished. “[N]ever had my eyes witnessed so sad a sight as this, and my heart sinks low,” Dooley lamented, “for here lie unmistakable evidence of a set determination upon the part of hundreds to fight no more and a shameless indifference as to whether the world knows it or not.”40

John Dooley traveled as far south as Charlotte, North Carolina, where soldiers and government officials gathered before they would make their way westward to continue the fight. There was still talk of soldiers converging on Augusta, Georgia, as a rallying point for further resistance. A deluded President Davis expected “that farther south the people will rise again and flock by thousands to his standard.” However, there would be no more war for Dooley. On April 25, aware of Johnston’s negotiations with Sherman, he decided to go home.41

Dooley’s decision was influenced by greater events, but it was still his decision to abandon the war. Across the South other men made individual decisions to end their wars, as had those men of Lee’s and Johnston’s armies who had given up fighting before their commanders had done so. George W. Nichols who had been on leave to Bulloch County, Georgia, in late January 1865 never returned to Virginia and the Confederate army because he claimed Sherman’s destruction of the railroads “had me cut off from my command before my furlough expired.” However, he might have made that decision after realistically assessing the Confederacy’s prospects beyond Sherman’s march. Years later he admitted, “it did not take a prophet to tell me what the end would soon be.”42 Charles P. Williams, a Tennessee Confederate, also did what many other rebels did as the war ground to a conclusion: he made a personal decision to go home. “Three companions and I hid out in the woods for about a month, until we learned of Lee’s surrender,” he recalled many years later. The men with no reference to higher authority decided to call it quits. They traveled to Pulaski, Tennessee, and signed paroles. “I did not return to my company,” he explained, “as it was some (where) in Georgia and the war was practically over.”43

After Sherman completed an acceptable agreement with Johnston, the Union general did not require the Confederates to admit symbolically their errors in front of their enemies. They laid down their weapons behind their own lines without assembled regiments of Yankee witnesses.44 Prospects of even a subdued surrender did not appeal to William Stokes, commander of the Fourth South Carolina Cavalry, on duty North Carolina at the time. Stokes, “not desiring to go through the formality of surrendering the Regiment” marched his men to Asheboro, “disbanded the Regiment and sent them home.”45

Elsewhere, as Confederates surrendered to the enemy, there were no formal acts of submission that might have signaled the definitive end of the ideal for which they had fought. Confederate Kentuckians marched to Washington, Wilkes County, Georgia. There they unceremoniously turned over their rifles, collected their paroles, and bade farewell to one another.46 At Mobile, Alabama, the Union command conducted the paperwork of paroling the Confederates in a “perfectly businesslike and humdrum” manner; there was no ceremony, “no pomp and parade.”47 At Shreveport, Louisiana, Federal troops arrived and “quietly and without demonstration of any kind” they “relieved the Confederate guards, posted at various points, and took possession of the city.” Men deposited their weapons, spent a week involved with signing their paroles, and then set off for their homes. According to one Confederate, “The surrender was a very informal affair.”48 Other Confederates in the Western theater simply approached Federal detachments to surrender and offer their parole, bringing their personal wars to a close.49

In the Trans-Mississippi department, surrender was hardly a shared milestone in the lives of so many of the soldiers there. General Kirby Smith’s army melted away before he had the chance to accept final terms. Since early April, men had been deserting in large numbers, sometimes in groups of upwards to 150 men at a time.50 In mid-May, regiments in the Houston, Texas, area “broke up and went home.”51 Even the victors of the Palmito Ranch fight gave up when they learned that Lee had surrendered.52 As one Texan later noted, with no hope for success Western units simply “went home without awaiting any enemy to ask them to surrender.” The soldiers’ “final act in this drama was called ‘The Breakup.’ ”53

There were men among these veterans who would eventually realize the practical need for some formal documentation of their abandonment of the rebellion. They made their paroles when they arrived home or when Union troops arrived in their neighborhoods. Some of them may have assumed that these documents were part of the process of regaining the rights of citizens they once held before the war.54 On May 29, 1865, President Andrew Johnson clarified what the Federal government expected of most rebels in exchange for the restoration of their rights, requiring soldiers along with other former Confederates to swear to their future loyalty and an acceptance of the war’s outcome regarding slavery. The president required “special application” for amnesty and pardon from the upper orders of Southern society, including veterans who had held a rank higher than colonel in the Confederate army or lieutenant in its navy.55

For some Confederate soldiers, signing a federally imposed document, be it a parole or an oath of allegiance, was simply a procedural act of necessity. It would allow them to resume their civilian lives without suffering further harassment from their enemies. In mid-June, signing an oath of allegiance also made sense for paroled Confederate surgeon William M. McPheeters. There was “no point of honor” involved, he explained, “as it is the duty of every one to bear allegiance to the government under which he lives, and the necessities of the case require that I shall live under the Yankee government.”56 Taking oaths of any kind, however, was painful for many a proud veteran who submitted to the act only under duress. Colonel C. Irvin Walker of the 10th South Carolina Infantry admitted that when he signed his parole he “never felt so mortified in his life.”57

Those men who had stayed in the ranks to the very end probably at least had the formality of closing their military service by hearing speeches from their officers, who might have encouraged them to review their service with some pride. The rhetoric hardly depicted their cause as wrongheaded and certainly reminded them to think of their service as honorable. In North Carolina, Major General Robert F. Hoke praised his men who had fought with Lee and with Johnston for their “indomitable courage,” “heroic fortitude,” and “patience under sufferings.” As Lee had done in Virginia, he reminded the veterans that they had “yielded to overwhelming forces, not to superior valor.” Be proud, he urged them because “history will bear witness to your valor and succeeding generations will point with admiration to your grand struggle for constitutional freedom.” And he advised the men to return home to teach their children “the rights of freedom” and “to maintain them.”58 Such rhetoric, combined with the ability to distinguish between being beaten and being defeated, laid the groundwork for an emotional and physical resurrection that in the end would prove to be problematical for both white and black Union veterans.

Confederate prisoners of war more so than their comrades in the field might have had a greater sense of closure at war’s end. They had reason to hate the Yankees, but they could not dismiss the reality of their personal defeat. Also, the end of the Confederacy brought a radical change in their circumstances once they signed their oaths, left the confines of their camps, and started for home. At the Point Lookout prisoner-of-war camp in Maryland, the entire process added ceremony that was absent from the various surrenders in the field. Combining bureaucratic red tape with nationalistic ritual, the process did not leave anyone guessing about the outcome of the war. In June 1865, the Federal authorities began paroling the men at the camp. Groups of Confederate prisoners filed into a building where they provided their personal histories and descriptions for the record books. They then formed a three-sided square under a canopy made of a large U.S. flag, placed their hands on bibles, swore loyalty to the Federal government, kissed the Bible, collected their documents, and signed camp record books on their way out. It was a deliberate process that emphatically reminded the captured men who the victors were.59
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Confederates Go Home

During the spring of 1865, Confederate soldiers from Virginia to Texas accepted the military outcome of their war, even if they did not accept the defeat of their cause, and returned home to rebuild their lives. Eager to rejoin their families, they set off in what remained of their military units, in groups of friends, or as individuals, walking or riding horses and mules, taking steamboats, and traveling by rail when they could. Their wretched appearance seemed to provide evidence to witnesses on their routes that unlimited Yankee resources had overwhelmed them. Even if there were men among them who remained defiant, their collective worn countenance told civilians that they were from a defeated army.

Civilians followed these veterans “to call them in, to feel honored at shaking those rough hands, to spread a table for them, to cry over them, and say again and again ‘God Bless you all; we are just as proud of you, and thank you just as much as if it had turned out differently.’ ”1 Women emerged to wave their “Kerchies” and to offer their respect.2 Beyond words and symbolic actions, offering these men food was a practical, but heartfelt, way of thanking them for their efforts. Confederate Kentuckian Johnny Green had resources to pay for help, but in his case people preferred to give him hospitality at no cost because of his military service.3

There were men who decided that it would be sensible to travel in small numbers, thus making it more likely that civilians would share with them their own meager supplies.4 During the spring of 1865, however, parts of the old Confederacy experienced a breakdown in order that made an already arduous journey for the veterans even more so. Consequently, there were many soldiers who, despite the problems of supplying themselves, decided it would be best to stick together in their old units.5 Those men who traveled home with messmates and friends experienced a final symbolic melting away of their old units, eventually making their last farewells and setting off in smaller groups or alone down different paths as they came nearer to their destinations.6

Along the way, the veterans endured humiliating encounters with Yankees as the blue-clad victors fanned out over Southern roads and into communities across the region. Hunger might have overcome pride, but the act of taking food from the Yankees stung. So, too, did the requirement to remove Confederate uniforms or cut off insignia-stamped buttons.7 At times Federal soldiers went out of their way to embarrass their former enemies, but being harassed by African American troops was worse still for the Confederates. Southerners feared such open disrespect from men who might have been their former slaves was a harbinger of future racial chaos.8

Through it all, men did what they could to maintain their dignity. Some lashed out at their tormentors, but most men probably preferred to avoid trouble in order to arrive home as quickly as they could. Even so, there was middle ground between abject submission to the whims of the Yankees and violent confrontations, as some Tennesseans proved. A group of Confederate veterans, paroled in Charlotte, North Carolina, drew close to home still armed and in the saddle. But when the men arrived in Sweetwater, Tennessee, the Federal soldiers demanded they give up both their mounts and their pistols. In defiance of the order, a large group of the rebels decided to swim the Tennessee River that night, a move that allowed them to arrive home with their horses, guns, and pride.9 Southwestern artillerymen played a variation on this theme. When they arrived at Fairfield, Texas, they buried their unit’s four cannon instead of surrendering them to Yankees.10

Prisoners of war often waited several weeks or a couple of months after Lee’s surrender to be paroled while their jailors recorded their release on the scarce but necessary government forms. Federal transportation orders eased their journeys home, but they also coped with short rations, crowded steamers, poor railroads, and long walks.11 Alabaman Samuel Pickens, a prisoner of war captured shortly before Lee’s surrender, was finally released in late June 1865 from Maryland’s Point Lookout. He made his way by boat to Virginia and continued his journey for the most part by rail. He arrived at Montgomery, Alabama, on July 4, just in time to witness the aftermath of freedpeople and Union soldiers celebrating the holiday, no doubt a sharp and disturbing reminder of the war’s outcome that added to his discomfort. “Well we have had a miserable time in Montgom[ery],” he complained; “Never was so unpleasantly situated in all my life. Been sleeping in portico & eating one meal a day & that on credit.”12 Even so, before long, he was once again home at Greensboro, Alabama.13

Pitiable veterans, however, could become something more dangerous when they became aggressive either in their efforts to survive or to extract what they believed the civilian population owed them for years of eating “goobers, parched corn and rotten meat.”14 Enough of them assumed that both the Confederate government and its citizens had not kept faith with them, their protectors who had sacrificed so much. Generally, Confederate veterans agreed that at least their old government owed them something and saw no reason not to take what had previously not been given. When men in Johnston’s army received a token amount of money, they pronounced it inadequate pay for their efforts, believing they were now justified in taking “any Confederate property they could lay their hands on.”15 Yet such actions did not erase the memories civilians had of the humble, ragged men who kept their discipline. In Mobile, Alabama, Kate Stone, who recorded a number of outrages of Confederate veterans on their travels, also saw soldiers “much quieter than might be supposed” trekking toward their homes. “One band of them,” she observed, “occupied an empty store, near us, and sang hymns nearly all night.”16

Across the South, good and bad Confederate veterans traveled through and came home to places remade by acts of war. They encountered destruction along the country lanes they walked because both Northern and Southern armies left their mark wherever they had camped and marched. It was a land that bore the consequences of “the blasting hand of war.”17 The solitary chimney standing watch over razed houses was a mark of the war’s progress in Mississippi and elsewhere in the Confederacy.18 In the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia, “fences and woods were wholly destroyed” along with numerous houses and barns.19 Indeed, violence had wiped away the usual improvements of a civilized society in Virginia as the Yankees made war on the land with a purpose.20 But simply collecting enough lumber for building shelters, bridges, and corduroy roads as well as to fuel fires for both armies denuded woodlands, ravaged fencing, and wrecked buildings.21 Marcus Toney, who had served with the First Tennessee, was surprised to see the “fine and diversified timber” near home “all gone, and the stumps dug out.” Sadly for Toney, the trees his mother had planted in 1845, the year prior to her death, “were all gone.”22

Elsewhere, battles had ruined woods and fields, leaving behind soldiers’ graves, some of which were quite imperfect for their purpose.23 The fenceless farms of northern Virginia beyond Fredericksburg were “foul and uninviting,” while former campgrounds “were filled with stench and malaria.” Water sources “were polluted with deadly offal by the bodies of dead animals” and “in some were the remains of men.”24 John Porter recalled traveling across a stretch of Georgia to his Kentucky home where “the houses were all burned, the towns destroyed and the people driven from their homes.” Sherman’s army had marched across this land “like an Angel of Death” leaving behind “one continual battle-field the entire way.”25 Thus, these scars of war altered the antebellum landscape, destroying property demarcations and old landmarks to the point where some men had a hard time finding their way home in this new landscape. Lawrence Taliaferro, a Virginia soldier, traveled on roads that had not existed before the war and through countryside barren of wood. He could not find his bearings until one of his father’s former slaves guided him home.26 To the west in the Shenandoah Valley, Federal military camps obliterated any sense of private boundaries for farm fields and house yards, making them “as much used by the public as highways.”27

Soldiers returning to urban areas also encountered harsh examples of the consequences of the destructive war on their towns and cities.28 In May 1865, John Dooley stepped off the train in his hometown of Richmond, Virginia, and was stunned by the ruined landscape. “I shall not attempt to describe my feelings: the city in ruins and the hated and triumphant army of our malignant foes marching through the ruined city,” he mourned; “with a raging headache and swelling heart I reach my home.”29 Dooley no doubt noticed another change in Richmond’s landscape: the presence of unrestrained freed slaves. Furthermore, black soldiers now patrolled the city’s “ruined and smoking streets.”30

African Americans even without the license of blue uniforms were out and about, free from the controlling influence of their masters. Freedpeople took to the roads to test their new status, reunite families, and look for work, with many of them ending up in the cities of the South where the new density of the black populations made the changes all the more noticeable. The end of slavery certainly changed the Southern landscape in a positive way for African American Union veterans who eventually made their way home, but for white Confederate veterans a land without the control formerly exercised by slaveholders over the black population was a disturbing thing to observe. Former slaveholders were shocked by the boldness exhibited by their former chattels and during the summer of 1865 had no understanding of how far their former slaves would go to make clear their new status.31 In Charleston, South Carolina, for example, returning veterans came upon former slaves squatting in mansions and crowding the streets, paying little regard to the superiority of white skin.32 In the coastal counties of Georgia, freedpeople did likewise.33 Even Marcus Toney discovered one of his “former faithful slaves,” now with a white wife and children, living in his old home in his rural Tennessee community. After taking his amnesty oath, he went home and turned out the unwelcomed guests.34 Clearly, the war not only would require rebuilding the structures and the fields as they had been before the Confederate soldiers had left their communities, but it would also require rebuilding “proper” race relations.

When Confederate veterans finally arrived home, they received, as Kate Stone reported, “a different homecoming from what we anticipated when he enlisted. No feasting. No rejoicing. Only sadness and tears.”35 The quiet return of the men seemed to accentuate the sadness caused by defeat. No bands or parades greeted these Confederate veterans, although some South Carolina women turned out to present passing soldiers with various items of quickly made clothing.36 No church bells rang when the boys in ragged uniforms returned, probably because there were no bells left to ring, having been sacrificed to the war’s demand for cannon. In Columbia, South Carolina, veterans simply started to reappear on the streets with no fanfare, with civilians encountering ragged relatives as they strolled through the ruins.37

Rebel veteran Carlton McCarthy received “a few handshakings” as he inconspicuously moved through the streets of Richmond trying to avoid the black soldiers policing the city.38 Friends of veterans might drop by to visit without much fanfare, but in the end, quiet reunions with loved ones were probably all the weary men desired.39 Some exceptional communities, however, mustered up more enthusiasm and would not let a simple family greeting suffice. William G. Lillard’s appearance shocked his family. The Tennessee veteran, supposedly laid low in some far off grave by Yankee lead, was a man returned from the dead. When his father encountered him on the road, the older man “jumped over the dash board of his buggy” and hugged his son and then took him into town to buy clothes. “I will never forget the day I arrived home,” he recalled as an old man in 1922. “The news of my arrival went like wild fire” and the next day he spent celebrating with some 65 of his friends and family. “Will never forget the first meal taken at home,” he recalled; “Oh that Rio Coffee. I have been a coffee feen [sic] since but no cup tasted like that one[.]”40

Wartime homecomings were not always happy affairs for returning Confederates in the border slave states, where events foreshadowed future problems. After the war East Tennessee Confederate veterans faced an uncomfortable political climate because of their vengeful Unionist neighbors. East Tennessee Union veterans sent ahead warnings suggesting that former Confederates should leave the region to avoid death. No wonder some East Tennessee Rebels never returned home while others left their state, looking elsewhere for peace and quiet. Ironically, some of their number found more comfortable conditions in the loyal Union state of Kentucky.41 Indeed, Kentucky’s treatment of its returning Union soldiers indicated that it was well on the way to becoming a postwar “Confederate” state, much to the dismay of its loyal veterans.42

Celebrating the Victors

During the spring and summer of 1865, the general feeling of most Federal volunteers was that they had done the job the nation had asked of them, and the government should now send them home as quickly as was practicable. Most of them had no desire to get involved in any business of reconstructing or policing the erstwhile Confederacy. The process was slower than the men had expected. Nevertheless, the War Department steadily shed itself of the volunteers. By late 1866, there were only just over 11,000 of them remaining in the U.S. service, with Congress earlier in the year reorganizing the regular army into a force of just over 54,000 men.43 African American troops, because of their later enlistment dates, disproportionately filled those ranks of volunteers. In the fall of 1865, African American troops, who had made up around 11 percent of the army during the war, now made up about 36 percent. It did not please those men in the ranks who wished to go home now that the fighting was over.44

Large numbers of United States Colored Troops spent their last months in uniform on the Texas border and Gulf Coast, again standing on duty while white soldiers continued to be mustered out. In January 1866, for example, the Federal army in Texas consisted of 6,500 white and 19,768 black soldiers. Conditions there were not good. Soldiers became ill and some of them died. During the summer of 1865, for example, scurvy, an easily preventable disease spread through the ranks because of government neglect, troubled a majority of the soldiers of the 41st United States Colored Infantry. Black men clashed with white Texans. Disgruntled men drank and in one instance joined some Mexicans, either freebooters or revolutionaries, across the Rio Grande. Their comrades, however, restored order in the Mexican town that had fallen under the control of the band. Eventually the men went home. The last black volunteer regiment was mustered out in Kentucky in December 1867. From 1870 on, black troops in the regular army no longer garrisoned the Southern states, except for the frontier in Texas.45

Before too long, the remaining white Federal volunteers received word that they were to go home and they were happy. On July 10, 1865, the 77th Illinois was finally mustered out of the Federal service, much to the satisfaction of men. “This was a day that we had long looked forward to when we could feel that our work which we had enlisted to do was done and we could lay down our arms and return to our homes,” William Wiley, one of them, wrote. Yet, Wiley and his comrades understood that they were letting go of something that had been important in their lives. They might never have become so enamored with military service to become regulars, but they understood, as Wiley did, that they had developed strong attachments to their comrades and to their regiments, ties “cemented by mutual experiences hardships and deprivations which no one could fully apreciate [sic] but those that had experienced them.” No doubt the bond Wiley felt was sealed by shared loss exhibited by the thinned ranks of the regiment.46 Maine soldier Abial Edwards would have agreed with Wiley’s sentiments. Waiting to be discharged, he explained to his future wife Anna, that it would be hard to part with his comrades, more like brothers, because war had “bound” the men together “by nearer ties than could have been formed in civil life[;] shoulder to shoulder we have stood through all.”47

Union veterans headed North making use of crowded boats and dirty boxcars, straining the transportation system as thousands of the singing and cheering men moved along the busy rail lines. Unfortunately, there was still the chance for danger as the men happily progressed northward, with men dying from disease and accidents. The most tragic incident involved river travel on the Mississippi. On April 27, 1865, a boiler explosion sank the overcrowded steamboat Sultana killing some 1,700 people including more than 1,500 recently released Federal prisoners of war.48

The journey home also brought out the devil in some men. Southern soldiers pilfered warehouses and private property to survive their journey, but the rambunctious Yankees wreaked havoc to amuse themselves or to express their displeasure with insufficiently grateful civilian population. They misbehaved drinking to excess, fighting, and generally engaging in riotous behavior that resulted in injuries and some deaths.49 They disturbed the peace of cities along the railroad routes and, as one officer noted with some understatement, “did not readily endure restraint.”50

Colonels lectured their regiments and even placed them under guard in order to protect civilians and their property from such behavior. Members of the Seventh Wisconsin encamped at Jeffersonville, Indiana, across from Louisville, behaved “very bad & molest[ed] the folks” who called “for protection.” The regiment’s colonel placed a guard around the camp and, before they set out for home, gave the men a lecture about their behavior, advising them to avoid drunkenness, “brush up & get shaved & hair cut,” and to “go home like men.” He also promised to have disorderly men, whether they were privates or officers, bound.51 Such behavior might have given pause to civilians as they waited for their boys to return. The worse actors, however, were most likely in the minority. In fact, many of the men of the Seventh Wisconsin actually approved of their colonel’s discipline. Furthermore, it seems that the misbehaving soldiers had their fun beyond the boundaries of their own communities, marching through familiar streets with a tempered joy thus avoiding embarrassing the home folks.

Usually, the men were mustered out of the Federal service at their camps in Washington, or Louisville, Kentucky, or elsewhere in the South, but then traveled home in their regiments to await the completion of final paperwork at camps nearer to their homes.52 Those men encamped in the Washington area participated in the Grand Review, a two-day celebration of nationhood and victory, before they began their journeys home. It was not something that pleased all of the many weary campaigners, burdened by with another day of waiting and walking. “Of all the marches made by the regiment, for rapidity and length, without rest,” Maine soldier Abner Small concluded, “none would compare with that inhuman tramp for display.”53 Regardless of such sentiments, on May 23, 84,000 men in the Army of the Potomac marched along Pennsylvania Avenue; another 55,000 veterans in William T. Sherman’s army marched the next day.54

The spectacle reminded the participants that they were now more than members of the communities that had given their military units their initial identities. Indeed, the mass of undistinguished blue uniforms suggested that they had united in a national effort to keep the country whole.55 Nevertheless, state identities remained strong. Before the review in Washington, men still responded to calls for their identities by naming their states. During the parades they still marched under their states’ colors as well as national flags, still honoring the regimental names that bound them to their states.56 Also, most of the Union veterans did not participate in such grand reviews in the national capital. In the end, the majority of men returned to their states over the course of many months, their local identities hardly obliterated by the great national victory. There they celebrated with families, friends, and local dignitaries under the regimental flags they had promised to honor and defend years earlier.

During the spring and summer of 1865, communities greeted returning regiments along their routes and at their homes with their own parades complete with bands, feasts, and speeches.57 Some Northern communities even turned out for their black soldiers, as did Boston and then New Bedford, Massachusetts, in September 1865 to welcome home the men of the 54th Massachusetts.58 In November 1865, Hartford, Connecticut, greeted members of the 110th United States Colored Infantry, formerly known as the 29th Connecticut Volunteers, and another regiment heavily recruited among the state’s black population.59 Also in November 1865, African American veterans from several regiments paraded the flag-draped streets of Harrisburg, Pennsylvania, to the cheers of whites and blacks.60 Black communities across the land turned out to welcome their heroes, the men who had helped to stifle rebellion and destroy slavery.61 But for those black soldiers returning to Southern homes as individuals, perhaps more discrete but still joyful celebrations were in order. At one Mississippi River landing, a black soldier disembarked, immediately wading into the happy clutches of family and friends, “some clinging to his arms and waist, others hanging upon his neck, smothering him in their joyful embraces.”62

Regiments arriving at state capitals assembled to return to their political leaders their regimental battle flags, “the symbols of all that we had dared and suffered and done.” Politicians made speeches, but their words did not make lasting impressions on all of the men, who were now excited just to get on with their lives. Abner Small recalled meeting with the governor of Maine in Augusta, but had no memory of whether he made a speech. “Somehow, everything was suddenly commonplace,” he noted some years later; “Without my knowing when it had happened, I had already taken my leave of the war.” There were moments of sadness on these occasions, too. Small watched the subdued relatives of the soldiers who would never return home still turn out to greet his regiment, “drawn to us as if somehow we must have brought their dead boys back with us, alive.”63

As the spring turned into summer and summer into fall, there seemed to be less of an outpouring of civilian appreciation for the returning soldiers as some communities became used to seeing the returning men make their way through their town streets and down their country roads. Leander Stillwell recalled that his “poor old 61st Illinois was among the late arrivals” in September 1865 and missed out on the receptions other regiments received because the men were “no longer a novelty.”64 Nevertheless, the Illinois volunteers followed the common mustering out routine. They gathered in the ranks one last time and then set off to rebuild their lives as individuals.

Prior to their discharge, Stillwell and his comrades assembled as companies and received their last pay packets along with their discharge certificates. “The closing of the hand of the soldier over that piece of paper was the final act in the drama that ended his career as a soldier of the Civil War,” Stillwell explained. It was at that point that the re-born citizens began “the scattering-out process” of the old regiment.65 In Davenport, it was the same for the men of the 33rd Iowa Infantry, who, after hearing their colonel’s speech, and receiving their papers and pay, “went forth, free and uncontrolled, whither soever he pleased.” The men joked, settled debts, shook hands, bade farewell to comrades “and then each one, without waiting for the rest, took his individual way westward; and thus unceremoniously, the 33d Iowa Infantry disbanded.”66

Finally, the Yankees left military service very much like their Confederate counterparts—as individuals, saying good-bye to comrades along the way as they peeled off from the group upon reaching points close to their own destinations.67 Leander Stillwell enjoyed a quiet walk to his family home in Jersey County, Illinois, sharing only a part of it with a former regimental chaplain. Passing through the town of Otterville close to his home he went unnoticed. No old friends greeted him, which disappointed him a little. However, his family was expecting him and that was enough.68 Another veteran expressed an excitement that others must have shared as they returned to their prewar neighborhoods, which now appeared idyllic compared to their old camps and battlefields. “Life has commenced anew,” a New Jersey chaplain wrote, “and as I move among once familiar scenes of my earlier life, every rural spot appeared as terrestial paradice [sic]!”69

Along the way home, veterans noticed changes in the landscape that, while not as dramatic as those noticed by their rebel counterparts, reminded them that they had been away for some time. Farmers had prospered during the war, improving their holdings, specializing their crops, purchasing new equipment, and generally forcing upward the price of farmland.70 Those men who lived in areas that had supplied the Union armies or hosted army camps and prisoner of war camps, such as Elmira, New York, and Madison, Wisconsin, had reason to notice the positive economic impact of the war.71 The War Department was quick to disband those now superfluous camps, thus stunting the local economies, but there were other examples of more enduring prosperity. St. Paul and Minneapolis, blessed by their locations and wartime enterprises, had noticeably grown in population, as did the entire state of Minnesota.72 In Chicago the necessities of war encouraged the production of engines and cars for the North’s railroads, which in turn encouraged the production of steel and iron; meanwhile Cyrus McCormick’s company dealt with an increased demand for his farm machinery, a necessity required by the wartime expansion of agricultural production.73 Dubuque, Iowa, witnessed a growth in manufacturing through the 1860s.74 Springfield, Massachusetts, with its Federal armory and various manufacturing concerns had also enjoyed wartime expansion that, unlike in the camp towns, lasted beyond the wartime government contracts.75

The war appeared to have worked changes even on smaller and quieter communities. Jefferson, Ohio, exhibited a greater degree of wealth than it had when its boys first went off to war, boasting pianos and other luxuries unknown before secession while Akron, Ohio’s population had increased to twice its prewar size.76 Michigander James H. Avery discovered that his town of Wayland had turned into “quite a nice thriving business town, where, when I went away three years before, there were but few buildings.”77 But elsewhere things were different. In the summer of 1865, veteran John Kidder returned to Laurens, a country town in Otsego County, New York. He witnessed no new prosperity in the community. He found creditors coming out of the woodwork and his carriage shop lacking business.78 Thus, in the spring of 1865, many Northern veterans faced uncertainty and, unable to read the future, worried about the immediate postwar economic retrenchment that lasted through 1867.79 Returning veterans might have wondered about how they would catch up to the stay-at-homes who had benefited from their sacrifices, but they would do their best to make up for lost time.
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Worries about Soldiers’ Readjustment

Northern and Southern veterans understood themselves to be nothing more than citizens who had answered the call of their countries, doing what needed to be done to protect their native lands. Thus, most volunteers had been eager to do their duty as required, but were just as eager to leave the army for the comfort of home and family when they assumed their country no longer needed them. There were men among them, however, who worried about their ability to return to their old lives and there were home folks who did the same. After all, these men had in fact destroyed other men’s lives or at the least had lived beyond the civilizing influences of their communities. Elizabeth Anne Butler was not alone in her concerns when she fretted about how the war would influence her son Scot upon his return to Indiana. In January 1865, mother Butler wondered if Scot, a former student, would “be like a fish out of water” upon his return home. She answered her own question, concluding “it will not surprize [sic] me if you are—and will you be able to take to books?”1

Throughout the war soldiers had provided sufficient evidence to cause the folks at home some concern about their ability to return to the old routines. By 1865 there were Northern civilians who expressed their worries about the ability of these men to readjust to peaceful pursuits. Northern antiwar Democrats, the Copperheads, claimed, “The soldiers will come home completely demoralized.”2 The unsympathetic Northerners predicted an evil outcome for their communities. Unwilling to return to productive employment, indolent veterans, Copperheads argued, would soon crowd the North’s jails.3 After the surrender some civilians continued to fear that war had encouraged “the sordid and base qualities of man” finding proof in the bad behavior of some of the returning veterans and the stories they had heard about camp life.4

There were Northern police officials, politicians, and editors who found evidence to confirm these fears. Some of them believed that army life had trained men in laziness, living rough, and an inability to think about the future. Ignoring the impact of postwar economic problems, the authorities found an easy answer in blaming the existence of tramps and any increase in criminal activity on army life.5 There certainly were veterans who, confronted with the economic problems in the years following the war, engaged in criminal behavior.6 There were many young men, removed from cities and towns for upward to four years, who landed in jail for such transgressions as drunkenness and violent acts against persons and property.7 Many people, however, reasonably believed that these bad former soldiers must have been on their way down that path even before they had put on their uniforms.8 And in urban areas, where a concentrated population of unemployed men in blue coats was highly visible, the unemployment crisis, undoubtedly a contributor to crime, eventually abated when men found employment or migrated elsewhere.9

There undoubtedly were men who had acquired wanderlust while on campaign, experiencing the excitement of traveling beyond their own communities for the first time in their lives and the novelty of swiftly moving great distances to their destinations by trains and ships. “Tramping” about the countryside looking for the enemy, food, and forage, or “bumming” through Georgia with Sherman’s army, continued to appeal to certain men after the war, when there was a noticeable increase in homelessness across the land.10 Some of these men had found the war to be an extraordinarily exhilarating experience. They would continue to crave adventure, as did the six Union veterans who joined John Wesley Powell, another Union veteran who had lost his right arm to the surgeon’s knife after being wounded at Shiloh, in his 1869 expedition of exploration down the Colorado River.11 On the other hand, the rigors of service might very well have prepared men for peaceful activities by giving them not only survival skills needed by the Powell expedition, but the confidence to take on the challenges of settling new, rugged lands as a prelude to establishing stable homes, families, and communities.12

Southern veterans certainly participated in the postwar political and economic violence of Reconstruction. This, however, was not wanton violence. It was violence with a purpose conducted in a region with an antebellum history of the practical use of violence to maintain society’s proper racial hierarchy, not to mention to preserve an individual’s honor. Also, Western homesteading Union veterans used force to protect their land against claim jumpers. Again, violence of this type was not the same as gratuitous street violence or criminal activity or boys out on a drunken spree, especially in a country where frontier vigilantism was commonplace. As with the activities of white Southerners, settlers’ violence was a means to a larger political or economic end, although the war might have made violence a more palatable and acceptable solution to threats to hearth and home. Fred Hoppe, a Civil War veteran tending a claim in Nebraska, stood down another settler who menacingly held a gun while telling Hoppe to leave the land the gun-toting neighbor claimed. Hoppe informed the man that he was used to such violence and would just as soon put the neighbor in his grave as leave the claim. Other Civil War veterans settling Western lands formed clubs to protect their claims, resorting to threats of violence to frighten off intruders.13 Such activity in Western settlements or on Southern plantations for that matter was very purposeful and not exactly the work of men damaged by war, but rather the rational tactics of men eager to protect their futures.

Despite their fears, however, families and communities could come to grips with the conditions their men had endured because they understood the purpose of the campaigns, the encampments, and the battles. No wonder communities celebrated in one way or another the return of their veterans. Northern and Southern variations on the themes of history, patriotism, liberty, slavery, duty, honor, and republican government allowed men, aware of the high stakes involved in the conflict, to survive the horrors of war wrapped in their good causes.14 Such war-tested veterans made sure the home folks understood that even as they shouldered hardships as part of their civic obligations, they remained good men. In early 1863, Abial Edwards reassured his future wife Anna that soldiers might have “grown rough and weather beaten,” but “we shall have the same warm hearts to greet our friends.”15 As Edwards suggested, the war provided self-aware soldiers with the opportunity to triumph over its dehumanizing aspects and even grow from their harsh experiences.

Moving beyond Their Sacrifices for the Union

Some Northern veterans were comfortable in the knowledge that they would be returning to family farms or to school, embarking on new business careers, or resuming old ones. Other men had worries that mirrored those of nervous civilians. They were quite anxious about what faced them once they left the army and fretted about their ability to construct new lives. Wisconsin soldier James K. Newton worried, “We have been taken care of so long now that I hardly know how it will seem to have to look out entirely for myself.”16 Illinois soldier Charles W. Wills concurred. Wills was a twenty-one-year-old clerk when he enlisted. He rose to the rank of major, but in April 1865 he worried that his service had been “a terrible waste of time for me who have to make a start in life yet, and I expect unfits me for civil life.” “I have almost a dread of being a citizen,” he continued because he had set aside the skills “of trying to be sharp, and trying to make money.”17 And Iowan Taylor Peirce fretted more deeply and longer than all of these men, sending letters full of concern back home to his wife throughout the spring and summer of 1865. Peirce, who had been an established forty-two-year-old family man when he had joined the army, began to worry about his absence from the civilian economy. “What am I going to do then for a living? I know as little about the business of civil life now as though I was a child,” he lamented in April 1865 to his wife Catharine; “For the last three years I have given my whole mind and energys [sic] to the cause of the country and feel that in a financial view I have lost rather than gained.”18

Such uncertainty was troubling not only because Yankee veterans had to regain lost economic ground, but also because they understood that productive labor was important beyond its ability to bring a competence. Men raised on ideas of free labor before the war understood that work had a moral dimension that went beyond making a living. Labor not only built character but also revealed it along with a man’s inner strength and the ability to handle responsibility—all things necessary for continuing to live as the good citizens their military service had proven them to be. In the end, a man who had no employment and consequently no purpose was not quite a man.19

For many veterans, action was the only answer to worries about their prospects, the time they had lost, and the sharp competition they might have to face from those “shirkers” who had stayed at work in the wartime economy while they saved the nation. In June 1865 at the Readville, Massachusetts, military camp, some eager volunteers tired of being idle while awaiting their discharges decided to jump into civilian life ahead of their formal separation from the army. The men “found positions on farms and railroads and gone to work.”20 And some members of the First Michigan Engineers moved seamlessly from war to work on the Nashville and Chattanooga Railroad, which into the early years of Reconstruction was under the supervision of their former regimental commander.21

Enlisted men, including African American veterans such as George Washington Williams, a future historian of the United States Colored Troops, found joining the reorganized postwar army a reasonable alternative to the civilian work available to them.22 Some Federal officers, however, had the greatest opportunity for postwar employment that allowed them also to maintain the sense of professionalism that they had enjoyed during the war: they could stay in uniform. Tension in Madison and Lizzie Bowler’s marriage arose from Madison’s desire to extend his service in Arkansas. He did not feel a purely patriotic obligation to remain in uniform, he wrote as he tried to convince Lizzie to join him at his Little Rock, Arkansas, post, “But the matter is now reduced with me to dollars and cents.” “I can provide for the wants of my family and myself much more easily by holding my present position than in any other manner,” he explained to Lizzie. Yes, he missed her, but trying to convince her to join him in Arkansas, he argued, “A few years of service in the Army in time of peace, need not deprive us of any of the comforts of home or each others society and at the end of that time, I can retire with something like enough to render us a competency through life, if rightly used.” He clinched his argument by noting, “My pay is now $190.00 per month,” a fair salary for middle-class employment. Madison had his way and into the spring of 1866 remained on duty with the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands, the Reconstruction agency more commonly known as the Freedmen’s Bureau situated within the War Department by Congress in March 1865 and tasked with various duties involving the freedpeople and their affairs in the old slave states.23

Other Union officers found such opportunity promising as they sought out appointments in the Freedmen’s Bureau.24 Some officers stretched out their time in uniform commanding men in the United States Colored Troops, the volunteer regiments that remained the longest in the field, and then in reorganized regular black regiments.25 Unfortunately, neither organization could accommodate all the officers who wished to remain on duty. By the end of 1869, Congress had reorganized the army into a much smaller peacetime force, shrinking the Veteran Reserve Corps into four regiments, and reducing the number of black units as well. The government also eliminated most of the Freedmen’s Bureau’s field officers.26

Some men could secure commissions in the new regular army, accepting ranks reduced from the positions they had held in the wartime volunteer service and expecting a slow road to future promotions. Thus, the former Ohio schoolteacher and West Point graduate Major General George Armstrong Custer became Lieutenant Colonel George Armstrong Custer of the Seventh Cavalry, and remained so until his demise at the Little Big Horn in June 1876.27 Brigadier General Rufus Saxton, a man who had played a prominent role settling former slaves on the southeastern coast during and immediately after the war, served his remaining military days more sedately than Custer. He worked as a colonel in the quartermaster department, remaining there until 1888.28 Most of the long-serving veterans, however, only delayed their need to find places in the civilian economy.

Because of their later enlistment date, African American soldiers remained in uniform longer than the war had lasted, giving their officers a reprieve on their return to civilian life. Unlike their officers, however, the men were especially eager to leave the army and meet the new economic challenges ahead of them as the men battle had proven them to be. They especially worried they would miss the few opportunities open to them if they remained in the service much longer. Indeed, the frugal among them planned ahead and had saved money to purchase farms and by the end of 1865 some of them began to wonder if the opportunity to anchor their freedom with land might bypass them.29 In January 1866 one anonymous petitioner and his comrades believed timing would be critical if they were to find property with which to secure their freedom and their future. Stationed on Morris Island, South Carolina, they were probably aware of the government land sales on the lower South Carolina coast and feared they would miss out on them if they remained in the army much longer. “Property & all the lands that would be sold cheap will be gone,” the author protested, “& we will have a Hard struggle to get along in the U S & then all the Southern white Peoples will have us for alaughin.” Their former masters then would “be glad to see that we would not have but very little money & we would not have any land, atoll for all the cheap in things are going now.”30 Without the independence associated with owning land, he and other African American veterans understood that their futures would be in jeopardy regardless of how much money they had accumulated.

The problems of Reconstruction hindered and then derailed the fulfillment of the landowning dreams of most black veterans, but it was not for their lack of trying. In early 1865 in Louisiana, for example, entire regiments formed associations for collectively acquiring land there. A regiment on duty in Nashville made plans for a Kansas colony and another in Jacksonville, Florida, also planned a colonizing venture.31 Success was illusive for these groups, but some veterans undoubtedly joined those Southern freedpeople who eventually bought property. Other veterans, tired of their treatment in the postwar South, were among those freedpeople who looked for better lives in Kansas and other Western places.32 Black veterans may not have fulfilled their expectations for widespread landownership, but military service had nurtured in them the desire to own property along with a confidence that, despite the challenges involved, encouraged them to follow that dream.33

Union Veterans Become Citizens Again

The home folks and veterans might have worried about how the men would adjust to civilian life, but for most Northern soldiers those concerns did not undermine their happiness with having to make that change. They had been citizens first, who only did the duty their nation required of them. Now they were returning to their natural condition. For Northern veterans, their wartime experiences had in fact heightened their understanding of what it meant to be a citizen, including the notion that the service of a patriot to his country was never completed.34 In Dubuque, Iowa, the local papers reported on the good behavior of the returned soldiers. One editorialist wrote, the former soldiers “have quietly taken to their former occupations as kindly as if there had been no interruption in the relation they bore to the community.” The men had returned better citizens for their service and “every community will benefit by their presence.”35 Back east in New York State, a Truxton resident believed the veterans came home much improved both “physically and morally.”36 In July 1865, the editor of Philadelphia’s Public Ledger reported that the returning men, aside from some enthusiastic arguments over glasses of beer, were “more law-abiding than any one could reasonably expect.” Indeed, he pronounced the veterans to be gentlemen.37

As the war years passed, the communities to which the veterans returned considered them to be especially worthy of their trust and confidence, which further made the former soldiers feel appreciated for their efforts, giving value to their sacrifices. When veterans entered politics and public service, they received endorsements based sometimes only on their war service. During the late 1860s and 1870s in Kansas, where settlers were engaged in land battles with railroads, newspaper editors made it quite clear that veterans running for office deserved not only the vote but also the respect of the people because of their wartime sacrifices. Because these Yankee veterans had born the brunt of battle, held close to their comrades, and secured liberty for the reunited nation, they would now stand up to those corporate interests that challenged the rights of ordinary people.38

After receiving their discharges, many Yankees remarked with joy and even wonderment about their restoration to civilian status once they held their discharges in their hands. Henry Otto recalled the day in June 1865 when veteran Wisconsin soldiers received their discharges because it “was an all important day for us. It restored us to citizenship and liberty.”39 Some men believed that arriving home to familiar surroundings and familiar faces along with finally shedding the uniform would complete the transition. Union sergeant Hamlin A. Coe could “hardly realize that I am a citizen, but, nevertheless, I am and must assume the position of one.” Coe also assumed, “It will not be until I can reach home in safety that I can realize the fact, where I hope my friends will help me to reclaim my position in society and throw off the habits of a soldier.”40 Red Bank, New Jersey, veteran Albert C. Harrison understood the significance of shedding the blue uniform. On June 7, 1865, he anticipated his discharge remarking on how it will change his status. “I will set aside my suit of blue,” he promised, “and become a peaceable citizen of the United States.”41

Immigrant Americans had more complex relationships with their adopted country, including the prejudice they had endured before and during the war. Fighting for a victorious cause, however, meant earning the right to citizenship equal to native-born patriots.42 In September 1861, Friedrich Berstch understood the requirements of citizenship and expressed his expectations that grew from his service. “For us German citizens,” he wrote to his hometown German newspaper, “the hour has come to pay a sacred obligation to our adoptive fatherland and the show the wretched nativists, that we knew well, what we did when we took the citizen’s oath, and that we with full citizens [sic] rights are at least just as worthy as the so-called native born are, because we hasten in the hour of danger to do out duty, regardless of what may be.”43 For those immigrants not yet citizens, military service should allow them to make their claim. In July 1862, Congress formally acknowledged the claim that fighting to preserve the United States deserved recognition when it passed a law facilitating the naturalization process for immigrant soldiers.44 J. Emile Strubhar, a Hessian and an Illinois Mennonite, for example, volunteered in order to speed up the acquisition of citizenship.45 By the war’s end, Irish Americans also claimed their place by right of their defense of the nation; if not native-born citizens, they had proven themselves worthy of naturalized citizenship, having earned it on the battlefield.46 Prejudice directed toward immigrants and their offspring did not disappear. German American veterans troubled by lingering nativism might wish to hold on to their cultural identity, but they understood they had earned the right to enjoy the benefits of the reunited nation in peace.47

Such a hope for the full rights of citizenship and the peace to enjoy them was no more apparent than among African American soldiers. Former slaves and free men believed that if they acted as citizens of the nation by fighting for its survival, the nation would acknowledge them as citizens. Military service changed everything, they believed. As Corporal Thomas Long concluded in 1864, “If we hadn’t become sojers, all might have gone back as it was before… . But tings [sic] can never go back, because we have showed our energy & our courage & our naturally manhood.”48 Black soldiers had fought to prove they had deserved the same rights of citizenship as their white comrades and now they demanded what a reunited America owed to them.49 Corporal John H. B. Payne, a former Ohio schoolteacher on duty in South Carolina, spoke for all of his comrades when he wrote, “Give me my rights, the rights that this Government owes me, the same rights that the white man has.”50

Former slaves returned home armed with self-respect and the manly experience of having fought and killed in the name of liberty. They accepted that there was still work to do in the new environment of an emancipated South to perfect their status.51 But some of them began the next phase of their freedom aware that it was possible to convince whites of their worth. At the end of war the white officers of the Sixth United States Colored Infantry passed a resolution praising their men, adding “That, being satisfied with their conduct in the high position of soldiers of the United States, we see no reason why they should not be fully recognized as equals, honorable and responsible citizens of the same.”52

Confederate Veterans Approach an Uncertain Future

In mid-May 1865, Louisianan Douglas J. Cater, coming to grips with being beaten by the Yankees, probably found some comfort in a sense of the temporary nature of failure, the lasting nobility of his cause, and his abiding hatred of the enemy. “I do not like to return home overpowered and a prisoner but such is my fate,” he explained to a cousin, “and I shall endeavor to make the best of it.” At the same time, he still held true to the cause that had drawn him into the war. He also took comfort in having done his duty “in every capacity That I have been called upon to act as a soldier, and now I believe That I can make a good citizen, at least I am willing to share the fate of my friends in The seceded sates.” Yet there still might be a time in the future to revive the old cause. “I still believe That I have been engaged in a just cause,” he affirmed, “and shall not despair of living in a free and independent Confederacy but the Time for more fighting is not now.” Finally, probably embarrassed by defeat, but undoubtedly angry about the presence of the enemy on Southern soil, he promised, “There is no love in my soul for Yankees, neither can There ever be.”53

Cater and his comrades were troubled and disappointed by the defeat of their armies. They were angry with the Yankees, but they understood that at least for the time being the strong enemy military had the upper hand. As Confederate veterans returned home civilians again, they were unsure of the exact nature of their new relationship with a government that held so much power over their lives. They mulled over a gloomy future, their ideas shaped by the worries and uncertainties that took hold from the moment of their surrender. At Appomattox, recalled General John B. Gordon, “some of the Confederates were so depressed in spirit, so filled with apprehensions as to the policy to be adopted by the civil authorities at Washington, that the future seemed to them shrouded in gloom.”54 Confederate veterans soon realized that the Yankees were not going to shuttle them off to prisons or execute the lot of them, but they still had much on their prideful minds during this dark period. “I fear the immediate future will bring terrible events,” Texan Rudolph Coreth wrote in late April 1865, “because the least that will happen is that the negroes will be freed.”55

Across the former Confederacy, veterans joined Coreth in expecting a bleak future. Georgian Samuel Burney predicted that within a year after Johnston’s soon-to-be finalized surrender Southerners would be wishing that “we had reinforced Lee and driven back the enemy.” “Our condition will be truly deplorable with the exulting & tyrannical Yankee and with the negroes freed around us,” he continued; “Oh, what wretched society we will have.”56 Defeat and submission, black men in uniform, and hated Yankee occupiers roaming freely through their country all contributed to deep feelings of humiliation and despair, alienating the Confederate veteran from his own home land.

Despite these concerns, many men were amazed or grateful that they had survived and were able to worry about the future. Be it the result of good fortune or divine purpose, these sensibilities would nurture the resiliency needed to rebuild their lives in the face of difficult times. After the ceremony at Appomattox, Alabaman William McClendon marched homeward grateful that he could do so. “I felt happy,” he noted, “that after so many hard fought battle[s] I had escaped and was on my way home to mother.”57 Private William Fletcher soon came out of his post-surrender depression with a satisfying realization that he had survived the war. He decided to take the advice of a North Carolina soldier, who suggested that he and his comrades take some bacon and use it to “grease and slide back into the Union.” From that point on, he “commenced to think of the coming civil life,” something that further raised his spirits.58 For Georgian Charles H. Olmsted, a colonel in Joseph Johnston’s army, surrender brought “mingled emotions.” Defeat was hard. The loss of life paid no dividend. But for Olmsted, “the thought of returning home to face no more perils and hardships of a soldier’s calling filled my soul with gratitude to the Giver of all good.” The veteran had counted his blessings, for he had his health and a future before him.59

Religious men such as South Carolinian John Crawford Anderson took some comfort considering that defeat “must be the will of God and is therefore right.”60 Confederate John Preston Sheffey put his faith in God and his own commitment to hard work. “We must look forward therefore with heart and hope to the future,” he reassured his wife, “trusting that God will strengthen us to override all obstacles and triumph over all difficulties.” “Our lot will not be so hard a one as that of most other people,” he continued in faith and optimism, “and if we only pull together heartily, ever strengthening each other’s hands, we will soon have every comfort around us.”61

Other Confederate soldiers struggled with their faith, questioned why God had chastened them, and eventually developed a rationale for their defeat. The fatalism of many of these men meant they accepted their disappointing situation and tried to deal with the world as it now was. Even so, for those Confederates who accepted that the Almighty had ordained their fate meant there was at least a divine plan to guide them forward. R. T. Hubbard, Jr., reflecting on the war in December 1866, accepted the outcome to be God’s will. “Some wise purpose which we cannot discern moved the Most High to permit these things so to be, He does all for the best,” he wrote. “Though we can’t see now, why these things should have been permitted, yet since they have been, we must as a matter of faith, believe that ‘God is wise in all His ways and good in all His works.’ ”62

South Carolinian Colonel C. Irvine Walker, much distressed by the developments of the last spring of the war, also expected that his Creator had some unrevealed reason for inflicting on him and other Southern patriots their humiliation. “It is His will that this struggle should end so and we must be obedient to it,” he wrote, probably comforting himself as he did so. As a religious man, he acknowledged, he strove “to feel everything that God does is for the best.”63 There was nothing more he could do, at least for the time being.

In the end, the war had been a noble effort, whether God had blessed it or not. Louis Leon, a North Carolina private soldier, had been a prisoner for the last year of the war when he took the “cursed oath” to secure his freedom. He accepted defeat, but also acknowledged the dead “positively did not give their lives in vain.” They had died “for a most righteous cause, even if the Cause was lost.” Leon expressed no regrets for having devoted four years of his youthful life for his country except the regret of having lost the fight and no regrets for anything he had done “to cripple the North.” The sad end to his war, however, had not been the result of the Confederacy’s want of vigor or virtue, as he explained in a way that would be acceptable to his comrades for the remainder of their lives. “Nor do I for one moment,” he wrote, “think that we lost it by any other way than by being outnumbered at least five if not ten to one.”64

Even if such men could not fathom their Creator’s designs, they undoubtedly found strength in such beliefs as they returned to their civilian lives. Their noble cause had justified their actions, bolstered their self-worth, and did not lend themselves to promoting an easy reconciliation with the enemy. But defeated men also knew they had to get on with their lives. Shortly after the surrender, George Bernard admitted to spending “three or four weeks of idleness, during which time I have suffered no little from despondency at the gloomy prospects for making a living.” He set about drumming up legal business and lived in his office. By the end of 1865, he acknowledged, “Many indeed are the difficulties before me.” Undaunted, he “resolved to face them.”65 After Johnston’s surrender, fellow Confederate veteran William P. H. Chambers, with heart “sick and sore,” thought about what had transpired over the last four years and admitted, “As a people we have failed.” Yet he also faced up to reality, concluding it was time to “address ourselves to the material problems of life.”66
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A Sense of Accomplishment in Victory

With the war now over, Union veterans looked forward to returning home with the knowledge that their collective sacrifice had born fruit. Nevertheless, they also pondered the individual cost of victory. Throughout the war, thousands of soldiers had returned home physically damaged from camp life or battle. Their comrades remaining in the field would not have known how many men had left the army because of wounds or illnesses, nor would they have known the exact number of Yankee deaths. But they knew that many of their old friends were no longer with them simply by looking around the thinned ranks of their companies and regiments. These were all necessary sacrifices, as Guy Taylor concluded before the war’s end, because “threw [sic] the blood of man all Patriot blessing flow.”1

The deadly consequences of war, however, did not discourage men from enjoying their victory. They understood that they had been part of an extraordinary endeavor, which after mustering out could give them a sense of accomplishment that helped them make the transition to their civilian lives. In June 1865, Yankee Elisha Hunt Rhodes, who rose from enlisted man to officer, wrote, “Four years ago today I enlisted as a boy in the Army. I was proud to be a Corporal and prouder still to be a soldier.” Furthermore, he appeared to be pleased to have lasted the entire conflict. “Today as I look back I cannot realize that I have seen the beginning and the end of the great Civil War,” he recorded in his dairy, “But such is the fact, and I devoutly thank God for it.” He was satisfied with his efforts and a month later he concluded, “I have been successful in my Army life simply because I have always been ready and willing to do my duty.” And he noted that his duty had provided him to be part of a personally fulfilling experience. “I thank God that I have had an opportunity of serving my country freeing the slaves and restoring the Union.”2

Earlier in May, James K. Newton, who had been eighteen years old when he had enlisted, told his parents, “What an experience the last few years have been!” He understood the special nature of what he had been through when he acknowledged that he “would not take any amount of money & have the events which have transpired … blotted out from my memory.”3 “The more I contemplate the war, and am connected with it,” wrote C. J. Madden of Ohio, “the grander and more inexhaustible the subject appears.” This experience would be with him and his comrades for some time. “I tell you there is food for thought and reflections there,” Madden concluded, “for us for the remainder of our days.”4

Yankees were proud to have won the war and preserved liberty for future generations.5 Their efforts had saved the Union and had destroyed slavery, heralding a “bright future for our country.”6 Their victory was no mean feat for farm boys, factory workers, and clerks. They understood they had done something big, even if they also had sacrificed much. After learning of Johnston’s surrender, Indiana sergeant William B. Miller believed he and his comrades had “reason to rejoice.” “We have accomplished the work we set out to do,” he noted, “and I feel proud that I can say I was a soldier.”7 Preparing to return home in July 1865, Illinoisan William Wiley reflected, “We felt hapy [sic] in the thought that our work was well done.” After three years of “long weary” service, the men could now go home with “nothing to be ashamed of.” “We had done well our part in atchieving [sic] a glorious victory in preserving and strengthening our institutions and restoring peace to the land,” Wiley concluded as he waited for his return home.8 Veterans could now leave the army, as Taylor Peirce wrote, with “the consciousness of having done my duty to my country.” Eager to return home, he again admitted, “I feel satisfied knowing that our country is safe and the work I engaged in is completed.”9 The victorious veterans proved to the world “that man is capable of Self-Government.”10

A defeated rebellion was certainly good reason for celebration; however, there were Yankees who understood that victory had not just restored their nation but had remade it as well. Indeed, they had purified their government and their land.11 “The great curse of slavery no longer hangs above the heads of the American People,” explained New Jersey soldier Albert Harrison; “It now may be called a Free Nation.”12 For soldiers who shared Michigander James H. Kidd’s views, it was because the Federal government finally took on the cause of freedom that Providence made its armies victorious. “Thus end all conspiracies against the rights of man: and against truth and justice,” Kidd explained to his mother and father.13 Without “the henious [sic] curse of slavery,” according to Iowan Taylor Peirce, veterans will be able to watch their nation become greater and more prosperous than any other nation on the earth.14

Useful Consequences of Military Service

First among those benefits men acknowledged to arise from their service might have been the realization that they had something of great value awaiting them at home. Battle and camp life encouraged men to appreciate their antebellum lives and their families more than before they had enlisted. Early in the war, Yankee James R. McCutcheon wistfully pondered his past civilian life.15 And almost from the outset of the fighting, Vermonter Valentine Barney expressed a longing for home to their loved ones. “I tell you Maria,” Barney wrote to his wife in May 1861, “I never before realized so forcibly the comforts of home and the kindness and goodness of my loveing [sic] Wife and children as at present.” Barney pledged to “be more attentive in the future than I have been in the past.”16

Much of how men adapted to their experiences depended on their individual personalities and the circumstances of their lives before, during, and after the war. Indeed, men might have found positive aspects within military life because they had already been prepared for the hardships they faced as soldiers or had found in their antebellum lives, whether through religious beliefs, work experience or concepts of duty and honor, motives to rise above the most debilitating aspects of soldiering. The antebellum frontier experience might have tempered the men of the First Minnesota Volunteers, having already taught them how to endure harsh natural circumstances before they even donned their blue uniforms.17 Some men, such as the factory worker-soldiers in the 14th Connecticut Volunteers, might have adjusted better to military life than other men because they were familiar with workplace hierarchy, cooperation, and discipline; their prewar laborer’s virtues might have remained with them at war’s end in spite of or because of their military experiences.18 Indeed, for better or worse, the discipline and hierarchy of military service might have prepared other Northern soldiers to rejoin the workforce as the efficient semiskilled factory workers of late nineteenth-century America.19 Regardless, the experiences many men had encountered in the war made an impression on them and, according to many of their own assessments, in quite a positive way.

Some soldiers complained about how the army provided them with no practical skills to take home with them once the fighting had ceased and many men worried about how they would adjust to civilian life. Yet many veterans acknowledged that their service had given them some useful practical experience. Connecticut Chaplain Joseph Hopkins Twichell, who had admitted to becoming accustomed to the sights and sounds of field hospitals, also believed that his experiences did not diminish his “sympathy with human suffering.” Rather, he had learned better “how to minister to it.” “If I live,” he informed his mother after Gettysburg, “my experience here will prove of great value to me as a clergyman.”20 Dr. Myron Robinson, another Connecticut native, also believed that the war had honed his professional skills by the time he mustered out in August 1865. His service consisted of “nearly four years of intense, seemingly around the clock medical care and emergencies” that had “equipped … [him] well to return to private practice.”21

One officer on duty with a black regiment believed his responsibilities had taught him more in the way of practical business skills than he could have acquired at a business school. Furthermore, his position had taught him to accept responsibility for his actions, an excellent admission of the maturation process that more young officers probably experienced in all aspects of command.22 The sense of responsibility not only to themselves and their comrades but also to their towns, states, and nation in part accounted for willingness of veterans to take on public service. Illinois veteran Francis T. Moore, who made a life in the West after the war, took on civic positions ranging from census work to various local offices. Many other veterans did the same, even if they had multiple but not contradictory motives that included a need for income.23

For many veterans, as Confederate Carlton McCarthy later recalled, hard times in the army and the discipline required by that service made the difficulties encounter in peace more easily handled.24 Such men had accomplished things that they might not otherwise have considered possible before the war, a lesson in sticking to the task that would be useful in peacetime life. In September 1865, Rufus L. Robinson, a New Yorker who had lost his right arm during the war, explained that the veterans’ military experiences “taught us that we little knew what could be achieved by us physically until we entered the field as soldiers and the same rule applies to us mentally.”25

War and camp life tested young men, and soldiers understood the benefits gained in the process. New Yorker Wesley Gould, who had enlisted in the fall of 1861 while still a boy of eighteen years, admitted that the war had taught him lessons worth learning. The army was “a very good school for me,” he informed his sister Hannah in May 1863. If anything, he learned something about the Southern states and about himself. He learned that he could hold to his abstemious ways even under the pressure of his wilder comrades. Furthermore, he learned the virtue of self-control. “I have learned to take things cool,” he proudly informed his sister; “and if aney [sic] one sayes [sic] aney [sic] thing that I don’t like, I don’t get mad as I used to.”26

Even in the dull routine of the camp, Confederate David Pierson explained to his sister shortly before the war’s end, there was something to learn “almost every day—of human nature if nothing else.”27 In May 1864, Wisconsin soldier Guy Taylor confirmed that opinion when he acknowledged that the army was a “good school for a man,” especially because a soldier could “lurn human nature rite along.”28 Soldiers such as John Mattoon, a New York boy tired of farm work when he enlisted in 1864, grew from shallow youths who sought adventure to young men who understood the obligations of citizenship, a sensibility many veterans would carry with them the rest of their days.29 Boys such as Wisconsinite James K. Newton developed a deeper sense of patriotism as they came to grasp the larger issues behind and within the war.30 In the end, there were veterans who believed that their wartime duty had not only made them men but also had made them better men. After the Battle of Shiloh, Tennessee Confederate A. T. Fielder was grateful for divine mercies and promised “to be a better man.” He lived a full life within the familiar boundaries of Crockett County, Tennessee, suggesting that he at least acted as he had promised.31

Fielder and other men probably accepted Abial Edwards’s assessment of the impact of their service. “Every good noble feeling has been enlarged while in the army,” Edwards, who after the war strove to create a successful life, explained to his future wife Anna Conant. Military service had indeed shaped men in a positive way, Edwards argued. “The Army has been a grand school to foster one’s best impulses,” he continued; “here he has learned the best & most useful lessons of life and we can go back to a citizen[’]s life feeling proud of our position in the years of 61–5.”32 Indeed, as New Yorker Hosea Rockwell argued twenty years after Appomattox, the war had made them better citizens. “We have learned,” he reminded his old comrades, “what citizenship in an undivided union is worth by realizing what it cost.”33

Upon reflection veterans admitted to having gained practical knowledge and even wisdom that stayed with them for the remainder of their lives. As they grew older, veterans would agree that their experiences had helped them meet the “trials, dangers and adversaries” of life.34 Other men noted that their service had cultivated the character necessary for becoming good citizens.35 For an elderly Confederate Tennessean looking back on his service, everything he had learned boiled down to one very practical lesson: “The war taught me that a man could do without everything he couldn’t get so I took as my motto ‘Pay as you go and when you can’t pay don’t go.’ ”36 Time and experience “packed into those four years” of war, as Confederate Philip D. Stephenson later recalled, had made young soldiers into mature adults, even if they were still “beardless boy[s], not yet 20!”37

For some veterans, the bloodshed they had witnessed gave them a respect for and wariness of war. In 1898, William McKinley—enlisted man, officer, lawyer, politician, and president of the United States—tried to slow the rush to war with Spain that an inexperienced and pugnacious Theodore Roosevelt was championing. War could only be an option when all else failed, McKinley believed, because he had experienced its destructive power firsthand. “I have seen the dead piled up,” he reportedly told a friend, “and I do not want to see another [war].”38 Yet, when all else did fail, there were Civil War veterans from both armies, now over three decades beyond the fighting of their youth, who were eager to put their past experiences to good use and return to combat in the service of their reunited nation. When former Federal brigadier general and Mississippi governor Adelbert Ames learned that the president was distributing commissions for commanding officers to lead men in this new war, he sought one. “As you know, I commanded the fighting Division which made two landings on the coast of North Carolina in mid-winter and captured Fort Fisher,” he confidently reminded a potential political sponsor of his earlier battlefield experience; “I can do a similar thing on the Cuban coast and capture every thing in sight.”39

Sober memories such as McKinley’s might have forced men to question the existence of a divine being, but many a veteran found that war had sharpened their personal spirituality. For Indianan Scot Butler, his experiences strengthened his spirituality in a way that outlived his youth. Butler reflected on his wartime service decades later and asked: “What did I derive, what quality of mind, what purpose of soul, what fear of the Eternal God did I derive from my service in the army?” “There is this thing about it all,” he noted in answering his own question; “I believe that in war man’s faith in the Power not ourselves is developed, is strengthened to meet whatever fate life brings.” His war, of course, “was many years ago.” But he asked another question and again answered it himself: “The past dies? Ah, but its spirit lives and bears one silent company evermore.”40

African American Troops and Lessons Learned

African American soldiers returned home with a confidence that belied the subservient role whites had prescribed to them before the war. Military service reached deep into the Northern free black community, touching most families by the end of the war and it helped shape the expectations of the Southern freedmen’s community. An extraordinary 70 percent of the Northern black community’s military aged men had joined the Union forces. However, while there were some exclusively free black regiments, most units, including Northern regiments, recruited heavily from the black population of the slave states. Of the approximately 180,000 men who served in the United States Colored Troops, over 80 percent came from the slave states and one could safely assume that most of them had been slaves.41

New experiences had taken these men beyond the lives they had led in their old neighborhoods, making them receptive to opportunities in unfamiliar places.42 They had met different kinds of African Americans, with free men from Indiana black settlements, for example, fighting in units with new comrades from urban areas as well as from slave states.43 Importantly, their military duty had prepared them for their new role in Reconstruction America. For these men, the war was a watershed moment, because they understood, as Sergeant William McCoslin of Bloomington, Indiana, explained in August 1864, that they were “battling for the Union and our rights.”44 They ended the war understanding that their efforts had been critical to saving the Constitution and to ending slavery, becoming aware of their own political power and the debt owed to them by the nation.45 Consequently, such service meant there could be no return to the old days because war reinforced black soldiers understanding of their own worth. As Thomas Long, a South Carolina private, preached to his regimental congregation, “If we hadn’t been sojers, all might have passed by & notin [sic] been done for we… . But now tings [sic] can never go back, because we have showed our energy & our courage & our naturally manhood.” James F. Jones, a black Rhode Island artillerist, similarly explained: “As a people, we begin to think of our race as something more than vassals, and goods, and chattels; and with this increasing good opinion of ourselves, we will make all people respect us.”46 Furthermore, now, because of their efforts, their children would never hear accusations that their fathers had not fought for their own freedom.47

Equally important were their experiences in camp through which they also developed a sense of self-worth, political awareness, and, among noncommissioned officers especially, leadership skills, all of which were qualities transferable to the postwar era.48 Black soldiers had initially been paid less than their white counterparts, an insult that sparked protest. The controversy over equal pay was eventually resolved in their favor, providing the men with a good civic lesson in the value of political militancy. In the camp of the 55th Massachusetts, the soldiers celebrated, not because of “the mere attainment of dollars and cents” but “because a great principle of equal rights as men and soldiers had been decided in their favor.”49

African American soldiers might have learned another lesson in their efforts to combat discrimination in pay and other matters. Their militancy, which could lead to frustration, bad behavior, and even mutiny in their ranks, brought men into contact with the army’s military justice system. Yet, the disciplinary procedures in which they participated were for the most part systematic, fair, and no different from those prescribed for white offenders. The army, in fact, schooled former slaves in the concept of legal due process, a lesson that the men would not forget once the war ended.50 These veterans believed former slaves should receive the same treatment before the law once the war had ended. Thus, in August 1865, Sergeant E. S. Robinson, a black soldier stationed in Columbia, South Carolina, by-passed the chain of command and reported directly to General Quincy A. Gillmore, the commander of the Department of South Carolina, that whites “Shamefuly abused” the freedpeople there. “Sir I am only a sergeant and of Course Should be as silent as posible [sic] But in this I Could not hold my temper,” he explained, “After fighting to get wrights [sic] that White men might respect By Virtue of the Law.”51

Another victory came with the increased literacy among black soldiers. Long denied to them in slavery, African American troops who had been held in bondage understood that learning to read and write was a form of rebellion, an assertion of their freedom, an expression of their manhood, and a step toward community leadership roles.52 For freedpeople, learning to read was a political act.53 Black men embraced the opportunity to learn, while officers of black regiments provided opportunities by establishing schools for their men.54 When given the opportunity, they continued to attend school while they remained on duty after the war had ended.55 They acted collectively in raising money to establish schools for the freedpeople because they believed that education, after emancipation, was the next step in securing the freedom of the former slaves. And they shared their skills by assuming positions as teachers and their limited resources by supporting schools in black communities.56

John Sweeny, a free man from Kentucky, served in the army from the fall of 1863 through his discharge in early 1866. He argued that the black population wished to “become a People capable of self support as we are Capable of being soldiers.” To accomplish that goal, the ex-slaves needed education. He believed that whites took advantage of blacks because of the freedpeople’s ignorance. Uneducated black citizens were, he explained, “incapable of putting Thier [sic] complaints or applications in writing.” Furthermore, he noted, the Kentucky freedpeople he encountered on a furlough home to Green County “For the want of Education [were] totally ignorant Of the Great Good Workings of the Government in our behalf.” When he left the army, Sweeny set out to become part of the solution to this problem and became a teacher.57 Other black veterans put their education to work in the fields. In Louisiana, former soldiers traveled the countryside reading and explaining labor documents to black laborers who were being cheated by white employers.58

Officers who took the opportunity of a last assembly of their men to reinforce their sense of accomplishment reminded the men that the army had prepared them to make their way as citizens.59 Such speeches might have been unnecessary, but were certainly reaffirming. As men of the 30th United States Colored Infantry understood, white acknowledgment of their efforts was satisfying. When a white sailor tossed an insult at members of the regiment, he learned something of the pride black soldiers had in their service. One of the veterans, responding to the insult, unfurled the ragged regimental colors torn by the bullets of many battles and instructed the Jack Tar and his fellows in a bit of the regiment’s bloody history. “For a moment the sailors gazed at the war-torn flags,” Freeman Bowley, a white company commander, recalled, “then they cheered long and loud” acknowledging the well-deserved pride of the soldiers.60 When Bowley and his soldiers parted, the majority of the men walked away carrying their old rifles, symbols of their claim to citizenship purchased with the money they had earned defending the nation and freeing its slaves.61

In the end, the men of the United States Colored Troops returned home proud of their accomplishments. The astute among the black troops also understood that despite their accomplishments more work lay ahead to make certain that freedom had real meaning, including the rights of citizenship in the land for which they had fought. Veterans consequently took the lead in spreading ideas about freedom, earned political privileges, and civil rights among the former slaves of the South and the Northern population, as well as in organizing the communities to which they returned. The men of the 60th United States Colored Infantry, most of whom had a firsthand familiarity with antebellum slavery, returned to Davenport, Iowa, and in the fall of 1865 shortly before their mustering out organized a meeting that promulgated their claims to the right to full citizenship based on their service to the nation in its time of need. They were not the only black veterans to do so and black veterans in the Midwest now shifted their energy to battling for the franchise, as they expected to become active participants in the remade nation.62 In May 1865, black veterans in North Carolina petitioned for the right to vote; they had fought and now they wished to prove they were fit to exercise the responsibilities of citizens.63 In October 1865, veterans rallied in New Orleans; listening to orators declaim that war had proven their manhood, but now peace required another expression of the same, this time taking the form of the right to vote.64

Black veterans, perhaps not as intimidated by ex-Confederates as former slaves who had not seen service, became central actors in the organizing of voluntary military companies across the South as a means for self-defense, for displaying their manhood, for advertising their past contributions to the nation, and for bringing together African American communities. As early as 1865, black veterans living in Baltimore were at the heart of the formation of new black military clubs. Unable to join the all-white state militia, the men created their own organizations bearing such names as the Lincoln Zouaves and the Oakland Invincibles. Symbols of equality and the wartime contributions of black soldiers to the Union cause, the units also acted as focal points for community life throughout Maryland’s black population.65 The black veterans of Washington, D.C., also understood the importance of these associations for themselves and their communities and gathered together in militia companies. Johnson never officially accepted the black organizations, but his lack of approval did not stop the veterans’ informal efforts to cultivate their old army associations as they attempted to claim their equal rights.66

Nor did presidential disapproval dissuade old soldiers from returning home with their weapons to the rural South and standing up to whites who might wish to limit their freedom. In Jackson County, Florida, the presence of large numbers of armed black men who engaged in military drill probably signaled the return of former slaves recruited from the area during the war by the Federal army.67 Georgia freedpeople organized informal militias across the state and on occasion collectively confronted white vigilantes that had threatened or hurt them in one way or another. The presence of army rifles suggested the participation of black veterans in these groups.68 In North Carolina by the end of 1872, black veterans led the way in organizing military companies in the Lower Cape Fear area.69

As with white antebellum voluntary companies, these new black organizations allowed men to engage in martial theater, but even more significantly they were means by which the veterans contributed to community building after the war. Their militia musters acted as social occasions for the entire freed population, also conveniently opportunities for the people to discuss their labor contracts and other concerns. Black veterans helped to organize rural communities, calling meetings, forming societies, and continuing to agitate for land redistribution, all the while contributing to the fear among whites that some sort of uprising would occur by the end of 1865.70 Militia officers also attempted to maintain right living among the men in the ranks and to keep order within their communities. On St. Helena Island, South Carolina, black veterans were the primary movers in the organization of the community, dealing with public health concerns and making sure the freedpeople policed their living areas as the men had done in camp, while also drilling a militia and guarding against the return of former masters.71

It was not surprising then for freedpeople to turn to veterans to represent them once they gained access to suffrage, although veterans were not the only black men to command their electoral loyalty. In South Carolina, a notable number of the state’s black leadership had served in the Union army, and many of those men had been noncommissioned officers.72 And across the South during Reconstruction black veterans, such as the former slave and sugar cane planter Henry Demas, found their way into politics and public office.73 Incidentally, those veterans who thrived in politics were fairly conventional Republicans, committed to equal rights and the party’s free-labor ideology of hard work as a precondition for success, not to a more radical call for land redistribution.74

Even after the promise of freedom began to fade in the old Confederacy, black veterans continued to lead their communities by creating new ones. Beginning in 1879, Louisiana veterans were in the forefront of the movement of freedpeople to the new black enclaves of Kansas. During the latter part of the nineteenth century, veterans led the way in developing exclusively black towns across the erstwhile Confederacy. And with political leadership denied them by white violence and fraud, many veterans focused on building their communities from within as teachers, doctors, businessmen, and other professionals. Most significantly, many veterans turned to the ministry, a leadership role that would be central to black communities down through the twentieth century.75

The influence black veterans had on their neighbors infuriated ex-masters. The influence that the soldiers had on the general black population provoked more resentment. During the fall of 1865, white Louisianans believed that the very “presence of coloured troops in our midst has completely demoralized the coloured population.”76 And later in 1869, in Shreveport, Louisiana, whites talked about killing black veterans living in the area because, as they warned, “these discharged men were going to spoil all the other negroes so that whites could do nothing with them.”77

That black men, once mustered out, would return to their homes with weapons and military experience was worrisome to Southern whites.78 Seeing black men in blue uniforms and positions of authority was sufficient provocation for some former Confederates, but hearing black veterans demand to be treated as free people outraged white men who found anything but subservient behavior from former slaves disrespectful and dangerous. White Southerners had always considered black men under arms a serious affront to the established racial hierarchy. “There was an intense bitterness against colored soldiers, once their slaves but now … their masters,” Freedmen’s Bureau officer Marshall Twitchell observed from his isolated Louisiana post in 1865 while surrounded by what amounted to regiments of Confederate veterans.79 The “insolence” of freshly discharged black soldiers sparked a violent confrontation in Memphis in May 1866, leaving fourteen of their number dead after a three-day riot. The new veterans had been drinking, but racial tension had already poisoned the atmosphere, especially given that black soldiers stationed in postwar Memphis had expected whites to show them respect.80
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Mature Soldier-Sons and Their Families

Young men had matured under the burden of military service, as Massachusetts soldier Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., admitted to his mother in 1864. “I started in this thing a boy,” he proclaimed, “I am now a man[.]”1 Holmes and many other young veterans had been away from their homes for upward to four years or more. Volunteers, with hundreds of thousands of them being twenty-one or younger at the time of their enlistment, had delayed moving into normal adult lives for their various causes.2 The fact that only 30 per cent of Union volunteers and probably about 36 percent of Confederate volunteers were married when they joined their respective armies further suggests the unformed lives of so many of these soldiers.3 Up until this time, many young men had, as Yankee seminarian Joseph Hopkins Twichell noted, “thus far been fitting for a life not yet lived—to confer upon society benefits not yet conferred.”4 They further delayed their contributions to their communities as drill and death replaced school, work, and courtship.

At some point, these young veterans would need to pick up where they had left off. The war had changed these boys, and their parents would need to adjust to their more mature sons, some of whom ended the war as newly married men with families of their own. Some young men, not yet attached, matured to the point where they knew they would be assuming greater responsibilities in their families. Mature sons, however, might no longer be willing to live as unquestioning junior members of their parents’ households. This feeling might have been especially true in families where young men, first as soldiers and then as veterans, assumed a more significant place by accepting adult responsibilities previously claimed solely by their fathers or another elder. This maturation process would have happened in time; however, it did, in fact, happen during the war.

In June 1865, shortly before his discharge from the army, New Yorker Wesley Gould revealed a mature if stoic attitude about the difficulties all people faced in life. Gould, the youngest of seven brothers who had rallied to the flag, was from a devout family of English Methodists. He was eighteen years old at the commencement of the war when he enlisted after first helping with the fall 1861 harvest on his family’s New York farm. Responding to news about some bad luck encountered by his eldest brother John, who had remained at home to tend to the family land with sister Hannah and her husband, Wesley took on the mature role of family counselor as he offered advice. He comforted his older sister by reassuring her “there is no use despairing.” “We where [sic] placed in this world to overcome such difficulties as should come in our way” he reassured her; “Should everything go smooth and nice in this world, we would forget that we had to prepare for another one. So what we often call bad luck often proves to be a blessing to us in the future.” Indeed, Gould’s sensible attitude toward trouble would be useful for his own adjustment to civilian life, a life he was already anticipating prior to his discharge. A true patriot, accepting all of the obligations of citizenship, he instructed his sister to pay whatever taxes he owed using money that he had already sent home.

Wesley Gould’s wartime experiences were difficult, but not extraordinary. For almost four years, he had fought all across the South and had spent five months as a prisoner of war, finally ending his military career in July 1865 as a 21-year-old second lieutenant. As Vermonter Wilbur Fiske had done, Gould returned home to an altered family, having lost one soldier-brother to camp sickness during the war. Early during his service, he looked forward to returning to his sister’s farm. But as he prepared to become a civilian once again, he wondered if he could be content living with his sister’s family. The war, he explained, “has made me a roaring Man or Boy wich [sic] ever you choose to call me, but let that be as it will.”

Once discharged, Wesley Gould despite his reservations returned to his old home in Delaware County, New York, and to the support of his remaining relations. It was, however, only a sojourn among the familiar. It was a way to ease back into civilian life, but also perhaps a necessary step toward assuming his adult place in the postwar world. It was not long before he began to chart his future. He furthered his education by completing a course of legal studies. He soon married a neighborhood girl and eventually moved to Hancock, New York, where he made his own way. He raised his family, practiced law, and engaged in politics. Despite his claim to an invalid pension in 1881 for his wartime sacrifices, he lived a long life, passing away at the age of eighty-four. Religion, family, work, community recognition, self-confidence, and a sense of purpose—these aspects of life no doubt helped Wesley Gould and many more veterans adjust to their new postwar lives.5

Young veterans such as Gould were aware that they had accumulated valuable experiences during their service that set them apart from their elders, or even above them in some matters. It would be wrong to assume that there had not been youthful rebellion—or at least resentment of the power of their elders—before the war. Such was the nature of generational interaction, the way youthful exuberance would always clash with mature caution.6 However, wartime experiences shaped the sensibilities of the sons and how they related to their families. They would not accept a return to their subordinate places in the old antebellum family hierarchies, especially after proving their manhood in the army. They returned home knowing something that so many of their parents for the most part could not know and, in the manner of youthful arrogance, they made it plain that their assessment of the war’s events was superior to that of the home folks. While still in the military, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., no doubt tested the patience of his parents by asserting his expertise in matters relating to the war. Holmes responded to his parent’s optimistic view of victory on the horizon by telling them that he was better able than they were in assessing such military things. They simply did not understand “the unity or the determination of the South.” Far from being a humble son, he made it clear to them that he knew best, bluntly informing them, “I think you are hopeful because (excuse me) you are ignorant.” The younger Holmes later apologized for his rude remark, but he had already made his point.7

Wisconsin Democrat Harvey Reid took a similar stand on matters with his father. Reid, nineteen years old when the war began, was not an abolitionist or even an antislavery man. Not one to abandon all of his racial prejudices, he still came to challenge the orthodox Democratic ideas held by his father, claiming an authority based on his experiences with the army in the slave South. He admitted to his father and mother, for example, that the Copperheads must in their hearts be patriots, not traitors. However, he added, “pardon me for saying, I think they are blinded by political antipathy to the actual effect of their opposition to the policy of the Administration.” Furthermore, they had no direct experience dealing with rebels. Northerners, as far as the younger Reid was concerned, had to “see the war and the South,” as he had seen both, “in order to form correct ideas as to the proper means of crushing the rebellion.”

Reid also came to develop a degree of respect for black soldiers after observing them in uniform. Indeed, his war experiences, he believed, gave him the legitimate authority to judge such things, including the importance of emancipation. It was an authority, as he made clear to his father, which no civilian back home could claim. As he explained to his father on more than one occasion, he knew best about such matters because of his own experiences. Soldiers, he argued, have the “means of judging not enjoyed by those living at a distance from the seat of war, and they know the measures to be of the utmost practical benefit.” Reid’s father might have puzzled over his son’s politics—the father’s wartime habit of sending newspaper clippings from anti-administration Democratic papers suggests an effort to return the boy to right thinking—but Reid’s family welcomed him home. Reid soon began to construct his own life, becoming a bookkeeper and marrying in 1867. In the calm of peace, however, the younger Reid eventually made up his own mind to return to the Democratic party.8

Extraordinary wartime experiences nurtured maturity in many young soldiers and, with the peace, they continued to inform their parents that they now had their own views about their futures. With the war over, Ohio patriarch Andrew Evans urged his son Sam to leave the army. Reassuring Sam that he had done his duty, the father tried to convince his son he had honored his obligation to his nation. “I do not wish to dictate to you,” he wrote as he pressured Sam, “but would much rather that you come home as soon as you can honorably and consistently do so.” It became apparent that Sam would remain in the army for a while longer. The father, however, offered to prepare the family mill Sam had run before the war for his fall 1865 return, suggesting that he was willing to put things back to where they had been, with father and son playing comparable roles to those they had practiced before the army had drawn away Sam.

At the time, Sam was stationed in Memphis and involved in the work of Reconstruction, but his father still insisted that enough was enough, that his duties now lay at home. On more than one occasion, Andrew used civic and sentimental arguments to try to convince his son to come home. Sam eventually returned to Ohio as a stalwart Republican, never to return to the Democratic Party that had held his and his father’s antebellum political allegiance. He did return to the family mill that he had managed before the war, but also began to live life on his own terms, not his father’s. He engaged in other businesses and set about establishing a family of his own. Not wishing to forget his service, he named his first-born son U.S. Grant Evans. Sam’s army veteran brother was not to be outdone by him. The father of twin boys, he named one W. T. Sherman Evans and the other P. H. Sheridan Evans.9

Sam Evans was not alone in his desire to chart his own postwar course. There were other young men who set their own paths when free of family obligations. Confederate Thomas Wagg, only twenty-two years old at war’s end, returned to his father’s home in Savannah, Georgia, but soon felt a need to sever his ties with his past life. He had gone off to war in May 1861 with nothing more than the experience of being a schoolboy. By the time he returned to his father’s house, he had served his failed cause for four years. Now he began to think of his relationship with his father as being one between adults. He could not resume his junior place in the old family hierarchy nor did he desire to learn medicine standing at his physician father’s shoulder. He set out to make his way in what proved to be the unfortunate profession of a bookseller in Thomasville, Georgia. Despite various personal and professional difficulties, he met his future wife in Thomasville. He survived the bookstore and eventually qualified to practice medicine without his father’s help.10

During the war, Southern soldiers, usually hungry and ill clad themselves, could rarely assist family members with the money they earned fighting, especially as inflation made a mockery of their pay when and if they received it.11 Young Northern soldiers, however, earning real money on their own, many of them for the first time, had an additional vantage point from which to play a larger and more authoritative role in their families prior to and after their return home, turning the tables on their parents by placing them in a dependent position. Soldiers sent home their pay when they received it and made a difference in the lives of the older generation. In the process, they altered their relationships with their elders. James K. Newton, only a seventeen-year-old Wisconsin boy when the war commenced, came to the aid of his parents in their time of financial difficulties, sending money home to help them out of their troubles.12 Wisconsinite William Ray sent money home during the war, and after his discharge lived with his mother in a house he had purchased with part of that pay.13 In 1863, James M. Randall, another Wisconsin soldier, helped his father establish himself on homestead acreage in Minnesota with a $400 gift. The elder Randall failed, sold the property, and settled for a reduced competence back in Wisconsin, thus confirming the younger Randall’s low opinion of his father’s abilities to stay in one place and sustain long-term effort.14

Illinois infantryman Leander Stillwell began helping to support his family as soon as he had become a soldier in 1862, sending home to his father almost all of his first pay packet, $45 out of the $49.40 received. “For a poor man, he was heavily in debt at the time of my enlistment, and was left without any boys to help him do the work upon the farm,” Stillwell recalled, “so I regarded it as my duty to send him every dollar of my pay that possible could be spared, and did so as long as I was in the service.” For Stillwell, the ability to help his father must have been gratifying. The war, however, provided the elder Stillwell with economic opportunities that allowed him to repay his son upon his return, which the veteran then used to fund his legal studies.15

For young veterans who remained in their family households, returning home could mean assuming postwar obligations that exceeded their antebellum responsibilities, thus allowing them to stand on a more equal footing with their parents. These duties no doubt would have presented themselves sooner or later, but they came at a time when the veterans’ commitment to their families’ well-being might have provided an important purpose that helped to facilitate their transition to civilian life. Young veterans witnessed their families in economic crisis and put their efforts into returning them to a more prosperous state of affairs. In 1864, James Anderson, nineteen years old when the war had started, returned to Manitowoc County, Wisconsin, to discover his family in dire financial straits. The veteran, who had worked at a sawmill before the war, used his savings to purchase horses and other equipment to enter into the logging business, which he worked for the next several months. Anderson, whose wartime ambition was to become an educated, respected citizen, would eventually work his way through college. In 1870 he returned home to read law. His family’s postwar circumstances had forced him to make a quick adjustment to civilian life, but in the end, he was successful in achieving his goals.16

Young veterans across the North and the South did their best to help their families even as they stood on the cusp of their own adult lives. During the war, North Carolinian George Rabb returned home missing his right leg. Later he modestly recalled, “I did what little I could towards making a living for the family.”17 Many veterans could identify with Rabb. They simply had neither the time to dwell on the past nor the luxury to think too hard about their individual futures. They accepted the primary burden of having to insure the survival of their families and went to work. When George Cooper Camp returned to his Tennessee home, he “borrowed money and made a crop for my mother for she was destitute and had nothing.”18 Kentucky Union veteran Elijah P. Marrs, whose father had been a free man and his mother a slave, returned home to “make a living for myself and to help my father and mother along in life.” He and his brother joined forces and while his brother commenced hauling freight, he rented land and made a crop.19 Lemuel Hiram Tyree, a seventeen-year-old boy when he entered the Confederate army, began plowing on the morning after he had returned to his Tennessee family’s farm and “worked like the dickens to make a living for Mother and Sister.” Tyree’s story was a common one, but in this case his family repaid his efforts. He eventually became a lawyer thanks to the sponsorship of a brother who helped him with his college education.20

The Comfort of Old Families

There were families split by the war with parents withholding approval and expression of affection from their sons when the boys questioned their wisdom and authority. Those boys who challenged the beliefs of their families at the outset of the war by fighting with the armies of the enemy found it difficult to mend fences with their parents.21 These resentments could continue long after the war had ended and the rough process of reconciliation could deprive the young veterans of the emotional support they might need in making their adjustment to civilian life. After all, families could help their boys return to their communities by acknowledging the worth of their wartime efforts and by providing a haven in which they could make their transition to civilian life.

Expressions of family respect and affection could help a veteran reenter civilian life, affirming their own sense of having done something of value. Young soldiers expected their parents to share in the pride they had in their accomplishments and often parents obliged them. As Indianan Scot Butler’s term of service was drawing to a close in early 1865, his father Ovid “rejoice[d] at the recent triumphs of the Union Arms,” but importantly also took pride in his son’s participation in them. “I believe that thus far you have come up well and bravely under the hardships and privations of a soldier life and that you have promptly & faithfully discharged your duty in the humble place you have filled,” he informed his son. Perhaps a little worried that his son might consider reenlisting, he assured Scot that the boy would have the “satisfaction of knowing that for three long years of your youth you have served your country faithfully neither for the honors of the Office or for any pecuniary consideration but simply & purely from motives of patriotism.”22

Confederate parents also expressed their pride in their sons, even if their cause was a lost one. Parental approval could sustain the young veterans and remind them that people valued their sacrifices. Upon his return to his Texas home, Robert Campbell’s parents met the veteran in a tearful, happy reunion. “That scene shall never fade from my mind—while life lasts, since it was most impressive to me,” Campbell later recalled; “I now indeed felt a pride in the services I had rendered—since there were those who felt proud of me and what I had done.”23

Kind words from the Butler, Campbell, and other families affirmed the worth of returning veterans, but families also helped their sons make the transition to civilian life by offering them a haven and perhaps even something to do. After his discharge in early 1865, an ailing Scot Butler spent six months on his uncle’s Illinois farm before he resumed his education at the college over which his father presided.24 Other veterans also found comfort with their families and old homes. During the nineteenth century, it would not have been unusual for them to return to what could be permanently extended families that expanded and contracted according to the needs of the relations.25 In the 1870s, it was a common thing in Pittsylvania County in southern Virginia to find veterans in their thirties living with their parents.26 It was a practical way to combine economic resources of family members as well as to provide emotional support among the generations. However, some veterans never strayed far from their old family homes, even taking up where their fathers’ left off, perhaps because of economic necessity or because it was home and would always remain so. Many of those Confederate soldiers who returned to the family homestead to help parents and siblings probably took comfort in knowing they had a purpose in their postwar lives and simply kept doing what seemed right and natural to them.

Familiar things, even in the wake of the war, could help soldiers realize a sense of what was normal and move them forward with their lives. Wisconsin veteran William Ray was twenty-three years old when he had left for the war with a company that would become part of the Iron Brigade. He saw hard fighting, reenlisted in 1863, and over the course of the war suffered three wounds. Yet “the thrill of joy” that he felt upon seeing his beloved mother and the family home that he had financed with his army pay seemed to tell him all would be well. He spent his first several months home working on his house and land, probably finding comfort in the effort of improving property earned by his army service.27 Michigander William H. Kimball, who in September 1861 had left his father’s house an eighteen-year-old volunteer, returned home to a “happy reunion” and spent the next several years at home among the familiar surroundings of his family farm and in his antebellum community. It was only after he married in July 1873 that he left the area of his younger years and moved elsewhere in Michigan.28

The thoughts of joyful homecoming, the remembered comforts of family life, and the prospects of a normal routine could draw the boys back, even if they claimed to desire more adventure. The young New Yorker John Mattoon considered being a soldier for a while longer once the war had ended, or perhaps he would join the navy, because he thought “a peaceful home has no charm for me.” “I like to be where there is something a-going on and in the Army there is no end of excitement,” he explained to his sister, “I love to be a soldier.” Mattoon, however, did not reenlist, nor did he go adventuring in the West where he had been stationed for a time or anywhere else. He returned to his family home at Canaan, New York, and in 1867 married his brother-in-law’s sister. From that point onward, he never moved far from his birthplace, eventually becoming the owner of his own farm and the father of a large family.29

Veterans undoubtedly tested the patience of their relations, even as the home folks celebrated their return to the family. Families who pestered their sons to return to school probably felt frustrated with the unenthusiastic response some of them received. Many of the boys were certainly different from their antebellum selves in good and in unhappy ways, even if they were resilient and eager to set out on their new lives. Sons seemed to lack ambition, but some of them simply wanted some leisure time before they set about tackling the serious side of life. Shortly after the war, Union authorities arrested two young Alabama Confederate veterans and charged them with stealing. The boys, however, appeared to have been on a lark. As Yankee captain Francis Moore saw it, they “were having a good time with their sweethearts,” who stubbornly insisted on accompanying their beaux to face military justice in Mobile.30

For William Ray, just being free of the obligation “to turn out at the will of our Officers … for officers I have none to Obey” was a nice change from the old routine.31 New Yorker Edwin Weller planned to “devote about two months to visiting my friends and have a general resting out from Army life” before he would “settle down in business and become a steady man.” He did as he promised.32 Texan William Fletcher returned home to discover that yellow fever had taken his brother and stepmother while another sibling “had gone to other parts.” Only his father and two half-sisters remained. His father probably wondered if his son would take up a productive life, as Fletcher appeared to deal with his military disappointment and personal tragedies by ignoring them and indulging in frivolous behavior. He “enjoyed” his “return to the full extent.” Initially, he gave “but little thought of tomorrow” and had a “good time” socializing with other young men, including some young Yankees stationed nearby. However, he soon settled down and began his new life by picking up his father’s carpenter’s tools and putting them to use not far from where he had been working prior to going to war.33

Difficult Transitions

There were, however, returning sons who found it harder to make the transition from soldier to civilian. The restless young Confederate Philip D. Stephenson thought he would head off to Mexico after the surrender, but he and his brother returned to their family home in St. Louis, Missouri. There he seemed to live an aimless unproductive existence, no doubt troubling his family. He resisted his parents’ “absurd” urgings to enroll in college. Nevertheless, it was at home during the first three critical months of his new life that he eventually came to grips with Confederate defeat, his loss of faith in God and humanity, and his inability to find work. He might have been “idle” as far as employment, but he had sufficient support from his family to spend time writing down his wartime experiences. After completing his reflections, certainly effective therapy in his case, he began to work, putting “the last vestige of the war influences … behind me.” The “power of the old war life” with its accompanying “intense to fierce” restlessness, however, still reared up in his breast until “God’s grace visited my heart, put a new light on the past, the present, and the future.” This religious experience, Stephenson later admitted, saved him, “ ‘restored my soul’ to a healthy normal state, put before me once more an object in life, and within me a motive impelling to it.”34

Other young veterans were not as successful as Stephenson. There were young men who found the comforts of home excessive, worrying mothers that their sons were longing for their old camp lives.35 There were returning soldiers, especially but not exclusively defeated and heartsick Confederates, who concerned their families with their moodiness. They seemed to have lost their sense of humor, exchanging it for serious emotional problems. Worries about the future or pressing financial troubles all could overburden an individual. Also, some young veterans might have been on a course to an unhappy life even without the intrusion of the war. The war, however, forced them to face challenging conditions that certainly could have triggered their devolution into an unsettled personality, regardless of other factors. Soldiers noted that the prisoner-of-war experience had a lasting impact on the mental health of some inmates. And during the fighting in Virginia during the spring of 1864, Oliver Wendell Holmes, Jr., told his parents that “many a man has gone crazy since this campaign begun from the terrible pressure on mind & body—.”36

There were soldiers who were saddened by their experiences or exhibited signs of mental instability, which undoubtedly worried their parents during and after the war. In January 1863, a young Charley Sanford returned home on leave to Greene County, Georgia, after fighting at Fredericksburg and spent time in hospital recovering from typhoid fever. His personality had changed. No longer gregarious, he preferred to be alone and failed to engage his family. His father was sufficiently worried to travel with his boy all the way back to Virginia in a failed attempt to help his son.37 In June 1865, a New Market, New Jersey, boy returned home and appeared to friends “like some one laboring under some heavy greif [sic].” His pastor believed he was “broken hearted.” The veteran was “silent as to the cause” of his unhappiness, but it was not improbable to consider him suffering from a moral injury or the lingering effects of some wartime trauma.38 Such unsettled emotions could lead to deadly actions, with terribly disturbed individuals probably damaged by the war seeking peace from their torment in suicide.39

The postwar experiences of Frederick Stowe, the son of author Harriet Beecher Stowe, however, offered a cautionary tale about drawing a direct line from military service to postwar emotional problems while suggesting the importance of understanding the complicated lives of individuals before they even put on a uniform. Born in 1840, Fred became a serious worry to his parents Calvin and Harriet Beecher Stowe during the decade before the war. His mother acknowledged that her young son had a problem with alcohol. At Phillips Andover Academy, Harriet believed, Fred had fallen into the bad company of rowdy, tippling Southern classmates.

Fred’s efforts to reform were ineffective. By the late 1850s, his drinking was at its peak, causing his father Calvin to send him to Harriet’s brother Thomas Beecher, an urban missionary in Elmira, New York. The war, however, offered Fred a great chance to redeem himself, not simply to endure a tenuous recovery. The opportunity was important to him. No doubt Fred, the son of a preacher and the grandson of the famous minister Lyman Beecher, an early advocate of temperance reform, was well aware of the nineteenth-century Protestant narrative of moral weakness followed by redemption. During the war, he sought out an appointment in an Ohio regiment that would give him the opportunity to face battle. He found his chance at Gettysburg and fought on Cemetery Ridge, where he received a serious head wound. His return home, while bringing relief to worried parents, failed to keep him on a temperate course. In 1864, he found some hope in his faith and in his confirmation in the Episcopal Church. Nevertheless, he soon was drinking again, causing more worry for Harriet and more shame for other members of his family, who were not shy in making their displeasure with Fred’s actions known to his mother. After the war, his mother provided Fred with the sizeable sum of $10,000 to invest in a north Florida plantation in which other veterans had stakes. Such a risk must have appeared to be a good idea to a parent who wished to have her boy removed from the temptations of familiar low haunts. The enterprise was not successful. Fred abandoned Florida, returned to Connecticut, and in 1871 set sail for San Francisco. Upon his arrival in California, he disappeared.

Fred’s wartime experience was indeed trying and stressful, probably contributing to his mental instability and his need for alcohol. His wound might very well have disturbed his efforts to reform his ways as he resorted to self-medication to ease whatever emotional and physical pains that lingered on after the battle. The war, however, did not cause his disability; as an unstable youth he already had a history of addiction. In fact, his problems probably also had their roots in his family. Fred faced the pressure of living under the shadow of Beecher fame, but his mother’s brother Thomas admitted to being an alcoholic and his sister Georgiana was a morphine addict.40 Also, his mother’s half-brother Colonel James C. Beecher, an abolitionist and officer of black troops, had a long history of mental illness and a wartime history of opium use. He committed suicide in 1886.41

South Carolinian John Calhoun Clemson and Georgian Thomas L. Wragg burdened their families with their unhappy dispositions, but in the end, unlike Stowe, they were able to maintain control over their lives. Both young men had difficult but not unique experiences, although Clemson suffered through a hard residence as a prisoner of war at Johnson’s Island, Ohio, lasting from the fall of 1863 until after the surrender.42 Clemson had been twenty years old at the start of the war. When he returned to his family home, he appeared to have changed. He was upset with defeat and the necessity of having had to take the oath to secure his release from the Johnson’s Island prisoner-of-war camp. He stooped now, observed his sister Floride, and he appeared “graver” than before the war and “much more sober than he used to be.” He was also “very profane” and had “roughened in his every day manners.” The family apparently accepted him as he was and showered him with affection. In spite of that treatment, for some reason Calhoun continued to irritate his father. According to Floride, the young man “always” made the older man “cross” and “disagreeable.”43

Wragg’s depressive temperament also might have troubled his relationship with his father, although his desire for independence limited their postwar time together. His short stay in his old hometown of Savannah might have further saddened him by reminding him of friends fallen in the war now missing from the city streetscape. He did not remain long under his father’s roof, thus sparing the elder Wragg and the son of more familial tension. Wragg’s unsuccessful attempt at the business of bookselling in Thomasville, Georgia, probably contributed to his unhappiness, and he continued to show signs of moodiness as he courted his future wife. He might have always had a gloomy disposition, but his wartime experiences and the defeat of the Confederacy probably encouraged depression and the mood swings to which he himself admitted.44

Both Calhoun and Wragg had some difficulty coping with their reentry into civilian life, which spilled over into their family relationships. Their postwar morose demeanors, however, did not completely incapacitate them nor did it drain them of ambition. Upon his return to his family, Calhoun made it clear that he was “very anxious to get to work,” perhaps in his thinking a good way to put the war behind him and out of his mind. He soon took advantage of opportunities presented to him by an uncle who owned a Savannah River plantation. By the summer of 1866, he had “an interest in a saw mill, ‘& other irons in the fire,’ down there.”45

Wragg continued in his efforts to make his competence. Along the way he lost his inheritance attempting to plant, but finally at the age of thirty-five, a married man with three children, he earned his license to practice medicine and follow his father’s profession. Throughout this journey Wragg, even with his bad moods, retained his self-awareness, his sense of humor, his desire to succeed, and his ability to stay focused on his long-term goal. He also maintained his ability to charm. In August 1869, one woman found him “as usual—just as sweet … pleasant and agreeable as possible … handsome, intelligent, kind, courteous & polite.” She assured her friend Josie that she had found a good husband in Wragg, “one of the noblest of God’s creation.” Josie certainly must have recognized some of these qualities in Wragg to have married him in the first place.46
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Rebuilding Families

Both winners and losers expressed a sense of joy and renewed purpose combined with expectations for a better future when they learned that they would soon be at home with their loved ones. In mid-April 1865, Vermont bandsman Charles George informed his “precious wife” Ellie that not only was he thinking of her all day long, but he was also “thinking of the good times coming and looking for events to hasten my return home to you.” George had seen the effects of battle as he had aided the wounded. He also had suffered nightmares later in the war. Nevertheless, he was happy to return to his loved ones and begin life anew.1

Confederate veterans, despite their gloomy prospects, also understood that they could find strength in thoughts of their loved ones. If they salvaged any joy from their circumstances, it was the knowledge that the war was finally over and they would be reunited with their families. Texan Rudolph Coreth worried about a future without slavery, but he believed, “Even if really hard times come, they are going to be more tolerable, if we can spend them together.”2 And for John C. Evans, concern for his family’s well-being seemed to push out of mind thoughts of his recent stay at the Johnson’s Island, Ohio, prisoner-of-war camp. After his release in July 1865, he expected to stop in Philadelphia on his way home to purchase a knife for his son and shoes for his daughters. “Oh, I hope God has been merciful to you as he has been to me,” he wrote to his wife.3

As Vermonter Wilbur Fiske learned, however, the natural course of life did not wait upon the return of absent soldiers. James S. Dupray’s family circumstances rudely awakened him to the toll taken by time while he was away. In the summer of 1865, Dupray returned home to Worthington, Iowa, to find his wife dead and his children parceled out to various guardians. To make matters worse, a renter occupied his farm and much of his property had been sold. He was devastated by his wife’s death, a loss that left him “nothing to live for.” “I wanted to lie down in the grave by her side,” he admitted to his sister. Even after surviving a war and in the face of this new tragedy, however, Dupray showed a resilience that would help many veterans rebuild their lives. In Dupray’s case, his children became reason enough to carry on, for they gave him “more if possible to live for than ever as they had no protector but me to whom they could look up to for protection and suport [sic].” This realization spurred him on to deal with practical concerns. “I have bought the man[’]s interest in the crops that is on my place,” he reported, “and shall go to keeping house next week.”4

Certainly the war tested some marriages that would have buckled under the normal crises of life. Wives could misconstrue long-distance jests about things such as attractive and available local women, which soldiers might have been able to explain away or not. Long postal silences even for legitimate reasons could disturb spouses on either end of the correspondence. Time and distance placed additional strain on the relationships of less-committed individuals, speeding their marriages to disastrous ends and leaving soldiers with no intact family to welcome them home. New Yorker Levi Loomis discovered that his absence had provided the opportunity for his wife to leave him for another man.5 Indianan Cyrus Fuller also came home to a broken family, but one that might have survived had it not been for his absence and the circumstances imposed on his family by the war. Fuller’s wife had moved to her sister’s home, a common practice for economizing families with men away in the army. Mrs. Fuller, however, ran off with her brother-in-law, using Fuller’s army money to establish herself and her paramour in Kansas.6 Thus, the rise in the number of divorces in Owen County, Indiana, might have been connected to husbands’ absences required by war service. There had been a total of thirty-four divorces there for a period from the summer of 1859 through the summer of 1863, with a similar number for the four years prior, but the numbers increased to sixty-seven for a period from the end of the summer of 1863 down through July 1867.7

Confederate marriages suffered as well from the lack of constancy. Rumors of infidelity filtered back to wartime encampments making husbands uneasy. A soldier’s return at war’s end could force him to confront incontrovertible evidence of faithlessness that could make his adjustment of civilian life a more difficult one.8 In Hyde County, North Carolina, there was a noticeable increase in divorces after the war. Elsewhere in North Carolina, a number of veterans sued for divorce, arguing that the war had provided the opportunity for wives to stray from what would have been congenial unions if the men had remained at their homes.9

Soldiers, however, were not blameless when it came to explaining postwar marital difficulties. There undoubtedly were irresponsible men, flawed in nature, who would have been poor husbands regardless of their service, but many veterans returned from war infected with venereal disease, proving their own infidelities. After all, soldiers were the main reason why brothels flourished in Washington, Richmond, and other cities.10 Furthermore, men emotionally troubled by their experiences worried about resuming their economic role as husbands. Weakened by wounds and poor health, discouraged husbands could destroy their marriages through drink, meanness, or irresponsibility. Consequently, some men never returned to their proper place in their families, while others, hampered by mental problems, never found redemption in loving households. Michigander Thomas Fisher was such a man. Fisher appeared to have been fine before the war and a responsible soldier during the conflict, but in the subsequent years he left one wife and married another, became an erratic presence in his family, and ended his life in a Chicago mental institution.11

Carlos de la Mesa never left his wife, but he, a family man and a dedicated soldier, had descended into madness, never to recover. At the outset of the war he joined a New York regiment just days after his marriage. His long service included Reconstruction duty with the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands, from which he was mustered out at the end of 1868. By the beginning of 1869, de la Mesa was responsible not only for his wife but for their four young children as well. His case was more complicated in that his collapse came after his Reconstruction service in Georgia, suggesting that events other than his wartime experiences might have pushed him over the edge.

De la Mesa’s mental instability in part could have been the consequence of his war service. He endured an ankle wound and an accident at Gettysburg, where he fell under the trampling feet of his company. The injuries were sufficiently severe to prevent his return to his regiment and to cause him pain the remainder of his life. De la Mesa also suffered at least for a time from “chronic diarrhea with dyspepsia,” which would have caused serious digestive discomfort, as well as lung problems. These ailments prompted his transfer to the Veteran Reserve Corps, a place for damaged soldiers who could still perform consequential military duty and one eagerly sought by patriotic Yankees who wished to continue the fight despite their physical problems.

Biased white Georgians found the Catholic Yankee of Spanish ethnicity to be an excitable foreigner with poor English skills or at least a heavy accent. His greatest offense in their eyes was his tireless dedication to seeing that those very critics treated the freedpeople in a just and civil fashion. He was resourceful and as effective as one could expect a Freedmen’s Bureau officer to be under the trying conditions of the era. He exhibited no signs of mental instability under the strain of his Bureau assignment, although he could become exasperated by the insolence of the white planters he challenged. After his discharge, however, he showed indications of “acute mania of such a character as to require physical restraint.” In 1871 his doctor diagnosed de la Mesa’s condition to be chronic and a judge pronounced the veteran “a lunatic and incapable of government of himself.” He spent the last year of his life in an insane asylum, completely out of touch with reality, with delusions of grandeur and an inclination to excitability and violence “if he thought his superiority was not acknowledged.” An examining physician referred to his Gettysburg experiences as the cause of his distress. De la Mesa’s wife, however, judged that it was his conscientious performance of his exhausting Reconstruction duties that finally pushed him over the edge. Once committed to the asylum, he left his thirty-year-old spouse and their very young children in need of a government assistance.12

Couples more readily resolved other stressful issues short of infidelity and insanity. Women assumed much more independence as the war dragged on longer than their husbands might have expected. Confederate and Federal soldiers wrote home, doing their best to maintain some control over their family economies. Necessity, however, forced women to make decisions and rely on their own abilities in order to survive.13 Such growing independence might have caused some concern for soldier husbands who wondered if they would need to renegotiate the terms of their relationships with their wives. In June 1863, Iowan William Vermilion warned his wife Mary to expect him to take charge once he returned home. “You may think … you will do as you please when we get to living together again. All this time you are your own boss, but just wait,” he cautioned her. “We will have military law when I get there,” he explained, acting the captain used to giving orders. “Here we command,” he explained, “and of course we will have to do the same thing when we get home… . Won’t you be afraid of me?”14

Vermilion was probably hiding his real concerns in a jest. Indeed, some wives became used to their independence whether by necessity or inclination, but in the case of Southern women, especially women who had enjoyed antebellum privilege, they tended to return willingly to their old roles if circumstances allowed, as did many Northern women.15 Mary Vermilion reassured her husband that all would be to his liking when he returned. She seemed to have kept her promise. When William returned from the army, he built a postwar career while Mary raised their only son.16

For other families returning to old ways could be harder. Soldiers used to command might have tested the patience of women who had grown accustomed to making their own judgments in their absence. Middle-class Northern women such Frances Chamberlain of Maine might not be as inclined to submit to officer-husbands who had come to expect quick obedience from subordinates. Before the war, Frances had been strong-minded, educated young woman not shy about offering her views in public. The absence of Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, her heroic husband, allowed her to become even more independent by war’s end. Perhaps she failed to grasp fully the war’s impact on her husband, who would suffer lifelong discomfort from his wounds. Perhaps she could not adjust to a husband now used to having underlings obey his orders, or to his depression, or to his taking refuge in his war memories, a part of his life that was exclusively his. That the youngest of their five children passed away in August 1865 did not help matters. Chamberlain probably further strained their relationship with his disappointment at having to return to his teaching position at Bowdoin College and then with his political service as governor of Maine.17

The Chamberlain marriage was complicated, regardless of the causes of the couple’s unhappiness. In November 1868, Joshua discussed the possibility of divorce with Fanny, or at least reacted to rumors that his wife was “preparing for an action against” him. He assured her that if such was her desire, they “had skill enough to adjust the terms of a separation without the wretchedness to all our family which these low people to whom it would seem that you confide your grievances & plans will certainly bring about.” Joshua’s awareness of Fanny’s independent streak left him frustrated. “You never take my advice, I am aware,” he conceded, “but if you do not stop this at once it will end in hell.”18 They did not divorce, but achieved a satisfactory relationship that allowed for expressions of affection until Fanny died in October 1905.19

Not all marital problems in the postwar period, however, were the consequences of a man’s wartime separation from his home. How returning soldiers handled them said much for their fortitude. Dietrich Gerstein, a Westphalian by birth who left Europe in the wake of the Revolutions of 1848, was working a small farm in “primitive, frozen Michigan” when the war broke out. He struggled trying to reconcile his obligations to his family with his duty to his new country. He eventually enlisted expecting to receive a bounty to aid his family and then return home with some money in hand. Additionally, military service would allow him to escape from his wife, “this horrible shrew breathing down my neck.” After he left the army, he returned to his farm with little to show financially for his service. His family situation was equally disappointing. He had hoped that his wife had become “a bit more reasonable” in his absence, but found her to be “more of a battle-axe than ever.” His life then returned to its antebellum routine, which meant that it was “tedious, boring, [and] monotonous” with “nothing but hard work and no rest, no pleasure.”

Yet, Gerstein the war veteran did not abandon this hard life, his difficult wife, or his growing family. Indeed, the fact that he had nine children suggested that he and his wife could find moments of peace despite his complaints about her. Before his death, the persistent, constant, proud octogenarian judged his success. “I have cleared some 200 acres of land for cultivation, a decent piece of work,” he wrote. “I supported myself and my large family … from the land I carved out of the wilderness with great effort, and I can say: I have not lived in vain, and the results of my labor can never be erased.”20

Building New Families

The war and the following Reconstruction, despite how they altered the normal rhythms of life, did not stop the rituals of courtship and marriage among unattached men and their female friends. During the war, soldiers worried about finding or losing fiancés and in places such as Richmond nothing seemed to stop the natural process of securing spouses.21 Courting, with its successes and failures, provided young people with some sense of normality, and those relationships that endured gave soldiers additional incentive to rebuild their lives. Postwar courtship could help returning soldiers rediscover their sense of place, regain their sense of fun, and develop a sense of what the future could hold. As Southerner Emma LeConte admitted, “Young people cannot be depressed and gloomy all the time.”22

Distance, while discouraging, did not stop men from using correspondence to press their suits during and after the war. The unusual times also encouraged young women to engage willingly in such exchanges.23 All was in fun for many girls and their soldiers, but correspondence served a serious purpose. Along with aiding morale, letter writing could cultivate new and serious romance. Iowan William Clayton, twenty-two years old when he enlisted in 1862 and by 1865 a veteran hardened by campaigning in the West and Deep South as well as a long stint in a nasty Texas prisoner-of-war camp, returned to his family’s Iowa farm and pitched in to harvest the crop. Clayton soon left for Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, and a bookkeeping position. The real attraction, however, was Elizabeth Cooper, a cousin with whom he had corresponded during the war. They married in 1869.24 Thus, even letters between friends led to lasting postwar relationships. At the outset of his service in the fall of 1861, Union officer John Emory Bryant, a Maine schoolteacher before the war, began corresponding with Emma Spaulding, one of his former pupils. “Friend Bryant” began what would become his courtship of Emma by addressing her as “Dear Little Sister,” soon changing to “My Darling Girl” and eventually in June 1864 “My Darling Wife.”25

Bryant was one of many soldiers who pursued long-distance romances that led to matrimony but proximity, especially in the Confederacy, could provide opportunities for unattached men and women to meet and court. Nearby military camps became a source of potential husbands for Confederate girls, who worried about their marital prospects and were eager to settle on husbands before wartime circumstances further restricted the pool of eligible men.26 In Ashe Country, North Carolina, postwar proximity also led to the opportunity to turn tragedy at least into familial stability when returning soldiers found wives among the widows of their dead comrades.27After the war, blue-coated soldiers and Southern girls provided additional evidence of how sexual attraction could lead to bridging the sectional divide. On postwar duty in the old Confederacy, they met and married Southern girls who had at one time sworn never to socialize with the hated Yankees, proving the combined powers of availability and desire could trump sectional patriotism. Intersectional marriages happened enough in the occupied South to provoke comment.28 But fair was fair. Southern veterans found Northern spouses in the land of their former enemies as they tried to repair their fortunes there after the war.29

Successful postwar marriages required commitment and responsibility on the part of veterans along with an energetic acceptance of the demands of civilian life, even taming some men who had made more adventurous plans while still in uniform. Prospects of marriage, for example, convinced Walter G. Dunn, a young New Jersey soldier, to settle down. His patriotism earned him a severe wound at Chancellorsville and some time recuperating Jarvis Hospital in Baltimore. While recovering, he corresponded with an even younger Emma Randolph, a friend from back home. As an unsettled youth, Dunn spun out various scenarios for his postwar life. In April 1864, he fancied “an adventurous life in some wild Country,” for that “would suit me exactly as I like to be in the midst of excitement.” He informed his friend Emma, “I fear that I cannot content myself at home when the war is over.” But soon afterward in August, he was considering making a “great revolution in affairs” on his family farm. Now, it appeared that he was willing to use his energy in more domesticated pursuits, specifically to “begin my farming career on a new basis.” Once keen on adventure, he reassured Emma, now his fiancé, “I will never tell you again that I cannot be contented at home.” It might have been otherwise had he not expected to marry Emma. “I anticipate much pleasure in your society,” he wrote to her in May 1865, “and were it not for you, I doubt whether I would ever go home again to live.” While he still seemed to drag his feet about returning to New Jersey, he did so soon after the war ended. He married Emma in September 1865.30

Marriage still held some charm for young veterans such as Dunn, settling them into routines that further distanced them from the war. Virginian John Preston Sheffey also saw the potential for peace, stability, and pleasure in the institution. He became betrothed to his future wife, Josephine Spiller, before the war broke out. Sheffey must have been a fine catch: a twenty-four-year-old college graduate from a respectable family and, after two years of legal studies at the University of Virginia, a member of the bar with a position in his father’s law firm. For one reason or another, however, and much to Sheffey’s unhappiness, Spiller delayed the wedding until June 1863. When the war ended, Sheffey returned to Virginia, recently released from a prisoner-of-war camp, and enthusiastically began to prepare for domestic bliss. He secured a house in his hometown of Marion, Virginia, thanks to his father, and busied himself with repairs, furnishings, hiring a maid, and having a well dug, while dirtying his hands working in the vegetable garden. He reported all of his efforts in detail to his absent bride, hoping to fire some enthusiasm for setting up housekeeping. He appeared to be pleased with the results of his efforts when he asked his wife, who was reluctant to move from her residence in Wytheville, Virginia, “How many myriads of miserables would fancy themselves as wealthy as the Rothschilds if they had such a house.”31

At this point in his life, Sheffey had little time or inclination to dwell on the past. “I look forward to the future with resolution and with hope,” he wrote to Josephine; “I do not need help, except the help of an occasional loving and encouraging word from you, to give me success, and God willing, I will yet gather around you every blessing of which I dreamed in the far away years of my boyhood.” Far from being despondent, he was optimistic as he contemplated what the war had delayed. “God has favored us greatly, and if we are only true to ourselves, He will always help us,” he wrote to his wife, trying to put her mind at ease. For Sheffey, making his wife happy in these comfortable surroundings near his old family home was sufficient motivation for his efforts and, he hoped, enough to satisfy her. “We may have sunshine in our house and hearts,” he reassured her, “whatever circumstance may surround us.” In the end, Josephine conceded to her husband’s wishes and moved to Marion. Sheffey and his family, eventually including seven children, spent the remainder of the veteran’s days in the house he had prepared for his wife after the war. Before his death in 1905, Sheffey had become a prominent community member, a circuit judge, and a legislator.32 The Virginia veteran had long exhibited an eagerness to assume domestic responsibility. It was not surprising that he would assume the responsibilities of adult life, toiling away to establish his reputation and win financial success, while guaranteeing the security of his family. Other young men shared Sheffey’s desires and married soon after the war, substituting family life for the search for the excitement that some people worried the war had cultivated in them. They, too, settled down.

Yankee Abial Edwards would have empathized with Sheffey’s difficulties in securing a commitment from his beloved, but, too, he was ready for domesticity as soon as he left the army. Edwards joined the army in the fall of 1861 as an eighteen-year-old boy, served out his term of enlistment in 1863, and promptly found a place in another Maine regiment. During his time in the army, Edwards witnessed his fair share of hard campaigning, including the extraordinary bloodshed at Antietam. Edwards’s war took him from the muddy roads of the Virginia theater to the Red River of Louisiana and then in 1864 back east to the Shenandoah Valley. Along the way, he proudly cast his first presidential ballot for Abraham Lincoln.33

Once home, Edwards devoted himself to bettering his financial prospects in the hope that he would soon be married to Anna. Throughout the year after his discharge, he continued to court Anna with mixed success. In early April 1867 Edwards pressed her for an answer to his proposal that they set up housekeeping the next fall. Once concerned about his ability to live a quiet life after his wartime experiences, he was now ready and eager to settle into marriage, pledging “to prove worthy” of the relationship. “I think I am old enough now,” the veteran assured his beloved, “and I have been without a home for some years I think I should know how to enjoy one.” They finally wed in the fall of 1869 and remained so until Abial died in October 1877.34

Veterans such as Edwards, eager to plant roots and begin peaceful lives, contributed to an increase in the number of marriages after the war. Northern veterans had more competition in the marriage game, as Union casualties did not result in a very great change in the Northern sex ratio; Southern boys had a much better chance since the war had thinned their ranks so much more.35 Regardless, it seems that young men from both armies were eager to establish families. In Hancock County, Illinois, for example, there was a noticeable increase in postwar marriages when compared to the war years. During the war, there had been 250 marriages annually; in 1866, there were 432.36 It would not be hard to imagine that returning veterans caused such an increase.

Marriage rates also increased in the South after war.37 In South Carolina, young woman took on more aggressive roles, making decisions to marry without their parents’ consent and marrying wounded veterans as an expression of their patriotism, thus providing some emotional comfort and purpose to newly wed veterans.38 Southern women who feared becoming spinsters because of the reduced number of men their age eventually found husbands, which meant that marriageable veterans, even if not perfect matches by antebellum standards, could find spouses. Wounded Southern men, seen as heroes by some young women, also had good chances of finding wives within their old social circles because of the deaths of so many of their fellow soldiers.39

In the process of rebuilding their lives, young veterans who returned home without sweethearts or new wives waiting for them eventually found appropriate spouses. William Ray, appearing eager to find a congenial mate, paid attention to a number of young ladies after the war, but in September 1868 after moving to Iowa, he settled on Emma Fenton, had ten children with her, and farmed in Idaho until he no longer could do physical labor.40 James Anderson went off to college in Appleton, Wisconsin, after the war and met a female student with whom he corresponded for four years. They married in 1873 and raised a family while the veteran rose to prominence in his community.41 Confederate veteran Robert Richard Jarrell waited until he had earned economic stability, but then “married one of the prettiest girls that Tennessee ever produced.” The couple eventually had five children.42 Such marriages, in the end, meant veterans were moving forward with their lives.

African American Soldiers and Families

African American veterans shared many of the same concerns that white veterans had about families and the future. They tended to their old family responsibilities or assumed new ones as the Union victory shifted to the Reconstruction of the former Confederacy. Heads of families worried about their ability to support their loved ones with the substandard pay the army initially thought they deserved, but frugal veterans returned with money in their pockets. Sons supported parents, brothers their siblings. Young men courted and married young women. Unlike white recruits, however, black soldiers worried about the likelihood of violence directed at their families because of their service.

For black soldiers, particularly former slaves, military service and family concerns were intimately connected. In very practical terms serving in the Union army provided some of these men with the means to protect families left behind or to find family members kept from them by the whims of slavery. At the same time, military service for many men meant leaving behind families at risk of suffering at the hands of Confederate masters angered by the actions of the slaves-turned-soldiers. It also meant in many cases having families continue the routines of plantation slave labor. Even when moved by Federal authorities to contraband camps, families suffered. Erratic soldiers’ pay, broken promises from the government, and other hardships taxed the families the soldiers had expected their liberators to protect.43

With the war over, family figured importantly in the plans of black soldiers to reunite with their loved ones. But long separations had serious consequences for black marriages, just as they had for white ones. When he enlisted, Kentuckian Harrison Smith left behind a wife and two children. After the war, he remained in the army in Texas. Meanwhile, his wife, Harriet, took up with another man named James Downs. The reason, Harriet claimed, was that she could not support herself and Smith’s one surviving child, even though Smith had sent her money prior to learning of her new relationship.44

Black veterans understood the significant connections between family stability and their responsibilities as free men. After the Confederate surrender, for example, black soldiers expressed a desire for their discharges in order to return home to protect families.45 The men worried about the treatment of their families at the hands of returning rebels as well as family destitution, a consequence of delays endured in receiving their army pay.46 As their service dragged on into the postwar months, black soldiers pleaded with various officials to be allowed to resume their family responsibilities and to reunite with those loved ones who, as one soldier put it, “are dearer to me than my life.”47 They continued to petition for their discharges in order to tend to the needs of their families, all the time knowing that wives and children suffered for want of their care.48

For black veterans, being free meant claiming the ability to enjoy stable relationships and their familial responsibilities without the interference of old masters.49 Institutions associated with the Federal government encouraged formalizing marriages that had only been casually recognized by white masters before the war. Regimental chaplains and then Freedmen’s Bureau officers as well as black ministers all encouraged a traditional approach to marriage as a formal contractual obligation that involved benefits and responsibilities.50 While there were black veterans who were content with old informal arrangements, there were other men who had no difficulty taking such advice because they were aware of the legal significance of formal marriage contracts.51 Importantly, for freedmen, accepting these family obligations and formalizing them with legal marriage contracts were political actions as well as personal concerns that were essential for marking the end of slavery.52 They would have agreed with one of their number who explained: “The Marriage Convenant [sic] is at the foundation of all our rights. In slavery we could not have legalised marriage: now we have it.”53 Thus, the commitment to marriage was an important aspect of the return of many black veterans to civilian life.54

The effects of slavery, however, continued to complicate the efforts of black veterans trying to reunite with their families. Other men, however, were foiled by the complications of the old system even after they had helped to destroy it. Norman Riley felt the longing to be reunited with loved ones as his service continued beyond the immediate fighting. In August 1865, Riley, then stationed in Nashville, Tennessee, told his wife, “I want to See you and the Children very bad and my love for you and the Children is as great to day as it ever was.” He wanted to live with his family again, promising her that “I can get a house at any time I will Say the word So you need not to fear as to that.” He also promised that he was “your affectionate Husband until Death.” But postwar service combined with the problems of Reconstruction conspired to undermine his plans. Riley’s wife was unwilling to leave her home in Clarksville, Tennessee, because she was trying to claim a child held by former slaveholder. It was a common occurrence in the Reconstruction South, sometimes resolved favorably for the ex-slaves with the intervention of the Freedmen’s Bureau. In this case, however, the delay the veteran endured had unhappy consequences. Norman Riley, tired of waiting, married another woman.55 In the end, the lingering oppression of slavery had derailed Riley’s familial expectations and those of other freedpeople. In Kentucky, former masters kidnapped children of absent soldiers, but such cruelty was widespread across the old slave South.56 Masters and mistresses saw value in holding on to the labor of children, so the problem of reuniting them with their veteran fathers would last well into Reconstruction.57

Reconstruction placed African Americans veterans at the center of new economic and political developments as active participants in efforts to secure their understanding of the meaning of victory. Consequently, white Southerners continued to direct their anger at their families.58 In September 1866, white men in Georgia abducted, whipped, and raped the wife of a black veteran. They threatened to shoot her because her husband had been in the Union army. They also beat her two daughters.59 White veterans shared many family problems with black veterans, but few of them would encounter this kind of dreadful personal violence simply for acting as free men.
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Confederates Return to the Land

During the summer of 1865, Confederate veterans had little choice but to find a way to keep together body and soul. The landscape these men had encountered on their way home from war disturbed and saddened them, but the visible destruction revealed a depth of economic dislocation that marked for them a life of hard work into the foreseeable future. The old Confederacy appeared to be offering not much more than a place to begin all over again, and in return the men could offer not much more to their native land but their own mental and physical efforts.

Few of the returning farmers, especially among the yeomanry, had time to consider more than what to do with the fields in front of them. Some men were surely overcome by what they faced, and some upcountry South Carolinians idled away their time paralyzed by problems of debt, scarce money, lack of work, and lost or threatened land holdings.1 Other men went to work. Tennessean Thomas Hatchett returned home, “went to the cornfield,” and remained on the farm into his old age.2 Many more veterans did the same, farming at or near their old homes and working their family land, with some of them eventually claiming ownership of their own place. The men who tackled the problems of farm life single handedly probably shared North Carolinian Walter Lenoir’s view of the challenges they faced as he went about building his house and tackling farm work. For Lenoir, who had lost a leg to battle, being able to handle and overcome the various challenges he faced was a gratifying experience. As he admitted in 1866, “I am never before so entirely devoted to any occupation or business as I am now to the improvement and cultivation of my farm.”3

Yeoman farmers and planters plowed the land, rebuilt their holdings, married, raised families, and frequently stayed close to their antebellum homes, judging in their later years that they had done well with their lives. They suffered from bad weather and bad crop years on top of the destructive legacy of the war. During the early years of Reconstruction the poorer among them might have received provisions through the Freedmen’s Bureau and their states, with some small landholders falling down the economic ladder to become tenant farmers and sharecroppers.4 Returning with little or no capital, other veterans leveraged their labor to do their best to revive their fortunes. When given the opportunity, they improvised along the way. After leaving the Confederate army in Greensboro, North Carolina, R. S. Cowles exhibited initiative when somewhere on his route home he acquired a wagonload of spun cotton and transformed it into supplies for his family’s farm. Once home, the ragged veteran’s mother clothed him. His father gave him land to farm. “I planted a crop of corn with practically no tools to prepare the ground,” he later reported, “but with all these difficulties I raised a pretty fair corn crop.”5

Landowners took stock of what was plentiful around them and tried to turn their property into income producing concerns if not by farming, then by speculation. Some of them rented or sold properties to a new population of eager Yankee planters; they benefited from those Northern transplants who during late 1865 and early 1866 competed for property and encouraged an increase in the price of acreage and of rents. Southern landowners preferred leasing to outsiders, but buying and selling land became part of the livelihoods of some former Confederates.6 Thrice-wounded Virginia cavalry veteran Richard H. Dulaney reinvigorated his finances by rebuilding his Loudoun Valley properties. He also bought and sold land gaining a significant fortune.7 John C. Calhoun, a South Carolina veteran, formed an enterprise by which he settled freedpeople in Mississippi to work the more fertile land there. Calhoun sold his share in the business for $10,000, settled in Arkansas, married, and successfully managed his wife’s cotton plantation. He then organized land companies with which to purchase additional property.8

Formerly wealthy veterans struggled to restore their fortunes within the Reconstruction South by returning to what they knew, their plantations, but under new circumstances. They no longer were absolute masters of their labor supply and had to reconsider how they dealt with their former slaves, sometimes even turning to the Freedmen’s Bureau for assistance in figuring out what their obligations were under the new free-labor arrangements.9 South Carolinian John Coleman joined his family in doing what circumstances forced most former masters to do: pay freedpeople to do the work they once had done as slaves. After he returned home from the war, Coleman “got rested and became engaged in making a crop for Pappa and my folks.” In July 1865, the Colemans made a contract with freedpeople “to work till the end of the year, giving them one-third of the corn, peas, molasses, and potatoes,” hoping that “the arrangement may prove beneficial to all.”10

Coleman’s labor contract was extraordinary break with the past. Despite all of the flaws of these documents, the contracts introduced radical changes in the relationships between former masters and former slaves as the demands of free labor shifted rights as well as obligations to the workers. Importantly, the very act of negotiating with their former slaves reminded former masters that they had lost the war. There were freedpeople from Maryland to Louisiana and beyond who bargained hard with their employers, who were very much in need of their labor.11 Some landowners were optimistic or at least determined, but many more were doubtful that their former slaves would rise to the challenge of being responsible workers. Regardless, few of them grasped that their former slaves now had expectations that did not necessarily coincide with their own.

Skeptical landowning veterans, once they understood that things would not be as they had been before the war, accepted the challenge, compromised with their workers, and looked for ways to make their land profitable with the labor they had, not the labor they wished they had. John Cunningham, a veteran of the fighting in Virginia, worked at making something of the postwar world within the new system. At the end of 1865, he admitted that he could not even take a holiday break to go visiting at Christmas. Rather, he had to remain “constantly at home keeping up with my freedmen.” The task was all consuming. “I have been able to keep them from becoming thoroughly demoralized, kept my stock, provisions, etc from being stolen and have been able to get some work out of them,” he reported. He was in the process of negotiating the contract with them for the next year, which included “rules and regulations” that would give him some disciplinary control over the laborers. Nothing was certain about the future and how the new system would play out. Cunningham planned to try dealing with freed workers for a year and “if I don’t succeed I shall sell out and try my hand at something else.” Meanwhile, he admitted, “I feel as if I was commencing the world over and I can assure you it is anything but an agreeable thought.”12

Planter veterans no doubt shared in the larger issues of Reconstruction labor with which all landowners had to cope. Considering the unfamiliar labor circumstances they encountered, some frustrated men pondered ridding themselves of black labor. Some of them saw advantages in having written documents with terms that even the Yankees would enforce on former slaves who were also learning the new system. Across the South, planters tried to avoid prying Freedmen’s Bureau officials and their notion of fair labor practices. Some men simply gave up. Thomas Heyward, a member of a prominent Low Country South Carolina family and former prisoner of war, failed at postwar cotton planting. Perhaps discouraged, but not broken, he moved to Savannah and took up bookkeeping, eventually succeeding as a businessman.13 Other former Confederates left their old homes to recover their fortunes in fresh environments.

Migration

Many soldiers returned home, happily staying close by their old neighborhoods, with the more mature veterans even picking up their old jobs. Courtland County, New York, veterans settled into familiar places undoubtedly encouraged by their strong ties with their home communities and the esteem in which their neighbors held them.14 If the veterans of Dubuque, Iowa, were any indication, many men simply wished to pick up their lives in familiar settings. More than half of the veterans who had left Dubuque for the war and survived, regardless of age, returned to their old town and remained there at least through the end of the decade at a rate higher than nonveteran residents of the city. Instead of being primed for wandering by their wartime travels, the Dubuque veterans returned home eager to enjoy peace and stability in familiar surroundings. Furthermore, while some of them had lost economic ground because of the war, their situations were more constant than their civilian neighbors.15

Virginian Charles Blackford soon returned to Lynchburg after the war, refurnished his law office, and began to work; he remained in Lynchburg until his death in 1903.16 But new civilian lives might also have meant new employment opportunities. Sergeant Albert Krause, a German immigrant who early in the war had arrived in New York State through Canada, returned to his adopted city of Buffalo with the purpose of settling down. After a short while he found work as a draftsman, eventually becoming an engineer.17 Former Federal officers found previously unexplored possibilities within the expanding Chicago insurance industry ranging from jobs as agents to positions as executives. Other ambitious veterans residing in Chicago had been laborers, but now set their sights on white-collar work, attending business courses at commercial colleges to achieve that goal.18 In New York and in Wisconsin, many older veterans returned to their antebellum work, but there was also a healthy minority of them trying on different occupations in their old communities.19

Some veterans had no choice but to explore new opportunities. John Randolph Lewis, a Burlington, Vermont, dentist before the war, lost his left arm in Virginia’s Wilderness in 1864. Along with his limb, he lost his ability to practice the profession for which he had obtained academic degrees from the University of Vermont and the University of Pennsylvania. He suffered from the amputation the remainder of his life, but instead of allowing bitterness and disappointment to ruin his future, he continued his military service until he retired as a colonel in the regular army. While serving in the Freedmen’s Bureau, he became a strong advocate of black education and, as a state education official, continued to promote Georgia’s new public school system. He left Georgia for a time after the Democrats regained control of the state government, but returned to Atlanta, where he served as postmaster and became a respected businessman.20

Familiar surroundings were appealing to weary veterans, but a healthy number of them still joined Lewis in stretching their legs, moving on to new horizons if their opportunities appeared more limited at home. Recent immigrants who served in the Federal army might have considered such movement just one more step in their journey to new lives in a foreign land. Franz Sternberg had little time to settle into his new home before joining the Federal army shortly after the war had started. He finished his service in Texas, sojourned in San Antonio, and finally settled into civilian life in New Orleans, where he plied the trades of printer and journalist.21 Alphons Richter, a hard-working Union veteran, followed a similar course, but his was a cautionary tale proving good intentions and hard work did not guarantee a successful outcome. Richter came to America, where he planned to pursue “courageously” his “goal of becoming a man.” He appeared to have had a start at it on a whaling ship, but in 1861 he joined a New York regiment informing his parents that now “his path to glory is clear.” In the spring of 1864, he did not exactly end his career in the Federal army covered in honors. Hemorrhoids and other uncomfortable conditions forced him to severe his ties with the military. Despite any pain he suffered, he tolerated an expedition to California to prospect for gold. A companion robbed him and he eventually ended up in Texas, a family man and poor farmer, plagued by his various health problems, which he blamed on his time in the army. Helped along by an army pension and money from Germany, he endured. He died in 1929 with little to show for his life’s efforts.22

The quest for better lives in new places or on new land was a familiar experience for Americans, whether it was the fortune hunter’s rush to lay claim to California’s gold, the antebellum Southern slaveholder’s quest for fresh black-belt cotton lands, or the dissatisfied Northern farmer’s abandonment of a newly built home and freshly plowed field for greener pastures. Thus, it was not unusual for veterans to do what Americans had always done in their quest for success. Some men might have enjoyed the movement they had experienced during the war; other veterans might have been dissatisfied with peaceful sedentary lives. However, veterans’ goal-driven travel was not a sure sign of restlessness and discontentment brought on by their military experiences. They might not have found contentment at their first homestead, moving on again and again until they were finally or at least temporarily satisfied. But they migrated to improve their situations by seeking out fresh opportunities for themselves and their families.23

A few men looked eastward for new opportunities, but movement among Yankee veterans through the Northern states generally went in the other direction. Wesley Brainerd, a twenty-eight-year-old Rome, New York, engineer and businessman before the war, and other men from the East found opportunity in the Midwest. Brainerd relocated to Evanston, Illinois, where he became a successful businessman. He moved again to Colorado to develop his company’s mines there and did well.24 Other Western states such as Iowa, a prime destination since 1833, welcomed Yankee migrants. In Dubuque, Iowa, the attraction might very well have been an increase in postwar industry, which required skilled engineers, artisans, and disciplined workers, something for which army life had fitted men.25 Veterans from New York, Pennsylvania, Massachusetts, Ohio, and Indiana moved to Michigan, while Michiganders headed farther west looking for new homes.26 In Wisconsin upward to one-third of the veterans there left the state looking for opportunities in Iowa, Minnesota, and places west and south while men from other states filled their places in Wisconsin.27

Veterans were undoubtedly well represented among the hundreds of thousands of men who began new farms in midwestern river valleys.28 Southeastern Kansas was another attractive destination for numerous single veterans or young men with new families expecting to take advantage of newly opened lands now free of Native Americans that they mistakenly believed would be affordable thanks to the 1862 Homestead Act.29 Veterans also probably followed the railroads along with other settlers into Nevada and other Western states, where numerous new settlements sprung up through the late 1860s into the 1870s.30

Some men, such as Indiana veteran H. D. Haney, embarked on their adventures as bachelor settlers with a purpose, perhaps traveling with soldier friends or other veterans they met along the way, expecting later to bring along sweethearts or other family members.31 Other men traveled with wives and families, some finding suitable homes fairly quickly while creating a community with transplanted family and friends from their old homes. After Madison and Lizzie Bowler’s return to Minnesota in the spring of 1866, they traveled over one hundred miles westward from their home in Nininger on the Mississippi River to the unsettled reaches of Renville County, Minnesota. There they stayed and raised their children, confronting, as Lizzie later recalled, “so much inconvenience and hardship.” Despite the difficulties, Lizzie knew what to expect and how to deal with it thanks to her own family’s antebellum migration from the East to Minnesota’s “raw prairie.” As with so many earlier migrants, she also was able to meet her new home’s challenges comforted by family and many friends who traveled there from their old town. Madison and Lizzie would move again as they grew into old age, returning to city life at the dawn of the next century. They settled into homes in Minneapolis and then St. Paul, where the old veteran died in 1916.32

During the war, frugal Yankee soldiers had the foresight to send home their pay to invest in family economies or to save in preparation for the time when they would be able to establish their own homes. James M. Randall was one such man. Just twenty years old when he enlisted in the 14th Wisconsin Volunteer Infantry in October 1861, he had already spent ten years of his young life earning his keep at millwork, farming, and other types of manual labor. By the time he planned to muster out in 1865, he had married his sweetheart and rose from enlisted man to sergeant and then finally to captain. The change in his family status gave him good reason to look forward to peace, while the progression of responsibilities suggested a degree of competence and natural intelligence.33 Randall’s hard work before the war had taught him the value of a dollar; his military service had reinforced that lesson. In May 1864, he sent his recently drawn pay home to his wife, admitting that it was “the best money in the country” because he had earned it “by pretty hard knocks but more so in fact because we will know better how to appreciate it.”34 This financial stake along with the money his wife had earned and saved as a teacher allowed Randall to buy a farm in Wisconsin while he was still in uniform.35

After three fair seasons on his Wisconsin property, James Randall moved to Missouri and continued to bend his efforts toward a successful life in agriculture. The war had not made him overly cautious. He later admitted that he had gambled with his future packing up his family and moving to a new state with little more than minimal resources and a desire to break new ground. “We were taking our chances upon unknown conditions and staking our all upon the outcome,” he wrote. The veteran, writing with the caution brought on by passing middle age, admitted that if one of his sons had done the same thing, he would have predicted “complete failure.” Yet, Randall, the young veteran, and his wife found an appealing place in Missouri, worked it hard, made improvements, and then moved on to another challenge. In 1871, they traded their farm for a larger one in the same area and over the years expanded their holdings, raised four children, and called it a success. “Of course in the years that followed we encountered hardships and plenty of hard work, we endured privations and disappointments,” he reflected, “but in looking back from the present I realize that during the long years we have enjoyed more of the sweets of life than of the bitter.” It did not hurt that the government lent a hand in gratitude for his service. In 1874, suffering from a wartime hernia, Randall applied for a military pension with the Federal government. In 1880 he received the first installment, which included back payments totaling $3,600. This windfall allowed him to pay debts, make some improvements, buy additional livestock, and purchase another piece of land next to his farm.36 During the late 1890s, Randall and his wife decided to move to Chicago in order to allow two of their children to take advantage of the educational opportunities of the city. “Then again,” Randall admitted, “we concluded that the 28 years of continuous work upon our Missouri farm entitled us to the benefits of a vacation or rest.” Into the early twentieth century, the Randalls divided their time between the big city and their old farm.37

African Americans veterans moved for work and for family, just as their white counterparts did, but movement for those individuals among them who had been slaves also symbolized freedom.38 There were black veterans who were determined not to remain in the former Confederacy, being suspicious of their former masters’ ability to adjust to the new circumstances created by emancipation.39 Some men, such as North Carolina freedman and veteran William Henry Singleton, had little choice but to move. After the war, Singleton purchased a piece of property in the Newbern area that he had been renting for his mother and brothers. But his military service provoked a “a strong feeling against” him, preventing him from living there; indeed, the sentiment was sufficiently negative to prompt the Ku Klux Klan to threaten to shoot Singleton if he came into the neighborhood. He then moved to New Haven, Connecticut, where he secured long-term employment as a coachman, found a wife, started a family, and eventually answered the call to preach. He later modestly admitted that his life was an ordinary one for a black man. “I have not so many accomplishments to boast of,” he later wrote, “but I have done the best I could to prove myself worthy of being a free man,” a desire that probably motivated many of his former comrades. Indeed, he could claim: “As a slave I was only property… . Now I am treated as a man.”40

Despite the problems facing black veterans in the postwar South, there were also freedmen who went home to places from which they had run away before the war or had discovered campaigning during the war, while others found their way to employment in Southern towns. At the same time, though, the men of the First and Second South Carolina regiments remained near their antebellum homes.41 Similar to their white comrades, the experiences of black veterans were diverse and depended on many variables including the draw of families and communities as the men of the 29th United States Colored Infantry proved. Former slaves from the Upper South who had enlisted in that regiment after traveling up across the Ohio River to Illinois to do so returned to the Midwest, not to their antebellum homes in former slave states. But old homes had their attractions for freedmen who had enlisted in Virginia, Maryland, and Delaware. Their families drew them back, even though they received discharges in Springfield, Illinois. Free men in the 29th originally from Illinois also went home and stayed there.42

At least for some black veterans the South held no appeal. Many of their white comrades, on the other hand, considered the region a place of economic opportunity. Even before the war ended, former Federal officers began leasing plantations in northern Alabama.43 And in early 1865, former Connecticut cavalry officer Charles Farnsworth, who soon would become an Ogeechee rice planter, established himself as a merchant in Savannah.44

Such transplanted white Yankee veterans who settled in the old Confederate states would soon find themselves cursed as rascals and rogues after they entered into the political fray of Congressional Reconstruction in 1867. Nevertheless, those Northern transplants known as “carpetbaggers” to scornful white Southerners initially had migrated into the lands of their former enemies for reasons other than political gain. In 1868, Union veteran and newly installed Arkansas governor Powell Clayton observed the fellow veterans in crowd at his inauguration. He believed they had settled there because they “had been impressed during their period of service with the genial climate and great natural resources” of the state.45 Climate, land, and a belief in the power of Northern acumen all propelled such men southward. Even so, bringing their Northern notions into the land of slavery was a political act, if one not as obvious as electioneering. Veteran Silas Haven returned to his home in Iowa, but had high expectations for the transformative nature of the Southward migration of his comrades. Now, Southerners will “enjoy a prosperity never attained by them before, as they will have many settlers from the North and will enjoy the blessing of free labor.”46

The immigrant veterans who had loose ties to Northern homes and had become familiar with the region as officers in black regiments and service in the Freedmen’s Bureau decided the South was a good place to try their luck.47 The war-torn region, however, even appealed to a variety of Yankee veterans with strong ties in the North. Ohio-born Albion Tourgée would eventually enter politics in his adopted state of North Carolina, but he had migrated south for other reasons. By the time he had resigned his commission in late 1863, he had already been seriously injured, wounded, and imprisoned. He also had earned his bachelor’s degree and had studied law. In 1864, he was a man on the make, looking for work as a lawyer, moving to Erie, Pennsylvania, to try his hand at journalism, and also earning his master’s degree along the way. Winter weather troubled his back, making the South’s climate and prospects for advancement appear more promising than those of his Northern residence. In the fall of 1865, he relocated to North Carolina expecting to make his competence on rented land planted in fruit trees supplementing his harvests with legal work.48

The mild Southern climate might have appealed to other men with aches and pains left over from the war who had had enough of the harsh winters in Wisconsin, New York, or Maine. Consequently, veterans dominated the postwar influx of Yankees expecting to bring the cotton fields back to life.49 Most of them probably also assumed that their knowledge of the workings of a free-labor economy as well as their Yankee energy and ingenuity would be beneficial for reviving the region’s economy. Garth Wilkinson James, a former officer with the 54th Massachusetts, and his brother Robertson, a former officer of the 55th Massachusetts, believed that good treatment of former slaves would reap bountiful harvests. They and other veterans purchased property in northern Florida to prove their point. Other former officers of black troops hoped to do the same thing. George Leonard Andrews, a former officer with some experience commanding black troops, recruited several hundred black veterans to work on his Mississippi plantation. Andrews’s venture failed, as did those efforts of so many other Yankee planters who could not survive the bad crop years of 1866 and especially 1867.50

Northern men who were unsuccessful at their efforts in transplanting free-labor economics to the former Confederacy continued to search for a way to survive and, with some luck, thrive in the postwar economy. Some men did better in business in places such as Atlanta, Georgia, but many of their number simply returned to the North. Down Easter Davis Tillson had been a civil engineer and Republican Party operative before the war, an artilleryman and recruiter of black troops during the war, and an officer with the Freedmen’s Bureau afterward. During late 1865 into early 1867, he shifted his sights to cotton planting in Bryan County on the Georgia coast. Since he acted as his own overseer, it was a life, he admitted, that had “many cares and not a few vexations.” By the end of 1867, however, too much rainfall and a plague of caterpillars rendered his cotton planting efforts a failure. Adding to his difficulties, Tillson suffered from fever, while his wife complained about their social isolation. Unable to make money or live contentedly in Georgia, he returned to Maine and moved on to other enterprises. Far from allowing his failure to discourage him from taking more risks, he invested in equipment and property and developed a profitable granite quarry off the coast of his hometown of Rockland.51

Yankee transplants who lasted beyond the first years of Reconstruction found themselves living in an increasingly inhospitable political climate, especially if they became involved in local politics. The Ku Klux Klan ruined Carl von Wedelstädt’s dairy farming effort in Tennessee. The foreigner might have been involved in Reconstruction activities. Regardless, he searched for calmer surroundings and went on to make a living for himself in St. Louis.52 Charles Calkins and John Yates, both former officers of the First Michigan Engineers, worked on Tennessee railroads after the war until controlling interests replaced them with former Confederates. Both returned north, as did their fellow engineering officer, Edson Giffords, who had his Nashville mill razed by resentful Tennesseans.53 By the summer of 1874, Adelbert Ames, Maine veteran and the Mississippi governor who would be forced to abandon his office in 1876, admitted that Reconstruction had taught him that his family might be better off elsewhere. “The North seems the place for us,” he informed his wife Blanche; “A turn in politics may make it a necessity, but such a necessity will be regarded a blessing in manner disguised.” “Slavery blighted this people—then the war—then reconstruction—,” he explained, “all piled upon such a basis destroyed their minds—at least impaired their judgment and consciousness to that extent that we cannot live among them.” After his resignation, he went to work with his father at the family flourmill in Northfield, Minnesota, a concern in which he had invested his pay. Now was the time to make money, he wrote to Blanche, even though he worried about his ability to make the shift from long-time soldier and politician, naïve in the ways of acquiring wealth, to businessman. Regardless, it was the only way for him to earn “the glorious privilege to be independent.”54

Confederate veterans, perhaps with greater motivation to search for new opportunities than their Northern counterparts, also participated in postwar migration. They joined fellow Southern planters in looking for better prospects on new lands in the West, with Texas being a popular destination.55 Virginian John Altaffer, only twenty years old at war’s end, headed west and settled in Kansas, where he established himself as a cattle rancher, family man, and a respected member of his community.56 James B. Griffin pulled up stakes in Edgefield District, South Carolina, and made his way to Texas with little in the way of financial resources. In 1877, he and his family finally settled in Fort Worth, at that time a growing cattle depot recently connected to the rest of the world by the railroad, and made a success of their new lives.57

Texas also appeared to be a reasonable destination for Confederate veteran Augustus Ball, who before the war had earned his medical degree in Georgia. He and his wife ended up on land near Boston in Bowie County in east Texas, where he planted and became a father. Unlike Griffin’s, however, Ball’s efforts did not last long enough to take hold. He endured hard crop years only to pass away in 1868 before he could move beyond being a failed cotton farmer.58 Augustus Ball’s friend Matt Reddick, a veteran of an Arkansas regiment as well as fellow Georgia medical school graduate, also settled in east Texas for a while. He then relocated deeper into the state in Johnson County and before his friend died urged Ball to follow him. He had two important selling points, one being the promising land, the other being less trouble with freedmen. “We have no annoyance by the Negroes here,” he wrote to Ball; “There are very few in this county and they are quite servile.”59 It was an argument that would have appealed to at least a few agriculturally inclined young veterans who were frustrated by the demands of freedpeople and the meddling of Yankee officers who would not allow them to tend to their own affairs.

Other former Confederates decided to go even farther afield. Unlike Matt Reddick, however, they ended up leaving the country because of a desire to find a more congenial place to rebuild their fortunes free of Yankees and their former slaves. Thousands of veterans set their sights on settling south of the Rio Grande and traveled to various Latin American countries.60 Veterans established themselves in Brazil, many of them already having connections there thanks to commercial and family ties, even as other former Confederates claimed land grants in Mexico courtesy of the French puppet regime there.61 Honduras attracted other former Confederate soldiers such as Armand T. Beauregard, a former captain and the brother of the famous general, who planted sugarcane and raised livestock. Louisiana native and Mississippi resident Samuel McCutcheon also made a living in Honduras by managing a sugar plantation and sawmill.62 Migrants to Brazil planted deep roots, but former general Alexander Watkins Terrell of Texas and other Confederates were only sojourners in Mexico, returning home to fight the battles of Reconstruction after revolutionaries in their new home unseated the French-sponsored government that had initially welcomed them.63

For some rebel veterans, making a living trumped avoiding former enemies. Tennessee Confederate James M. Morey, while still in his early twenties, returned to his father’s native New England, settling in Boston, Massachusetts, to take up a position in his uncle’s store there. It was in Massachusetts where he rebuilt his life, attended business college, and in 1868 married his wife.64 Morey was not alone. Indeed, a noticeable population of veterans from the former Confederacy moved northward to cities and areas where there had been some sympathy for the Southern cause and where they could find opportunity.65 Some of them stayed, even establishing Confederate veterans’ organizations in the heart of Yankeedom, while others missed their old homes enough to return to the South when they could afford to do so. Colonel Charles Colcock Jones, Jr.’s progress followed a practical path northward that eventually led him home to Georgia. By February 1866, after joining a law firm in New York the preceding year, he was, as he admitted, able “to sustain my family in comparative comfort.” He made a name for himself in his profession and in 1877 returned to Georgia, taking up residence in an antebellum mansion near Augusta. He continued to practice law, but also engaged in intellectual pursuits, publishing a number of scholarly works.66

In the end, however, most Confederate veterans probably returned home to rebuild their fortunes and their communities. For North Carolinian Walter Lenoir escaping to Brazil appeared to be too much trouble, even though he had once promised to leave his home rather than accept defeat.67 But Colonel C. Irvine Walker asked the essential questions that so many other men probably pondered when he was considering leaving South Carolina immediately after Lee’s surrender. Walker was a likely candidate for emigration because of the great hatred he nurtured of the very idea of living under Yankee rule. “But how can I get away?” he thought; “Where in the wide world can we go? Where can we wind around us the associations of relatives and friends?” Walker stayed in South Carolina and joined his father as a stationer and printer in Charleston. He married, raised three children, and conducted a successful business.68 Such men would make their lives in the land they had defended, rebuilding their finances if successful, but also reconstructing the racial superiority they feared they had lost with emancipation and defeat.
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Winslow Homer’s ‘‘Home from the War’’ depicts a wartime return of volunteers on leave and appeared in the June 13, 1863, issue of Harper’s Weekly. Observers would see similar scenes during the spring and summer months of 1865 as Union troops mustered out of the service and returned to their homes. (Library of Congress)
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The concentrated destruction found in Southern cities, in this case Charleston, South Carolina, must have been especially discouraging to Confederate veterans who returned to them. (Library of Congress)
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In the spring of 1865, before the men from the Federal armies encamped near Washington, D.C., could enjoy a homecoming similar to the joyous wartime one depicted by Winslow Homer, they had to march in review in Washington, D.C. Some of them complained, but on May 23, the Army of the Potomac marched down Pennsylvania Avenue. The next day the men of the Army of the Tennessee and the Army of Georgia, both under William Tecumseh Sherman’s command, marched in review. Here the XX Corps of the Army of Georgia marches. (Library of Congress)
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These men of the United States Colored Troops received their discharges in Little Rock, Arkansas, a year after the end of the war and returned to their welcoming families and community. This drawing by Alfred R. Waud appeared in the May 19, 1866, issue of Harper’s Weekly. (Library of Congress)
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Winslow Homer’s “Thanksgiving Day—Hanging Up the Musket” appeared in the December 23, 1865, issue of Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. It portrays the return of a Northern soldier to the approval of his family, but, importantly, it also links the younger generation of patriots who had saved the Union to the earlier Revolutionary generation of patriots who had established the nation. Certainly, at least in the minds of Northerners, victory and a safe homecoming were reasons to give thanks. (Courtesy of the Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn, NY)
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In Northern states as well as in the erstwhile Confederacy, the debate over granting the franchise to black men was an important part of postwar political discussion. Cartoonist Thomas Nast raises the question using the image of a black veteran who has sacrificed much for his country in this drawing titled ‘‘Franchise. And Not This Man?’’ published in the August 5, 1865, edition of Harper’s Weekly. (Library of Congress)
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During Reconstruction, Federal veterans, often wounded during the war, served as officers in the Bureau of Refugees, Freedmen and Abandoned Lands, where they tried to mediate different understandings of the meaning of black freedom held by former Confederates and ex-slaves. This depiction of the Bureau man at work by Alfred R. Waud suggests by the clothing worn and guns brandished that the disgruntled groups of whites and blacks on either side of the officer included Confederate veterans and former members of the United States Colored Troops. (Library of Congress)
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The Freedmen’s Bureau was no longer an effective mediator in the former slave states by the time Thomas Nast published “The Union as It Was. The Lost Cause, Worse Than Slavery” in the October 24, 1874, issue of Harper’s Weekly. Nast suggests the intimate association of Ku Klux Klansmen of earlier Reconstruction days and the later organized White Leaguers. (Library of Congress)
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Regulators, groups of whites often led by or including Confederate veterans, used force to reestablish Southern white domination in the former slave states. In this case, a group has attacked three African Americans in Gibson County, Tennessee, a depiction of which became the cover illustration of the September 19, 1874, edition of Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper. (Library of Congress)




[image: ]
In 1875, white Mississippians redeemed their state and the Republican carpetbagger governor, Maine native Adelbert Ames, who was a former Union general and U.S. senator from Mississippi, resigned to avoid impeachment. He would later serve with former Confederates in the U.S. army in Cuba during the Spanish American War. (Library of Congress)
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Former Confederate general Wade Hampton was instrumental in rallying South Carolinians, including many Confederate veterans, into groups of Red Shirts who worked for the redemption of their state from Republican government. Hampton did not win the electoral count in the gubernatorial election of 1876, but he and his supporters established a Democratic government in counterpoint to the remaining Republican one. Hampton and the Democrats finally claimed control of the state with the end of Reconstruction in 1877. (Library of Congress)
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Francis R. T. Nicholls of Louisiana was a former Confederate general who had lost an arm and then a foot in battle during the war. His very visible sacrifices for the Lost Cause proved him to be a heroic patriot and probably helped him to become the Redemption governor of his state in 1877. As with South Carolina, Louisiana’s election of 1876 produced two state governments, both claiming legitimacy until the Compromise of 1877 left the Democrats in control. (Library of Congress)
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Lucius Fairchild, who became governor of Wisconsin in 1866, had lost his left arm because of a wound suffered at Gettysburg. After service in the diplomatic corps, Fairchild famously “waved the bloody shirt” in the face of Democrats as a dyed-in-the-wool Republican. He served as commander first of the Grand Army of the Republic and then the Military Order of the Loyal Legion, both significant veterans’ organizations. (Library of Congress)
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Members of the Grand Army of the Republic encouraged and participated in public events that honored the memory of their fallen comrades as well as their own wartime service. Decoration Day, later more frequently called Memorial Day as the twentieth century progressed and officially known as such after the passage of a federal law in 1967, was a specific occasion for this activity. In this engraving published in the June 24, 1876, edition of the Illustrated London News, orphans place American flags at the graves of their fathers in Glenwood Cemetery, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, assisted by men who were members of the Grand Army. (Library of Congress)
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Mature veterans relived the camaraderie of their youthful service by gathering together at reunions. In this case, on May 30, 1897, former members of the 114th New York Volunteer Infantry met at Norwich, New York, the location of their organization headquarters when they had enlisted during the summer of 1862. (Library of Congress)
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Even as Northern veterans gathered to remind themselves of their accomplishments, they were central participants in local celebrations of nationhood. Here men gather for participation in either a Fourth of July or a Decoration Day celebration in Ortonville, Minnesota, around 1880. (National Archives)
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Mosby’s Men, another name for members of Mosby’s Rangers or the 43rd Battalion, Virginia Cavalry, led during the war by John Singleton Mosby, reunited sometime during the 1920s at Warrenton, Virginia. (Library of Congress)
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Reunions also extended to men who shared the prisoner-of-war experience. In 1884, a group of Union veterans who had spent time incarcerated at various Confederate camps met at what was possibly a Grand Army of the Republic gathering at Minneapolis, Minnesota. (Library of Congress)
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On Decoration Day 1897, black and white veterans, former prisoners of war at the infamous Andersonville, Georgia, camp mingled together at “Providence Spring.” In 1864, the spring appeared during an August storm providing the prisoners with a source of much-needed fresh water. (Courtesy, Georgia Archives, Vanishing Georgia Collection, sum106)
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On another Decoration or Memorial Day, this one celebrated in 1899, some veterans accepted reunion and even served together in the army during the Spanish-American War. In this case, a new generation of soldiers from both sections of the country symbolized a reunited nation, providing the artist with the theme: “Three Veterans under One Flag.” (Library of Congress)
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Ohioan William McKinley was president during the Spanish-American War. As a young man, he had served in the Union army. This photograph was taken in 1862 when McKinley was nineteen years old. In April of that year, the future president received his promotion to quartermaster sergeant. On September 17 that same year under fire at the Battle of Antietam he resupplied hungry and thirsty men of his regiment. (Library of Congress)
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Influenced by the bloodshed he had witnessed as a young man, probably most significantly at Antietam, President William McKinley the mature veteran was not eager to go to war with Spain. (Library of Congress)
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Despite the apparent reconciliation exhibited by the sections at the beginning of the twentieth century, veterans still recognized their old causes. In this instance, black Grand Army of the Republic veterans marched on May 30, Memorial Day, 1912, in New York City. They continued to claim their place among the men who had saved the Union, despite a nation falling short in delivering them rights and privileges they had earned during the Civil War. (Library of Congress)
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In 1914, Southern veterans continued to honor their Lost Cause at the Confederate Memorial at Arlington, Virginia. Political reunion did not mean abandoning their old identities as rebel soldiers, nor did it mean recanting the old beliefs for which they had fought. (Library of Congress)
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In the spring of 1922, Confederate veterans accompanied by their wives visited Washington, D.C., and posed with the reunited nation’s president, Warren G. Harding, on the grounds of the White House. The excursion suggested at least their acceptance of political reunion. (Library of Congress)
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Overcoming Lost Time and Physical Disabilities
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Education

Union veteran James Randall believed that young men especially suffered for their sacrifice because their service “was rendered at a period of their lives when they should have been qualifying themselves to enter successfully upon their life[’]s work.”1 Indeed, the war had interrupted the lives of men, some of whom had hardly been able to move into economic adulthood, but all veterans had set aside their civilian plans to go to war. Whether returning home or seeking their fortunes farther afield, they accepted that it was time to resume, reconstruct, or begin fresh their efforts to make their way in the world. Veterans now had their sights set on building productive futures.

For many veterans, especially the young men who had been at school before the war, the first order of business was to resume their education. Veterans entered classrooms from the University of South Carolina and the University of Missouri to Harvard, at times with the assistance from states, the educational institutions, or scholarship funds pledged by other veterans.2 Some may have had tuition payments delayed until they were better able to pay them. Virginian Fred Fleet, son of a physician and veteran of the war, returned home to a destitute family. Determined to attend the University of Virginia’s medical program, he arrived at the school short of the necessary funds needed to enroll. The chairman of the faculty, he reported home, “very kindly informed me that the professors could wait for their fees until it was perfectly convenient for me to pay the amount … so I matriculated.”3

Other veterans-turned-students returned to school never leaving the academy once they secured their degrees. Indianan William Taylor Stott came home from the war with an assortment of physical ailments that troubled him even more as he aged; nevertheless, he pursued theological studies and became a long-serving president of Franklin College.4 After his recovery during the first half of 1865, Scot Butler returned to North Western Christian University, the Indianapolis college established by his father that eventually changed its name to honor its founder. There he earned his undergraduate degree in 1868 and a graduate degree two years later. He taught at Indiana University in Bloomington for some years. After further pursuing his education in Germany, he returned to take up a position at his alma mater, later in his career serving as its president.5 James Newton, who had worried about being “equal to the task” of taking care of himself, also rose to meet the challenges of civilian life through the classroom. Newton returned to Wisconsin and quickly adjusted to peaceful pursuits at Ripon Academy, where he discovered a love of learning. “I wish now, I could spend the same length of time at study that I did in the army,” he wrote to his parents soon after the war; “I think I could make it of some use to me, dont [sic] you?” He did just that. He completed his studies at Ohio’s Oberlin College, where in 1873 he joined its faculty, teaching there until his retirement in 1888.6

Since so many African American veterans had been slaves before the war, it was an accomplishment to receive a basic education in the army or in freedmen’s schools after their discharges. However, some of them found their way into places of higher learning, although access to universities and colleges was much more limited than for their white counterparts. George Washington Williams, a veteran of the war and of the peacetime army, pursued theological studies. Initially he was hardly able to cope with the demands of a higher education because of his poor academic preparation. With guidance, however, he succeeded and embarked on a full life that included significant scholarly work.7 There were probably other lesser-known black veterans, such as George Mabson, who enrolled along with other freedmen in the Southern colleges founded in the wake of the war by philanthropic groups such as the American Missionary Association. In 1871 Howard University, one such institution, conferred a degree on the North Carolina veteran, politician, and lawyer.8

Eager to start their new civilian lives, there were veterans who decided to forgo educational plans that once had appeared to be sensible and appropriate ways for preparing for a career. George Cram, a sergeant in the 105th Illinois Infantry, warned his mother that he had no intention of returning to Wheaton College, where he had been a student at the time of his enlistment. “Dear Mother, don’t think anymore of my wasting any precious time at school,” he wrote, probably exasperated by her suggestions about how his future should proceed; “I never intend to stop studying, but life with me will be real, earnest, practical.”9 Cram kept his promise, bypassing the classrooms of his antebellum life and going directly to work. He married in the fall of 1865 and entered the map publishing business of a Chicago uncle, eventually making both his marriage and his business enterprise successes. He and his wife had three daughters and before the end of the decade he had established his own company, eventually outliving his wife, remarrying, and finally passing away in 1928, a man of good reputation and recognized business acumen.10

Other men avoided the classroom by reading law or studying medicine under the guidance of experienced members of their chosen professions, a common nineteenth-century practice. Samuel Frazier, a Confederate Tennessean, was a bit unusual in that he read law while a wounded prisoner of war. He returned home and in 1866 began his practice.11 It took some men a little longer to reach their goals but they persisted. Elijah Knight, a Tennessee Confederate, best summed up the shared attitude of so many of these men years later when he explained, “At the close of the war I was as poor as the proverbial church mouse. I did not loose [sic] heart, but went to work with a vim.” His efforts eventually paid off. A dozen years after the war, the resilient Knight began practicing medicine.12

Making an Effort with an Eye to the Future

This was still an era in which ambitious young men believed they could take some chances by exploring new opportunities or by jumping right into the business of living without a formal education. It was also a period in which the Republican Party’s free-labor ideology, which promised success to determined, frugal, and sober workers, still held meaning. African American veterans also accepted the free-labor ideology of the Republican Party, expecting their hard work to lead to better lives. Their military experience might have helped them to achieve their goals, allowing them to do better than those freedpeople who had not served during the war. A larger percentage of black veterans than nonveterans, for example, earned their livelihoods as skilled workers or even as professional men.13

Black veterans also had an advantage over freedpeople because the frugal among them left the army with money in their pockets. Despite white opposition, blacks used their resources to acquire property. They acted individually to buy town property as well as joining forces with men with whom they had served to buy farm property with their collective earnings.14 Other men tackled farming on their own, striving hard to become landowners and succeeding. Most black veterans, however, shared in all of the difficulties of the larger black community, whether it was violence in the rural South or the competition of European immigrants in Northern cities. All of them felt the sting of racial prejudice and its consequences, including the limitations it placed on their opportunities to work their way up the economic ladder.15 In Shelby County, Kentucky, black veteran Henry Mars reported that whites placed limits on black opportunities. Former soldiers returned home and discovered they “cannot enter any Business whatever But have to return to their old master and work for whatever they choose or see proper to give them.” Mars asked, “If you call this Freedom what do you call Slavery[?]”16

Among Confederate veterans, there appeared a determination seasoned with necessity to rebuild their lives and their fortunes that overrode the distress of defeat. In Mississippi veterans, including those men hampered by their loss of a limb, congregated in towns looking for any kind of work.17 Young veterans swarmed Houston, Texas, trying to land positions; some of them were sufficiently desperate to settle for clothing along with a place to sleep as their compensation. William S. Oldham, Jr., a young Texan, had not had an opportunity to develop marketable skills before the war, having been a student. Not discouraged, he tried his hand in Austin after failing to find acceptable work in Houston and he performed farm labor for a time to earn a stake.18 Such men had to improvise, and many did what was necessary to survive. Tennessee Confederate Ark Whittle cut a thousand rails after his homecoming in return for meat for his family. He then cut more rails “for a bunch of hogs.” Whittle’s rough work at rail splitting eventually turned into the carpentry trade.19 In Georgia, Gordon Bradwell, not standing on antebellum ideas of dignity, returned to his family home and joined his father’s former slaves in the fields, eventually becoming his father’s foreman, a farmer, a teacher, and a land developer.20

The steady, persistent enterprise of the frugal, business savvy Isaac Herman was a most remarkable example of the resilience harbored among defeated veterans who set out to rebuild their fortunes. The French native returned to his adopted Georgia in need of capital to support a new start in life. He bought five gallons of whiskey on credit leaving his horse as collateral. He then returned to a camp of Yankees he had earlier noticed, no doubt well aware of how the desire for liquor might render a soldier vulnerable to deal making. There he bartered with the thirty soldiers, trading a canteen full of whiskey for a mule. By the time he had finished his dealings with his former enemies, he had “sold over one hundred drinks at $1.00 a drink,” paid his original debt, and set out for his home at Sandersville, Georgia, with the three mules he had acquired through his business transactions. Once there, he took advantage of the fact that the Yankees had destroyed the railroad that had run between Macon and Savannah. After acquiring a wagon, he hauled freight for the next eight months while making other deals as opportunities arose. He eventually acquired a partner, rented a storehouse, and opened a grocery business.21

Those Yankees who had worried about their readjustment to the peacetime economy made the transition with a similar determination. Charles Wills relearned his moneymaking skills as necessity required and after spending two years helping with veterans’ pension claims, he migrated to Louisiana where he became a co-owner of a sugar plantation.22 Albert Harrison apparently did well enough in catching up with the stay-at-homes in New Jersey to keep his promise to help his parents. He married and engaged in various enterprises, the enduring one being a wallpaper business in his old hometown of Red Bank. He also served as town clerk before retiring.23 And Taylor Peirce despite his earlier concerns did what most veterans did: he found employment with which to support his family. Among other jobs, Peirce worked as an engineer and held positions with the city of Des Moines, Iowa.24

Owen Johnston Hopkins exhibited persistence in rebuilding a life interrupted by war, proving that marching, fighting, and idle camp life had not spoiled him for productive labor in the bustle of the Northern market place. Twenty-one years old and recently married when he left the army after four years of service, he found work in Toledo, Ohio, with various employers as a bookkeeper. At some point, his brother lost the army pay that he had invested for Hopkins, but the veteran soon found other opportunities. He had a talent for drawing, one that he pursued at night after his normal work hours. In 1872 he decided to open an engraving business. “By keeping good office hours,” he told his wife, “I will doubtless be able to do my engraving by daylight hereafter, and have my evenings at home with my little family.” It was a formula that must have worked for him. His business might not have made him wealthy, but it was a success and along with taking advantage of other opportunities, he did well enough.25

Overcoming Damaged Bodies

Men with damaged bodies would find it harder to adjust to postwar work, and there were many of them. Some 470,000 Confederate and Federal soldiers returned home having been wounded in the war. Of those hurt men, many thousands of them, perhaps upward of 45,000, were missing one or more arms and legs, the survivors of the 60,000 amputation surgeries performed by the medical men of both sides that in fact probably had saved their lives. Illnesses caused by camp life, especially of a gastrointestinal nature, became chronic problems missed by the statistics of war.26 Furthermore, anywhere from 10 percent to 30 percent of these veterans struggled with emotional wounds, having been traumatized by their war experiences.27 As Georgian Matthew Reddick, who had lost an arm in fighting around Atlanta in July 1864, reported to his friend Augustus Ball, the toll was noticeable. On a visit to their old Georgia home, Reddick reported, “Very few [of their old friends] escaped without a visible mark of battle.” Furthermore, he noted that among those veterans he had met “some looked natural, others did not,” suggesting that those veterans he encountered carried around with them an emotional burden that they could not hide.28

Despite this observation and his own injury, Reddick remained an optimist. He admitted to Ball that he lost much when he lost his arm, but not so much to make him forget the positive things he had experienced in his life.29 There were men who were resentful of their physical loss, but so many other veterans developed attitudes similar to Reddick’s when they saw their sacrifices as worthwhile and noble. It helped that men with “honorable scars” believed they had sacrificed their bodies for “so good a cause and for just a government.”30 And it helped that these wounded men believed they were “living monuments.” As symbols of their cause, they had purpose in defining the memory of that cause. However, it might have been equally important that they understood they yet had more to do with this life now that they had shed their uniforms.31

North Carolinian Walter Lenoir, who in September 1862 had lost part of his right leg, was perhaps buoyed by a renewed commitment to his Christian faith. Furthermore, he never wavered in his devotion to the Confederate cause. “I wish to say to you that I am entirely reconciled to bear my wounds & sufferings in the good cause of my country’s independence,” he informed his mother shortly after enduring his amputation; “& that viewed in that light I look upon them with entire content and cheerfulness.”32 Veterans who shared Lenoir’s patriotism and religious faith might have had an easier time making plans for the future. Youthful optimism, realism or fatalism, families, or young women might also have played roles in creating resilient mental attitudes. Many of these veterans simply had “grit.”

In January 1863, Vermonter Henry McAllister accepted that he had “sustained a great loss” when he had a leg amputated. However, he also admitted, “but it might have been worse.” He might have been trying to impress a young lady with his words, which in and of itself was good motivation to keep an upbeat attitude, but he continued: “I had rather lose a leg than an Arm[.] I can so shape my course of life that it will be but little inconvenience. I can get a wooden leg on which I can get around nearly as well as on my old one. All my aspirations are just as high as ever.”33 Union veteran Henry Allen also planned to adapt to the reality of his life, making use of talents not damaged in the war. He did not mourn the loss of his right hand, considering his amputation to be an “honorable scar.” “I am dependent upon the strength of my left hand and the few good brains I have in my head for my living,” he explained, “and just so long as I am blessed with good health, I shall earn it, and a good one too.”34

Some wounded Northern veterans expected the Federal government to reward them with government sinecures or at least preferential treatment in the hiring process. To find Northern veterans in post offices and customs houses would not have been unusual.35 It probably did not hurt John R. Lewis that he was a veteran and an amputee as well as a good Republican when the postmaster’s position became available in Atlanta.36 Government positions, however, were limited, and most veterans had to rely on their own resources for finding employment. More likely assistance came in the form of practical aid from the Federal government, former Confederate state governments, and Southern charitable organizations that assisted amputees by establishing programs for artificial limbs.37

In the tradition of America’s earlier wars, governments granted veterans pensions. Some Union veterans considered the practice near to begging and consequently beneath “self-respecting” men.38 Union veterans such as James Randall, who received the windfall of back pension money, however, did not object, considering the payments a deserved reward for their sacrifices. In 1885 Federal veteran George Cram wrote a guide to securing pensions, reminding former soldiers that the payments were their due. The pension system’s “background is justice,” he informed his readers; “every honest soldier who has a just claim upon the bounty promised by the government should not feel that he is asking alms when he makes his application for pension.” Indeed, he continued to reassure veterans that pensions were “not charity that he will receive, but ‘blood money’—earned by many a pain, many a hard march, may a privation and hardship.”39

Over the years, Union veterans benefited from an ever-expanding pension program that gave them some additional financial resources, consuming a significant part of the yearly Federal expenditures. Furthermore, many states added to the financial assistance the veterans received. Deserving African American Union veterans unfortunately encountered greater difficulties securing their pensions than their white comrades in part because of the bureaucratic complexities of the process and the racism of men who reviewed their applications. Their Confederate counterparts, excluded from national largess, could only take advantage of more limited state-sponsored program.40 By the early years of the twentieth century, Georgia provided the most significant aid for financially hard-pressed Confederate veterans who had spent no less than six months in the army, giving them an annual stipend of $60. Federal army veterans who had served ninety days received about $114 from a grateful nation. The contrast between a wealthy North and a former Confederacy still in economic straights was equally obvious when comparing benefits granted for severe injuries. A blind veteran in Georgia had earned the right to $150 a year; a Yankee who had given his eyes for the Union received yearly stipend of $1,200. The Georgian who could not work received $50 a year, while the Federal veteran could count on a yearly stipend of $360.41 Thus, economically limited, Southern states could give their veterans “the loving, grateful devotion of those for whom they fought” and not much more.42

Time could also place additional burdens on the physically injured soldiers as aging made it more difficult for them to cope with pain and disability, frustrating their ability to live normal lives. The strain of life events as men grew old could trigger later emotional breakdowns, further confusing family members or doctors about the cause of old soldiers’ mental instability. Regardless, at the very least, war experiences made some men more emotionally fragile, leaving them vulnerable to difficult things with which other veterans were better able to cope. North Carolinian Guilford Laws had fought a hard war, one complicated by his confinement to a prisoner of war camp. In 1877, after farming for some time, he hanged himself. The best his acquaintances could offer by way of explanation was that he had appeared depressed. This opinion was not exactly a sound diagnosis of war-induced mental instability, but given Laws’s experiences one might conclude the war had burdened his soul and left him more vulnerable to the hard times of postwar life.43 Both Carlos de la Mesa and Fred Stowe also had trying wartime experiences and never became productive members of society in the peace, but both men’s experiences revealed how the vicissitudes of life complicated the explanations of their problems.

Mental problems related directly to wartime experiences certainly existed and were apparent to civilians even if not entirely understood. The unhappy nature of the battle and camp experiences of some men were too harsh or too abnormal to ignore as at least being contributing causes to mental breakdowns in soldiers who were already fragile and vulnerable before they had enlisted. The lingering physical problems resulting from wartime injuries and sickness could also easily contribute to the degeneration of mental health, especially having a wearing effect on weakened men who became more troubled by their ill health over time. It was some time after the war that the North Carolina African American veteran Washington Newby committed suicide. His widow believed that the noise of battle had unhinged his mind, a fair assessment given her close observation of the man. The veteran was also experiencing worsening physical problems as he grew older that could have finally worn down an already-damaged man to the point of seeking an end to his misery.44

Asher Chase, a former artilleryman, was another veteran who deteriorated over time. He was one of those veterans who made a normal yet serious effort to rebuild his life. After the war, Chase returned home to Roxbury, Massachusetts, but instead of flourishing in his endeavors he embarked on a ten-year physical and mental decline that prevented the realization of that goal. From the outset of his new civilian life, Chase had problems with dizzy spells and numbness in his right leg. His father believed he was abnormally “fractious and irritable and very nervous,” which at times manifested itself as a twitching mouth, all symptoms suggestive of the lingering effects of war trauma. Nevertheless, he secured a job as a letter carrier in Roxbury, married, and fathered two children.

Chase’s leg problem, which he attributed to rheumatism, continued to worsen with time. It caused him to stumble as he walked. In addition to his irregular gait, he was “stuttering and stammering” and exhibited “hesitance” even before he left his job. He failed to notice that he dropped letters as he walked his route. The work appeared to leave him exhausted, causing him sometimes to fall asleep as soon as he sat down at the end of the day. Along with a loss of weight, he exhibited “a growing loss of power of attention and an apparent confusion of ideas and great forgetfulness for at least two years before he died,” his wife reported. One doctor explained it all by telling Mrs. Chase that her husband “was played out” and that he had “brain trouble.” By the end of 1874, he was “unable to talk and was partially demented” and was unable to “recognize facts.” His father claimed that Chase’s “mental faculties were much impaired for the two years prior to his death” in January 1875. By the time of his passing, his wife claimed, his “reason was totally gone at times.”45

Pain and discomfort followed other men into their civilian lives and lasted as long as they did. They might have done their best to adapt to their world as it was, not as they wished it to be, only to discover that their damaged bodies failed them as they aged. Unhealed amputations suppurated, irritable bowels never calmed, and other health problems worsened. They all took their toll on weakened men. Some men died young because of the ill effects of their service; other men lingered on until a bullet shifted, an opiate overdose stopped their hearts, or a multiplicity of ailments blamed on their war experiences wore them out.46 Thirty-eight-year-old Ohio veteran David Silvan died in 1877, but had some kind of debilitating disease from the time the war had ended through his final breath.47 Confederate cavalry veteran James C. Bates probably contracted chronic diarrhea, as had so many soldiers, during the war and endured the affliction until his death in 1891. During the 1880s, he still farmed and practiced medicine, but in 1891 he became bedridden.48 John H. Black, Pennsylvania cavalryman, lived a long life after being seriously wounded by a ball in the back. It was, however, a life plagued by physical deterioration caused by his wounds. A devote Republican, he flirted with local public office and taught school. The bullet lodged in his back, however, partially paralyzed his legs, a painful problem that worsened over the years. He took frequent pain medication, probably an opiate, and became completely disabled. By 1920 Black was wheelchair bond. He died in 1922.49

Other men were more successful in their recovery, especially if they were able to find work not as demanding as they might have performed before the war. Iowan Silas Haven ended the war with a service-related hernia, but buoyed with a sense of accomplishment. Still, the hernia and subsequent health problems troubled Haven for all his postwar years, earning him a pension. His health worsened until his death in April 1893. A carpenter before the war, he nevertheless was able to build a successful business selling furniture. He accumulate property and participate in church affairs, local politics, and veterans’ activities.50

Other men, damaged by the war, did what they had to do to make their livelihoods, either selling liquor in Mississippi or entering more socially acceptable businesses elsewhere.51 In 1863 Illinoisan Henry A. Kircher lost his right arm and lower left leg. He returned home in 1864 and ran for the position as clerk for the county circuit court using as a campaign tool a photograph of himself in uniform with his sacrifices obviously visible to the voters. He continued his involvement in politics. He traveled. And he developed a successful life in business. As with so many men eager for a happy domesticity after war, he found a life companion, married in 1880, and went on to raise three sons. Prior to his wedding, his enthusiasm for the future was obvious in his efforts to prepare his future family home. Despite his handicap, he did much of the work on his own and even more with the assistance of other workmen. Kircher had survived his wounds becoming a model of resiliency, living a full life until he finally succumbing to pneumonia in 1908.52

What was significant for many wounded or sick veterans was how they carried on in the face of discomfort and pain. Both Bates and Black did their best to succeed as civilians, but their health problems undermined their efforts. The important thing was that they tried to live full lives until they no longer could. They married, worked, and did what others might have considered impossible. To be sure, hard work did not guarantee success; neither did being adaptable or resilient. Failure, however, should not detract from the effort of those veterans who overcame their physical handicaps but did not prosper, as the life of Walter Lenoir proved. Lenoir was never terribly successful in his endeavors after his wound sidelined him from the fighting. Nevertheless, he was determined to make a competence for himself despite the obstacles the war had visited upon him. He once wrote about the “the instructive impulse which prompts a man to love to cope with difficulties and to overcome them.” His life efforts proved he believed the words he had put to paper.

Returning home from the army, he spent his time in a mountain cabin in Haywood County, where he stayed out of the war’s way while he learned to maneuver with his prosthesis. With some frustration, pain, and practice, he became used to his substitute leg and soon was able to ride some distance in spite of his handicap. Defeat left him without slaves, but that loss appeared to bring him freedom as well. In fact, he fairly shooed off his former chattels, welcome to be rid of them. He willingly adapted to his circumstances by doing manual labor. He turned his fields into pastures for tending animals. He traveled about to survey his lands. Most of the remainder of his life, however, was burdened with an investment he had made when he purchased land from other family members. The debt lingered on as he tried unsuccessfully to turn the property into cash. In the process, the wounded veteran became financially worn out. He admitted to tough sacrifices in order to “make my own living.” “I have worked hard, lived hard, worn rags, & banished myself from society,” he once wrote, “&, perhaps in my case harder still, from my books.” Regardless, he continued to work and sell his property until his health failed, bringing him to the grave in July 1890.53

Many veterans joined Lenoir in living fairly ordinary lives after the fighting stopped except for the fact that they had to overcome serious war-related physical disabilities. John Wesley Powell, however, pursued a career that was not quite as conventional as his fellow Union veterans, providing an extraordinary example of veteran resilience. As a youth Powell had a scientific bent to his mind and a curious intellect cultivated by an incomplete college education. He never would abandon that love of science, but the war drew him into the army. His patriotism cost him his right arm. Dedicated to the Union cause and to the end of slavery, he did deskwork at first after his recovery, but then participated in the Vicksburg and the Atlanta campaigns and the Battle of Nashville before finally leaving the army in January 1865. Long after the war, one of Powell’s colleagues noted that the one-armed veteran had learned much in the service about commanding men and making decisions, which undoubtedly served him well in all of his postwar endeavors.

Despite the lack of an earned college degree, Powell’s civilian life began ambitiously as he embarked on an academic career as a natural scientist. His boldness and brightness, obviously not paper credentials, landed him professorships. However, neither his wound nor the war had dulled his sense of adventure, and he soon embarked on Western explorations, including his famously rugged and perilous 1869 journey down the Colorado River through what later became known as the Grand Canyon. Powell would return to the West again and would also serve as the second head of the United States Geological Survey. When Powell resigned from this position in 1894, he did so in part because his war wound still troubled him and required additional surgery. That final surgery appeared to have sapped a good deal of his energy, but he never lost his interest in science.54 Even more cautious men were like Powell, becoming too busy to allow misery to keep them from living.
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Renewed Skirmishing in the Old Confederacy

In May 1865, South Carolinian colonel C. Irvine Walker relied on his love of God to cope with defeat, but his finding comfort in religion did not mean he had the desire to extend Christian charity to his enemies. “I feel and will always feel the same hatred to them,” he admitted, “however events may compel me to hide it.” Consequently, not only did family and friends keep him rooted in his home state but, remaining a patriot, he believed that South Carolina and the Southern cause may need him again. In the darkest moment of his surrender, he believed he would “live to see the Independence of the C.S. yet.” And while he admitted he could not see how his personal future would develop, he had no doubts about the South. “We are temporarily crushed, overpowered—but we will rise, phoenix like from our ashes, and yet achieve our freedom and nationality,” he wrote; “Is it not the duty of every true man to remain here, to aid his country in the second struggle?”1

During the spring of 1865, Walker’s Confederate phoenix failed to rise as one command after another followed the Army of Northern Virginia in laying down its arms, but events soon proved the South Carolinian to be somewhat prescient. Walker and a number of other Confederate soldiers found meaning in their transition from soldier to civilian by banding together as veterans to take a stand against the postwar challenges to their way of life. This collective action certainly did not require as complete a commitment as going to war had, nor did it attract as many men as had the war itself, but it nevertheless revealed the acceptance of a purposeful obligation to reclaim control of their region’s future from their old enemies.

For many Confederate veterans, the battle of Reconstruction was Colonel Walker’s renewed struggle. War had not stolen the souls of all of the South’s young men. Rather, war had confirmed in the minds of veterans an idea rooted in their antebellum lives: violence had a useful and important purpose in maintaining the Southern way of life. Freed slaves claiming outlandish rights, black veterans carrying guns, and black politicians making laws with Yankee outsiders helping them at every turn were clear attacks on a way of life based on honorable ideals not surrendered at Appomattox. A determined number of former Confederates went beyond conventional politics and combined to use organized violence to undermine the Republican goals of Reconstruction. They became the militia of the Southern Democratic Party, dedicated to furthering the aims of white conservatism while destroying the Southern branch of the Republican Party, the institutional outpost of Union victory in the region.2

During the spring of 1865, civil disorder troubled some Southern communities. Unable to rely on thinly spread Union troops to keep the peace, returning Confederate veterans came together in armed bands to confront brigands and restore the tranquility of their neighborhoods.3 Such groups, however, were just as likely to understand that exercising control over the freedpeople, preventing Unionists from enjoying their military victory, and shielding white Southerners from Federal power were equally important missions. In one instance in the Atlanta, Georgia, hinterlands, Federal soldiers tried “to serve an order upon a planter,” probably relating to his treatment of black workers, only to be “driven back by an armed band of over twenty men headed by an officer in rebel uniform.” The rebels might have been the “gang of guerrillas … prowling about” the area during the summer of 1865.4 However, they might have been something more. The Georgians were acting under the leadership of a former Confederate officer, who in all likelihood had been their wartime commander, while committing a political act by blocking Yankee meddling in their personal affairs.

Elsewhere, not long after the surrender, Confederate veterans, some of them wearing their old uniforms—perhaps because they had no other clothes, perhaps because they still held to their old allegiances—were riding the countryside either as informally organized “home guards” or as the authorized state militia units of President Johnson’s newly established Reconstruction governments. In eastern Louisiana, with the authority of the Federal commander there, former Confederates patrolled in the place of Union soldiers and “treated [the freedmen] tyrannically.”5 Mississippi, with the approval of the president, raised militia companies, as one contemporary noted, consisting of “young men who had distinguished themselves for gallantry in the rebel service.”6 The purpose supposedly was to preserve order in some of the more lawless counties, but the companies of rebel veterans proved to be dangerous for those Mississippians lacking proper Confederate credentials. They also used their power to bind freedpeople to their employers, proving that there was no need for the law of slavery to keep black families in a servile condition.7 In November 1865, foreshadowing the theater and tactics commonly used by later terrorist groups, Magnolia, Mississippi, area militiamen according to Captain James Mathews, the local Freedmen’s Bureau officer, resorted to disguises, “black[ing] themselves up” while committing “the most fiendish crimes that could enter the minds of men or devils.”8

A feared 1865 Christmas Day uprising of ex-slaves or a similar rising at some other later symbolic date such as the 1866 New Year further encouraged the growth of vigilante associations. Former Confederates intended to make certain former slaves and their disruptive white allies understand the proper order of things. In South Carolina, men rallied together in sanctioned armed bands to control the freedpeople until the state could organize a formal militia to do the job. They also formed “agricultural clubs” whose chief aim was to keep black labor in line while making certain the state’s black codes kept former slaves well shackled in a system of white superiority. Given the high proportion of the state’s young men who had joined the Confederate service, it would have been a rare thing not to find veterans serving in the ranks of these companies.9 Comparable companies appeared across the old Confederacy, many of them coalescing around old militia companies and wartime units, all of them sharing the South Carolinians’ purpose.10

Rural patrols suggested a transition from the army to civilian life that accommodated a degree of continuity with the war and even antebellum militia companies. So, too, did the violence that erupted in New Orleans on July 30, 1866. The fighting between white rebel veterans and black Union veterans at that time was not only part of a campaign to subvert efforts to expand the rights of African Americans, but also an illustration of the Confederate veterans’ willingness to use violence to secure their goals. The reconvening of the dormant 1864 constitutional convention, which would provide an opportunity to extend suffrage to black men, was the occasion for the fighting. A large white mob supported by a police force filled with Confederate veterans challenged about 200 black veterans who were marching in support of the convention and black suffrage. The black veterans had been aware of what they would face when they marched and, not shy of violence, had entered the streets prepared to defend themselves. But it had been the white New Orleans police who were quick to shoot and kill. Fighting in the streets among veterans used to the close contact of the battlefield led to serious casualties, mostly among the Union veterans, all of them Republicans including some whites attending the convention. By one estimate, there were 3 white deaths and 37 black deaths, along with 136 other casualties. The clash reminded General Phil Sheridan of the infamous Fort Pillow massacre of 1864 in which Confederates cut down surrendering black soldiers.11

If this event were not a continuation of the war, it was certainly a continuation of the hatred bred by the war. Cyrus Hamlin, a Union veteran and lawyer trying to make his way in New Orleans, could only compare the violence unfavorably to his own battlefield experiences. “I have seen death on the battle field but time will erase the effects of that,” he wrote to his father Hannibal Hamlin, Abraham Lincoln’s first vice president; “the wholesale slaughter & the little regard paid to human life I witnessed here … I shall never forget.” Former Confederates serving in the New Orleans police force, Hamlin heard, latter “made their boasts how many they had killed, that they had got their revenge on the d—Yankee[.]”12

In March 1867 Congress outlawed the state militias of the Johnson governments when it set about to reverse the president’s Reconstruction with the establishment of military districts and the introduction of black suffrage, but the change did not abate the violence.13 With Tennessee already politically reconstructed in 1866, the other Confederate states followed in 1868 and in 1870, providing white Southerners with plenty of Republican targets. To handle this “radical” threat to their way of life, some of those earlier all-white militias took on the guise of “social clubs” or by 1868 political clubs that served purposes similar to the Republican Union League political clubs. Just as likely, they transformed themselves into more aggressive secretive groups, with many of them carrying names reminiscent of the Confederate volunteer companies of 1861.14 In 1868, Colonel Roger Moore, a former Confederate and at the time an officer in a white militia unit in New Hanover County, North Carolina, became the commander of a local underground terrorist organization that included veterans who had served in his cavalry regiment during the Civil War.15

Organized Violence

The group into which Moore’s company transformed itself was a local chapter of the Ku Klux Klan, the best known of the postwar terrorist organizations. In 1866 young Confederate veterans organized the Klan in Pulaski, Tennessee, initially as a way to break peacetime boredom by engaging in behavior more often associated with fraternal lodges.16 It soon became something more. Marcus B. Toney, a Tennessee Confederate, recalled that the Klan was the enforcer of social order. “It was to intimidate the evil doer and to protect the weak against the strong,” he explained. In fact, Toney also claimed, “The blacks who behaved themselves had the best of friends in the Kuklux [sic] Klan.”17

Toney described the organization as being racially impartial in the face of all bad behavior that threatened the Southern way of life. The Klan certainly directed its violence against anyone who appeared to challenge the good order of society.18 There was, however, no ignoring that Klansmen and their counterparts in other similar organizations considered the gravest and most widespread threats to their communities to be the new and disruptive ideas about race and politics along with the people who furthered them, not the occasional lewd lawyer or drunken wife beater who upset a community’s serenity. In 1871, former Confederate general John Brown Gordon of Georgia explained to a congressional committee that the Klan was born of a need to protect white families and communities from naïve, dangerous freedpeople led astray by the carpetbaggers and scalawags. At the heart of those threats, Brown explained, were the political organizations that supported the Republican Party.19 Adelbert Ames of Maine also understood the Klan’s purpose to be first and foremost political, despite any other activities it might have pursued. In March 1871, Ames, at the time the carpetbagger Republican senator from Mississippi, reported, “Murders and outrages are committed in nearly every section of the South to such an extent as to intimidate voters and to deprive those of one party substantially of the free exercise of their right of suffrage.”20

After its founding, Confederate veterans were instrumental in spreading the Klan throughout the region. Their stamp on the organization was apparent. As with the earlier postwar home guards and regulators, local Klan organizations tended to mimic the communities’ old militia organizations, often led by former officers whose experiences and associations reached back to the local antebellum militia companies.21 In parts of Georgia, Confederate veterans came to the Klan through the established county militia districts. Klan leadership in this case also provided an additional overlap with the local establishment: the leadership generally was the same as that of the county Democratic Party organizations.22

Confederate veterans, as had been the case with the earliest postwar vigilante groups, played leadership roles in the Klan and similar violent fraternities. In Alamance County, North Carolina, for example, the local Klan leadership consisted of veterans who had been in the Sixth North Carolina Infantry, perhaps their zeal sharpened by the fact that a number of them had been prisoners of war.23 In South Carolina, veterans took command of groups of Klansmen, while a man’s admission to membership might have required an examination of his Confederate military record.24 The Klan’s attention to military detail also indicated that it was in large part made up of or was significantly influenced by the presence of former Confederates soldiers.25 Indeed, the victims of this terrorist group saw little difference between it and wartime Confederate organizations.26

Within a couple of years the Klan became synonymous with what Southern whites would excuse as necessary vigilante violence. It was, however, neither the original perpetrator of racial and political violence after the war, a monolithic hierarchical organization, the only secret group of Confederate veterans, nor the last organization of erstwhile rebels determined to sow confusion among its enemies. Some Confederate veterans would have embarked on violent resistance campaigns even if the Klan never came into existence. Nevertheless, former Confederates, Klansmen or otherwise, shared the common purpose of restoring, maintaining white power, and undermining the Republican Party through the oppression of the freedpeople and all other men who stood in their way.27 Consequently, black churches and schools, freedmen’s rights protected by contract and law, and black property ownership, all of which challenged white control, invited white Southern violence, as did Republican politicians white and black, independent-minded black workers, school teachers of the freedpeople, and Freedmen’s Bureau officials. As with earlier groups, the Klan took special notice of armed freedmen. In South Carolina, the Ku Klux Klan emphasized the danger of black men with guns to encourage support for its activities among the white population; South Carolinians had to defend themselves from black outrage, even if in reality there was no reason to fear a race war. The South Carolina Klan also functioned in a manner similar to the antebellum slave patrols that had policed the roads for runaways or misbehaving slaves, only now the riders did not return captives to old masters, but pronounced sentences on their victims and executed their decisions without any delay.28

Before the Klan faded from the political scene in the early 1870s, it and similar groups that had attracted a significant number of Confederate veterans had committed thousands of violent acts, including murder and rape, against the freedpeople and their allies.29 During the first half of 1868 in middle and western Tennessee alone there were hundreds of “outrages,” as the Freedmen’s Bureau officially referred to acts of violence, including whippings, school burnings, and lynchings.30 Black political activity was not the only thing that provoked nocturnal Klan visits; however, successful black politicians and their white Republican allies attracted purposeful violence as the Klan committed itself to being the facilitator of a white Democratic party resurgence.31 Union veteran and Arkansas Republican governor Powell Clayton also acknowledged the political purpose of such violence. In reporting to the state legislature a long list of Klan outrages, Clayton proposed that a “treasonable organization” was indeed conducting a program of “assassinations, robberies, threats, and intimidations” all part of a “deep laid” conspiracy “to attempt the overthrow of the lawful authority in the State.”32 Terrorists, whatever their name, in the end were first and foremost instruments for reestablishing white supremacy and ensuring conservative Democratic victories at the polls.

Federal Veterans and Confederate Violence

White Democrats “redeemed” their states during the 1870s, the final political clashes ending with the presidential election of 1876 and the so-called Compromise in 1877 that promised an end to Federal meddling in Southern affairs. The redemption of the old Confederate states, however, did not go unopposed. Some of the thousands of white and black Federal veterans living in the Reconstruction South organized informal militias or joined official state military organizations in an effort to protect themselves from Klan violence, take revenge on their old enemies, or secure various aspects of their wartime victory. Their transition to peace did not mean abandoning the very things for which they had fought. After the war, for example, white Union veterans in north central Alabama organized their own “anti-Ku-Klux” vigilante groups to confront their Klan oppressors.33 And in Arkansas, Massachusetts veteran D. P. Upham, eager to fight Confederates again, gathered over a hundred men to deal with Klan violence and threats against his life. As far as he was concerned, the only way to squelch the violence was to give Klansmen what they deserved: “a good healthy, square, honest killing.”34

No doubt Upham and the Alabama veterans expected to deal with their enemies as their enemies were dealing with them; indeed, the Alabama Unionists’ threat of retribution forced some Klansmen to think twice about continuing on with their violent actions.35 It also appeared that Upham was correct in assuming violence was the only way to deal with those men who perpetrated violence, since normal judicial procedures usually fell far short of the meting out of justice. Without declarations of martial law to interfere with normal procedures, courtrooms could readily fall under the influence of Klansmen. Sympathetic juries undermined the prosecution of defendants. Witnesses took to heart threats of violence from men already proven themselves to be violent. Klansmen infiltrated juries, lied under oath, and even conducted jailbreaks to undermine the process of civil law.36 Local law enforcement officials also undermined justice as members of the Klan. In South Carolina, judges were involved in the Klan or did not risk their own comfort by following up on complaints from Klan victims.37 In North Carolina, the Klan attracted the “better sort” of men, with its membership finding its way into sheriffs’ offices and onto the bench.38 In 1868, Albion Tourgée, after winning election as a superior court judge, discovered how difficult a task he had in enforcing justice. “The juries are all Ku Klux,” he concluded, “or at least a controlling element of them are so.” No matter how brutal the offense, he noted, “there is no crime can be committed by a white conservative.”39 Over time, he witnessed his successes in the courtroom dissolve as convicted Klansmen received amnesty from the state and pardons from the president.40 Tourgée unsurprisingly came to the conclusion that ordinary civilian justice would never fully stop the Klan and without strong action, he wrote to Senator Joseph C. Abbott in May 1870, “the Republican party has signed its death warrant. It is the party of cowards or idiots.”41

In a number of the former Confederate states, Republican governments turned to militias of their own, with little long-term effect on the impact of Klan activity. Southern violence, however, did contribute to congressional action in 1870 and 1871, when Republicans were able to pass two Enforcement Acts and a Ku Klux Klan Act to facilitate the protection of the rights of the freedpeople and to undermine the activities of the Klan.42 Those Republicans taking a stand against white violence in the old Confederacy understood that in many ways the war remained in an active phase that required the attention of the government. In March 1871, prior to the April 20 passage of Ku Klux Klan Act, Adelbert Ames, then a U.S. senator, explained to his fellow senators in Washington that the hatred for the Federal Union and the national government, as his own Reconstruction experiences had taught him, “cannot be whipped out of men”; neither could defeat “generate love for our Government” among the former rebels. The battle remained joined and unless the government stood up to the Southern threat, the Senate chamber in which Ames spoke would once again be filled with “the forces which we were so many years in overcoming.” Ames warned his listeners: “The country makes a sad and grievous mistake when it supposes that all the evils of slavery and rebellion vanished on that day of surrender at Appomattox Court-House.”43

As Ames warned, treason was still roaming about the land and former Confederates nurtured it in their hearts. Arrests did not necessarily ameliorate the situation in the long run nor lead to justice or greater security for the freedpeople. Many of those individuals arrested suffered little for their crimes because of an inability to prosecute all the prisoners expeditiously and because of the relatively light sentences handed out to them. In northern Mississippi, for example, Klansmen pleaded guilty in return for suspended sentences.44 In South Carolina, the number of cases was so great that many of them never reached a courtroom; Federal efforts waned and the government pardoned those Klansmen who had actually stood trial.45 Later, as North Carolina carpetbagger Albion Tourgée learned, even convicted Klansmen could hope for political intercession to undermine their sentences.46

In the end, the Federal government’s commitment to enforcing a meaningful Reconstruction was reflected in Grant’s inconsistent approach to the political problems of the South.47 The demise of the Freedmen’s Bureau and the continued shrinking of its military presence in the old Confederacy seemed to confirm a lack of commitment to make Reconstruction work for the freed slaves and their allies. The army would not be much help either as it continued to reduce the number of men stationed in the old Confederacy.48 If the amount of violence decreased in certain areas, as it did in some parts of South Carolina, it was because the Klansmen there either had accomplished their end or had decided to wait for the Federal government to lose interest in them or had transformed themselves into less secretive organizations.

White Leagues and Rifle Clubs

The Klan’s lower profile did not mean victory or even peace for Southern Republicans. The ideals that had spurred its members to violence remained and continued to inspire some veterans to continue to resist the Federal government and its local Republican representatives. Veterans undoubtedly agreed with the Reverend John L. Girardeau, former chaplain of the 23rd South Carolina Infantry. In May 1871, Girardeau warned in a public address in Charleston that Northern Radicalism could still “sweep away every vestige of constitutional rights and guarantees, to pollute the fountains of social life, and ultimately to whelm our civil and religious liberties in one common ruin.” “Conservation of our peculiar principles is our great, our paramount duty,” the preacher veteran explained; “We must, by God’s help, hold our ground, or consent to be traitors to our ancestry, our dead, our trusts for posterity, to our fire-sides, our social order, and our civil and religious liberties.” There was no reason to turn away from what had made South Carolinians what they were, and he urged his listeners to “cling to our identity as a people!” Clearly, the stakes remained high and Girardeau’s words must have rung true in the ears of the veterans in attendance. Yankee Radicalism, Girardeau warned, was something that white Southerners had to resist with vigor equal to fighting a plague.49 Given the high stakes, violence in support of preserving Southern ideals was certainly right and proper.

As had the earliest white militia groups, the stealthy, night riding, disguised Klansmen transformed themselves, this time into visible clubs. More significantly, the armed members openly drilled in military fashion, a sight that had considerable collective power to intimidate those black and white Republicans not in the clubs. These men still found violence to be too effective a tactic to abandon, and if threats failed to achieve the desired results, they would use it, sometimes in pitched battles. Late in Reconstruction, open mustering of armed groups won the day for white supremacy and the Democratic Party in Alabama in 1874 and Mississippi in 1875. Florida, Louisiana, and South Carolina soon followed with the contested election of 1876 and the subsequent compromise of 1877. Not all Confederate veterans had the time or the inclination to join such groups, but many did. They were, for example, a significant presence in the White Leagues of Louisiana and the rifle and saber clubs of South Carolina. Former rebel soldiers, such as David Pierson of Natchitoches Parish in Louisiana and Charleston, South Carolina’s Colonel Irvine Walker, assumed leadership roles in these organizations. Their successes proved once again how capable Confederate veterans were in adapting to changing circumstances.50

In the early 1870s, Louisiana, still unredeemed by the Democratic Party, still enduring Republican rule, provided ample opportunities for whites there to continue their battle to restore the proper racial and political hierarchy. In April 1873, politics turned bloody in Grant Parish, Louisiana, where black residents feared a white Democratic coup d’état at the county seat of Colfax. Armed blacks and whites faced each other in what looked like a military operation from the preceding decade, with veterans appearing on both sides of the fight. Black union veterans drilled their men and supervised the defenses. Confederate veterans commanded white companies, and Confederate veterans from the countryside answered the rallying cry of the white militia in its stand against their black enemies. A three-week siege gave way on Easter Day to the kind of unbridled killing that could be matched only by wartime Confederate atrocities aimed at black soldiers.51 A military report estimated that 71 blacks and 2 whites had died, while another estimate claimed the massacre resulted in 280 black deaths. Some time after the event, as a matter of pride whites claimed to have killed upwards to 300 blacks. In the end, no one was punished for the violence.52

In 1874, far from having had enough of violence, Louisiana Democrats formed new organizations, White Leagues, which attracted thousands of men to what became the military wing of the Democratic Party. The decentralized Leagues raised local companies, much as their communities had done in 1861, and selected Confederate veterans to lead them. In fact, some membership lists suggest that former Confederate officers were effective in rallying to the League former enlisted men who had once served in their wartime organizations, while the drills they conducted reflected the experience of men trained in the art of war.53

The League was capable of rallying hundreds of men to one location to convince Republicans to resign their offices, proving intimidation remained an effective tool. From 1875 into 1876, just learning about a substantial gathering of White Leaguers could frighten off local Republicans, while their actual demands and threats could prompt resignations.54 Direct violence against specific individuals also remained an effective tactic in undermining the Republican Party, as the 1874 ambush killing of a number of local Republicans at Coushatta and the ambushing and maiming of Union veteran and leading Republican politician Marshall Harvey Twitchell proved.55

The open fighting in New Orleans on September 14, 1874, between White Leaguers, most of whom were Civil War veterans, and the black militia and the Metropolitan Police, gave further testimony to the strength of the extralegal Democratic militia. During the fighting, the White League assumed the behavior of a Civil War military organization with a sophisticated command structure rather than a Klan-style vigilante group, thereby reflecting the presence of veterans in its companies. The rebel yell that accompanied an attack that shattered the opposing city police force’s ranks gave further indication of the histories of the men in its ranks. The White Leaguers successfully held the field of battle occupying various government buildings until Federal troops marched to the rescue of the Republicans.56 During the period between the 1874 fighting and the election of 1876, White Leagues continued to exercise influence and intimidation accompanied by violence continued. The Republican vote diminished, a result of the “bulldozing” efforts of whites. The 1876 election resulted in a confused outcome, but, without Federal support for the Republicans who claimed victory, the Democratic “redemption” came to pass.57

In 1868, while Klansmen were still doing their work, Colonel Walker prepared to return to the fight with other Confederate veterans by joining not the clandestine terrorist group but the Carolina Rifle Club, probably among the first of South Carolina’s overt paramilitary organizations. Rifle and saber clubs became popular during the early 1870s in many places replacing the clandestine Klan organizations. They attracted men by offering a social life comparable to that of the old antebellum voluntary militia companies. Importantly, however, they also provided a collective means by which their members could celebrate their Confederate past. Probably encouraged by the leadership of former Confederate generals, within a couple of years, thousands of men, particularly Confederate veterans, filled hundreds of these clubs.58 Parades and picnics provided society for the men and a benign cover for the groups. By the time of the gubernatorial election of 1876, however, their foremost purpose was to stand up for what Wade Hampton, Walker’s political leader and another former Confederate cavalryman, called “home rule.”59 As with secession, home rule or the redemption of the state from white and black Republican “misrule” was an important immediate political goal as it was elsewhere in the South, but it was most significantly a means by which former Confederates could assure the white supremacy that would accompany Democratic control of the state.60 Walker later plainly stated that gun clubs provided “the most powerful means by which the white men were enabled to quell the negro and his carpetbag masters, and regain the political control of the State.”61

That Walker’s particular organization paraded behind his old regimental flag, the “precious battle flag of the 10th S.C. Regt.,” said much about the experiences and the beliefs of the marching men.62 It was also the case elsewhere in the state. In Edgefield County, veterans rallied behind former officers, organized their rifle clubs, and put on red shirts, which many had worn in the Hampton Legion.63 Battle-hardened veterans from one company of the Second South Carolina Volunteers formed the Richland Rifle Club of Columbia. As with many earlier postwar conservative militias, the clubs were also direct descendants of the antebellum voluntary companies, in the case of the Columbia club, the Governor’s Guards. Also, the overlapping of some regimental survivors’ associations with the rifle and saber clubs further indicated the connection with their Confederate past. The Charleston Light Dragoons had a survivors’ association that also became a saber club.64 Usually led by Confederate veterans, there were anywhere from 20,000 upward to 60,000 men in these kinds of clubs.65

Some men might have wished for outright battles with their enemies, such as the one that occurred at Hamburg in July 1876 that pitched armed whites against black militiamen.66 Confederate veterans in Edgefield County led by former general Martin Witherspoon Gary certainly were eager to fight again.67 Others, such as Wade Hampton who was the Democratic gubernatorial candidate in 1876, might have preferred stopping short of actual violence by intimidating their opponents with their show of force and his paternalism probably attracted as allies some black men who formed their own Hampton clubs. Young men, boys during the war, added their numbers to the ranks of their older relatives who had been in the Confederate army during the war. And just as they had done in 1861, women sewed uniforms for their men, what would become the famous red shirts, as well as flags for the rallies for Hampton, their wartime hero and now political leader. By the time of the 1876 elections, the clubs rallied as a front of “Red Shirts,” with officers from Hampton’s wartime Legion leading the charge to victory in the gubernatorial contest for their former general. Hampton’s reputation and his personification of the lost Confederate cause, in turn, gave their effort a patina of noble legitimacy, in spite of the unsavory and violent tactics they used.68 Despite the obvious fraud in some places and the serious post-ballot electoral controversy, Hampton became governor in April 1877.69 Transplanted Tennessean and Confederate veteran Robert T. Mockbee recalled years later that while living in South Carolina the white people backed Hampton “and succeeded in throwing off the outrageous system of misrule and drove from the state the principle leaders of the gan[g?].”70 As Mockbee implied, it had been a successful attack on the results of the war and Confederate veterans had played a visible role.
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Union Veterans in the Era of Reconstruction
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Union Veterans Fear a Squandered Victory

During the early years of Reconstruction, black and white Union veterans believed that reunion and freedom meant more than stitching together the nation and allowing former rebels to go about their business as usual. Many of them argued for the need for Federal support for the local political activities of loyal people in the old Confederacy to make the fruits of their victory lasting. In this renewed conflict over Reconstruction, Federal veterans, especially those men either still in uniform in the South as well as the men who returned home, continued to care about the outcome of their war even as they tended to everyday concerns. They were concerned about Johnson’s initial direction of Reconstruction, turned to politics, and made the Republican Party a significant national veterans’ organization. And they probably realized as time passed through 1865 and into 1866 that their victorious government with its magnanimous policies toward rebels had missed an opportunity to secure the fruits of victory at a time when former Confederates were unsure of what the future held.

A year after the end of the Civil War, Maine hero Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain worried about the progress of the country. Only a short time ago, battle had settled the course of the nation’s future, with “the prestige of the national government … vindicated and restored, its power made invincible by victory, its authority acknowledged and the greatness of its future in the triumph of republican principles apparently as well as assured as if it had been vouchsafed by a Divine decree.” Furthermore, he explained, “We fought for liberty, in its widest and best sense.” Yet Chamberlain was uneasy as the nation still struggled to attain the ends promised by the sacrifices of the war. President Andrew Johnson seemed to be allowing former rebels to enjoy political power without offering guarantees of future loyalty. Such action seemed to be “little else than absolute madness,” according to Chamberlain. At the same time, the freedpeople who had helped the nation in its time of distress required attention. It was “a little less than cowardly wickedness” to ignore them. The Democrat Party, which in opposition had hindered the progress of the war, now sought “to rob that victory of the fruits we had supposed secure.” Chamberlain further recognized that given the unsettled circumstances there remained a work ahead for loyal men, by whom he meant Maine’s Republicans in Congress, and by extension undoubtedly the larger party, which certainly would have the support of the loyal citizenry.1 There was purpose here that still required the attention of patriots, including veterans such as Chamberlain.

For Chamberlain and other attentive Union veterans, the government appeared to have missed an important opportunity or at least had misjudged the nature of Confederate defeat. Forlorn Confederates struggled at first to find their way in their ruined southland, but they soon regained their bearings. They might come to accept emancipation and reunion, but their understanding of the war’s end in general was not quite the same as that of their enemies. Emancipation did not mean jettisoning white supremacy and black subordination. Reunion did not mean abandoning the Constitution’s federal structure they believed recognized the rights of their states to control the process. Indeed, even Robert E. Lee, who became a symbol of sectional reconciliation, understood reunion to be a return to the old relationship between the Northern and Southern states, not a remaking of the South or an acceptance of Yankee ideas of the consequences of their victory.2 Before too long it appeared that Johnson—the man who had declaimed, “treason must be made odious and traitors impoverished”—supported these views.3

During the immediate postwar period, however, an exhibition of perfect loyalty from ex-Confederates was not essential to win Johnson’s favor; rather, some sort of effort toward achieving political reunion was sufficient for a president who was primarily concerned with returning the Constitution and the nation, both challenged but not destroyed by events, to their proper working order. Johnson’s initial postwar springtime proclamations, issued while Congress was in recess, amounted to a generous pardon policy and a quick establishment of provisional governments with little concern for advancing the civil rights and political privileges of the ex-slaves. His later battles with Congress over Reconstruction policy further encouraged old Confederates to resist reform.4 Former Confederates now believed that they could reinstate much of the old order of things, including white superiority, while reclaiming all of their rights and privileges as American citizens.5

From the outset of Reconstruction, there was a sense among the Union war veterans still on duty in the South that all would not be well if Johnson allowed their former enemies to pick up their politics and resume race relations where they had been in 1860. They could not help but be dismayed by the obvious disregard shown by former Confederates to the new order of things. In May 1865, William Bradbury, an English-born Illinois soldier stationed in Nashville, believed “the virus of disaffection still remains,” among the people of Kentucky and Tennessee “and it will continue to break out in little irritating sores all over the body politic of the Southern country.”6 Illinoisan officer Charles Lippincott, who spent the first summer of Reconstruction in Mississippi and Alabama, also warned of future problems because “there is almost no such thing as loyalty here.” “The armed force of the rebellion is crushed,” he conceded, “—and that is all. Its animus remains.”7

During the summer of 1865 and later, Union veterans in the South expressed concern that Johnson’s policies were encouraging a new phase of rebelliousness that abridged the fruits of their hard-won victory, which included a modicum of justice for the ex-slaves. Maine soldier Abial Edwards had observed the earliest months of Reconstruction from his post in South Carolina and by October 1865 worried that Johnson was “fast yeilding [sic] inch by inch all we have gained in our years of toil & strife & the very worst that were are [sic] fighting against.” Former rebels were reclaiming their “rights of citizenship … that they may once more turn against the old victorious Red White & Blue.” As was true for so many Yankees, Edwards believed magnanimity was the best course, “but not so much so that a few years hence that the serpent (Traitors) will once more become gigantic in size. & cause us all the sorrows of the last few years.”8 Other veterans feared that Johnson would undermine victory by creating a new anti-Negro party in league with his Southern supporters and Northern Democrats, and in 1868 win the presidency in his own right.9

Veteran soldiers on the frontlines of Reconstruction, especially those men serving with the Freedmen’s Bureau, felt the full impact of Johnson’s words and deeds. Southern men rejoiced when Johnson vetoed Republican legislation and challenged the Freedmen’s Bureau’s authority as unconstitutional, and men such as Athens, Georgia, Bureau officer John J. Knox witnessed the consequences. Knox, a Democrat-turned-Republican and a wounded veteran who had served through the war, fought new battles against old enemies as he experienced violence, witnessed white intransigence, and dealt with the ill treatment of freedpeople. By the end of 1867, he concluded that Johnson’s policies had dangerous consequences. As far as he was concerned, “Every action of the President’s in the way of apologizing for and strengthening the hands of Rebels … is but an excuse for additional outrages on the col’d man who stand nobly by the principle union Liberty and equal rights to all.”10 Scattered military personnel and overstretched Freedmen’s Bureau officers, as Knox understood, had difficult times making freedom a reality in the face of ever-increasing Southern opposition.

Loyal black and white Southerners also were upset by Johnson’s lenient Reconstruction policies that favored their enemies and allowed ex-Confederates to regain control of many local offices, their public lives, and their personal safety in Louisiana, Alabama, and elsewhere. In Alabama, by June 1866, Federal veterans, who had given so much for the Union cause, found it mortifying to “be ruled and governed … by these old Rebels.”11 Kentucky, a loyal wartime border state but one resentful of slavery’s end, also became an unhappy place for loyal men. Union veterans watched as the “Rebel Democracy” became ascendant throughout the state within a couple of years after the war with former Confederates having much better chances at winning local and state offices. It was difficult for a Union veteran to gain office without recanting emancipation and by the 1868 presidential election, 75 percent of the voters were comfortable with voting against the Union war hero Ulysses S. Grant.12

Loyal whites, whether politically successful or not, at least had their day at the ballot box. Their black allies initially did not and considered this slight a sorry return on their investment in the Union. In August 1865, in Ohioan James H. Payne, a quartermaster sergeant with the 27th United States Colored Troops, witnessed Johnson’s North Carolina government taking shape from his post in Wilmington. He observed whites alone deciding the future of the state. “Here the black man, though having fought to bring peace to the distracted country, after the victory is obtained can have no voice in making the laws which are to govern his future destiny in this country,” he wrote to the editor of The Christian Recorder, a publication of the African Methodist Episcopal Church; “No; but he must sit in a state of perfect dormancy, as though he were under slavery’s cruel power still.” Indeed, unjust arguments about the ignorance of the freedpeople provided whites with reason to restrict black participation. “I wonder, as the Southern black man has got sense enough to fight for this country,” Payne countered, “if he ain’t got sense enough to vote, whether he is educated or not.” As far as he was concerned, if the black soldier “knew where to strike with his steel and fire-arms, he will also know where to strike with his vote.”13

For Payne and other black veterans, the early days of Reconstruction under Johnson were troubling, but they were not without sympathizers among their old white comrades. Sam Evans, who had served as an officer of black troops, believed that since many freedmen had “been employed as defenders of liberty and right, it would be a logical conclusion to arrive at, that they should be permitted to have the right to vote.” He still had reservations about their abilities to exercise the franchise, but the men who had defended the government “should enjoy the privileges extended by that Government.”14 Later in 1867, Ohioan William McKinley, now practicing law, campaigned for a failed suffrage amendment for black men while arguing that the freedmen’s aid to the Union cause was sufficient reason for granting them the vote.15

Political pragmatism also demanded black voting in the old Confederacy. For Ohioan and regimental commander Emerson Opdycke, it was not a question of what black veterans deserved. Rather it was a question of what was essential for preserving the outcome of the war. Unrepentant Southerners were eager to set the course of Reconstruction without Federal interference. The Northern Democrats “essentially a pro slavery party with little or no sympathy for ‘the freedmen’ ” will reunite with their old Southern political friends, predicted Opdycke. Such a revived Democratic Party would once again “place itself at the head of National affairs, unless we give the black man the ballot with his freedom.” Opdycke, still in Mississippi in August 1865, concluded, “Everything I see and hear through the South forces me to this conclusion.”16 Only a few months after Appomattox, Opdycke framed his argument for black suffrage understanding that white Southerners were already reshaping the war’s outcome.

Veterans and the Republican Party

Veterans who had returned to their Northern homes had much on their minds as they resumed work and family life. They also worried about how the politicians would tend to their peculiar concerns, such as preferences in hiring for veterans and pensions, and began to consider how their political unity might influence policy that addressed those issues. A united soldiers’ vote could indeed have powerful consequences, as both political parties understood.17 There were returned veterans, however, who expressed concerns beyond their own material needs. They, too, worried that Johnson and his allies were undermining their dearly won victory.

During the early years of Reconstruction, Andrew Johnson’s actions reminded politically aware Northern veterans that their victory might indeed be tenuous if former Confederates and Johnson had their way.18 Union veteran Albion Tourgée set aside his agricultural pursuits in North Carolina to alert the people of the North of the dangers emerging from a resiliently rebellious South encouraged by the policies of the president. Tourgée made speeches at least daily as he traveled across Pennsylvania westward. He appealed to his fellow veterans to rally once again to the national banner, challenged still by rebels who found comfort in the actions of the president. The connections between present politics and the war were clear. “When the great heart crushing crisis of Rebellion came, with you I donned the blue and fought for the starry banner,” he declaimed; “We are brothers bound to each other by the memory of the blood we have shed, the sufferings we have endured, and the comrades we mourn.” Unfortunately, he cautioned, “We rejoiced too soon” for while the veterans who returned home began to rebuild their lives in peace, “I have been watching the rallying of our enemies and noting the precursors of the coming storm.” Treason was afoot in the Southland once again, Tourgée cautioned, and he was present now “to warn you to your posts and not to be found sleeping.” Tourgée planned to continue his speaking tour with other loyal men into the fall, travelling out to Lincoln’s tomb in Springfield, Illinois. The very circumstances that worried him, however, drew him back to his home. North Carolinians denounced him for his words and threatened his life.19 In October 1867, Tourgée, regardless of the danger, continued to argue for “equality of civil and political rights to all citizens.”20

With the fate of the Union victory at stake, this clearly was no time for the petty political concerns. In March 1866 Illinois veteran Robert Ingersoll, an antebellum Democrat and supporter of Stephen Douglas who had converted to the Republican Party and black suffrage sometime during the war, warned his brother Ebon Clark Ingersoll that local politics had to give way to broader concerns of Reconstruction. “All the little questions about Collectors and Assessors sink into insignificance,” he advised the future congressman, “compared to the great & all absorbing question of whether the Country and Liberty are to be preserved, or whether the Confederate army with ballots instead of bayonets with Genl. Andy Johnson at the head are to conquer at last.” He urged his brother to honor his principles. “Let every office in the district go to pot,” he advised; “Stand firm by the idea that every vestige of slavery must perish before reconstruction is possible or even desirable.”21 Now, the veteran realized, easy presidential pardons instead of treason prosecutions could “inaugurate another rebellion more gigantic than the one just crushed.” As for Johnson, his politician brother had proven to him that the president was “an impudent boaster, an egotistical ass, a shallow hypocrite & a malicious conspirator.”22

Johnson had no intention of allowing another rebellion, but he certainly encouraged bad behavior in the old Confederacy. By the end of 1865, his new governments provided sufficient evidence for convincing Republicans in the North that former Confederates had no sense of what the war’s end meant to the victors. Confederate veterans won elections for local and state offices. The old Unionists of 1861 won elections, too, but they had become Confederates once secession had occurred, making them no better than the ardent disunionists. Southern legislatures passed black codes, which ignored Northern beliefs of equality before the law and placed freedpeople in a kind of servitude just short of legal slavery. Even after these laws fell, Southerners continued to use the legal system, combined with violence, to keep black freedom in check.23

Far from being ready to put the war behind them, Northern veterans expected to use politics to stop Johnson and his Democratic allies from continuing on such a course. Certainly, not all of them returned home to embrace the Republican Party and when elections rolled around, Democrats tried to appeal to voters with electoral tickets that included patriotic war veterans.24 The Republican Party, however, appeared to be the natural home for the men who had supported the Union and emancipation. Soldiers had been Lincoln’s men during the war, with loyalists considering his reelection in 1864, as one New York volunteer concluded, a “grand moral victory gained over the combined forces of slavery, disunion, treason, tyranny.”25 They would not turn their backs on his party just yet. Indeed, men had converted from the old Democratic Party during the war because it made sense to elect politicians who supported their sacrifices.26 Harvey Reid recanted his wartime conversion to Republicanism, but converts Robert Ingersoll, J. J. Knox, and probably many more remained comfortable with their new party affiliation. Tom Taylor, an Ohio Democrat who had fought with Grant and Sherman, explained that his views had not changed suddenly, but had developed over the course of the war drawing him to the Republican Party. “I guess I have crossed the Red Sea of politics,” he reported at war’s end; “I won’t have anything to do with any set of men opposed to the war.” For Taylor, the decision had a price. His community remained heavily Democratic and no longer a welcoming place for him, a “traitor” to his old friends.27

Veterans’ memories of the political infidelities of the Copperheads—those Peace Democrats who seemed to them to inhibit victory’s progress—also bound many of them to the Republican Party. During the war, young men shaped strong opinions about Democrats who obstructed their efforts with their lack of full support of the government. Down Easter Abial Edwards had considered no one “meaner” than those “home Traitors.” He had predicted, “Even Cain did not have a blacker mark against his name than they will have in future years.” It was unsurprising, then, to find Edwards in the fall of 1866 throwing his support behind another Republican veteran, “our noble” Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, a candidate for governor of Maine, promising his beloved Anna that the voters would elect him “by many thousand majority as he truly deserves.”28 Chamberlain handily won that September canvass.29

With the postwar Democratic Party filled with Johnson’s men sympathetic to the old traitors of the South, the Republican Party was on its way to becoming a Northern veterans’ organization. In Wisconsin, Republican politicians encouraged the connection between veterans and the party. In 1865, Republican Lucius Fairchild, a former colonel who had sacrificed his left arm for his country at Gettysburg, won election to the first of three terms as governor cultivating the veteran vote. At least for Fairchild and other Wisconsin veterans, the wartime citizens’ army and the postwar Republican Party were, if not one and the same, at least two mutually sympathetic organizations with overlapping membership. The postwar cause remained the same, and it still demanded their support, lest the enemies of the republic prevail by other means. Along the way to his subsequent victories Fairchild and his Republican supporters continued to cultivate the idea that political contests were extensions of wartime battles between patriots and traitors. By the 1868 presidential election, Fairchild effortlessly described the Democratic candidate Horatio Seymour as the candidate of “every rebel, every Copperhead, every draft sneak, every dirty traitor in all this land.”30 Other veterans followed a similar line of argument, perhaps being somewhat subtler by urging old Federal soldiers to support those men who had been their friends during the war. The victory they had fought so hard to win was now at stake, and thus Federal veterans, according to one writer, must “now stand firm, and support the men who look to the good of their country.”31 The men who had stood by the Union in battle again found strength among their comrades to confront their political enemies.

Veterans founded the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR) in April 1866, but men had been gathering in fledgling veterans’ organizations even before the war’s end that reunited them in social gatherings such as yearly reunions as well as more serious political matters. Some of them faded from existence after a short time, while others lasted as long as there were living members.32 As early as April 1865, men who had served as Union officers formed the Military Order of the Loyal Legion, an organization reserved for veterans who had held commissions. Other national organizations, such as the Soldiers’ and Sailors’ National Union League and the United Service Society, followed. Unlike the Loyal Legion, the GAR invited all Union veterans, black and white, to join together to promote fellowship, to help their needy comrades along with soldiers’ widows and orphans, to nurture loyalty to the Union, and to reinforce the sense of their own exceptionalism as saviors of the republic. The GAR intentionally provided Republican politicians with a means for harnessing the soldiers’ vote. Other organizations such as the Boys in Blue rallied men to support a more radical Reconstruction during the elections of 1866, along the way reinforcing ideas about the Democratic Party’s relationship to Southern rebels while encouraging a not unfounded fear that former rebels could and would undermine the meaning of the Union victory.33 The Republican Party might also have easily tapped into the political support of the Colored Soldiers’ and Sailors’ League, formed in 1866 by black veterans, its natural allies, who advocated black suffrage. That issue, however, remained a point of contention for the time being even among Northern whites.34

During the early days of Reconstruction, Northern veterans who joined such organizations expected to throw their weight behind issues they considered important and the politicians who would support them, including the punishment of traitors. The Soldiers’ and Sailors’ National Union League resolved to support more vigorous Reconstruction measures and in February 1866 made it clear that its members were not ready to forget the treasonous actions committed by Robert E. Lee.35 It also addressed the material concerns of veterans, not the least being bounty equalization. This issue, which became the primary concern for veterans at the time, addressed the apparent unfairness of the bounty system that slighted the patriots of 1861 and 1862 who had volunteered before the Federal government began to offer the larger inducements of the later war years. The politics surrounding the issue were not straightforward, but Republicans worried that the bill’s defeat would hurt them at the polls. The bill became law. The veterans had succeeded in their lobbying efforts. And the Democrats who opposed it as a drain on the national treasury added to their unpopularity among the old soldiers.36

The Democratic veterans’ organizations that existed after the war proved the strong connections between most veterans and the Republican Party by their chronic weakness. So, too, did the continued appeal of the rhetoric of loyalty and disloyalty reinforced by the increasingly violent events of Reconstruction.37 With the war hero Grant running for president and the obvious resistance of former Confederates to Reconstruction so apparent, veterans could not help but see the relationship of the present political campaign of 1868 to their days at war. They urged voters to be true to their political friends because their victory of 1865 remained tenuous, the old cause “unjustly dealt with by unprincipled traitors.”38 For the veteran and Republican politician Rutherford B. Hayes, it was a happy thing that the Democrats had nominated Horatio Seymour and General Francis Preston Blair, Jr., as their presidential and vice presidential candidates, respectively. Seymour, governor of New York in 1863 and 1864, had the well-known reputation of being a peace Democrat who, according to Hayes, would turn his back on loyal people in the South while working out a Reconstruction suitable to the needs of the former rebels.39

Despite Hayes’s glee, the Democratic Party’s nominees were the result of an effort to appeal to the soldiers’ vote; indeed, the more conservative veterans actively played a role here, too. They did their best to rally support for General Winfield Scott Hancock for the party’s presidential nomination. They no doubt influenced the party’s nomination of Blair, who was a vocal opponent to Republican Reconstruction plans. But many veterans, even of a conservative bent, had not much love for the first name on the Democratic ticket for the same reason that Hayes had welcomed his nomination. Seymour had opposed Lincoln’s war efforts. He also probably had insulted soldiers’ with his opposition to military absentee voting, not to mention alienating men with his recalcitrance in enforcing the draft on those stay-at-homes despised by the soldiers in the field.

William McKinley took the opportunity to organize Grant clubs while using the rhetoric of Union and patriotism to turn men to their old general. Democrats had supported the Confederacy “with many happy exceptions,” he admitted, but the party in general gave aid to the enemy. “Too cowardly to enlist in the Southern Army and fight from the front,” he argued, “they entrenched themselves in the rear of the Union Army.” With rebels shooting at them from the front, “these covert, cowardly, stay at home rebels were firing upon our rear, shooting us in the back, proclaiming the war a failure.”40 With the organizational help of veterans’ groups and with the call to arms from men such as McKinley, the old soldiers who had once stood up to disunion now rallied to the polls for Grant, successfully giving their old general a step up in rank. Importantly, African American veterans were able to vote in their first presidential election thanks to Republican Reconstruction legislation. If they and other black voters had remained excluded, Grant would not have won a majority of the popular vote.41

At the local level, chapters of various veteran organizations did much for the Republican Party. Also, soldiers’ reunions, ostensibly social occasions, became opportunities for reminding veterans that the issues of the war remained alive, as one absent veteran wrote to his comrades in 1874, and “will not be dead until a man’s principles are respected in Arkansas and Louisiana as they are in Illinois and Nebraska.”42 The earliest reunions reminded older and wiser men of the heady days of volunteering. Such was the case at the 1871 meeting in Red Wing, Minnesota, for the veterans of the First Minnesota who dined, listened to speeches, and paid their respects to fallen comrades as they commemorated the tenth anniversary of their trip down the Mississippi River to the war.43 Local organizations, chapters, and encampments also helped men such as Abial Edwards find amiable fellowship along with serious purpose in their transition to civilian life.

Edwards’s desire for camaraderie and the acknowledgment of the obligations of mutual aid led him and other veterans of Portland, Maine, to organize into a chapter of the Army and Navy Union. By June 1867 Edwards along with about 400 other veterans in town had become members. It gave Edwards an additional purpose related to his wartime activities while he devoted his days to the more routine tasks of life. “The Union is to keep alive the friendly feeling existing in the army among the comrades of camp and Battlefield,” he explained, “and therefore all Soldiers are interested in it.” Edwards was a single man hoping to marry soon, but he still was in need of a social life. The Union provided it as he became involved with the organization’s series of lectures, dances, and concerts, including fund-raisers for worthy endeavors, such as a library for their association’s hall. The men also on occasion went on outings to Long Island in Casco Bay, a short ferry ride from Portland, where they reveled in the bivouac-like camp experience.44 It was the sort of social event that would appeal to other Maine veterans in regimental associations who would later build memorial halls on Peaks Island, also off shore from Portland, for summer outings and reunions.45

These groups nurtured fellowship while also requiring serious action. Lectures enlightened, but also raised money to help unfortunate comrades. James Henry Avery later noted that the GAR engaged in “the extension of brotherly aide to all its feeble and broken comrades.” Additionally, the men also “administered such comforts and aid to the widows of its fallen comrades.”46 Such were the activities that Edwards and his fellows pursued. In August 1867, Edwards spent time “raising funds for and takeing [sic] care of a young man in behalf of the Army and Navy Union.” The failing veteran “had been a faithful soldier and was most suffering and needy” and eventually died leaving behind a wife and baby.47 The charitable activities did not stop with the veterans themselves, but also extended to their widows and orphans. Once Edwards was married to Anna, however, business, family, relocations, and poor health took up a larger part of Edwards’s time, probably distracting him from active participation in the kind of association that had given his bachelor life in Portland pleasure and purpose. So it was with many veterans who spent time tending their own gardens.

Nevertheless, the early interest in politics exhibited by Edwards’s enthusiasm for Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain made these groups important for veterans who tested their own political power in pension battles and in the controversies of Reconstruction. If by the late 1860s they devoted more time with their own careers and families and their interest in spending time with comrades in formal associations dwindled, they still voted. And it was the Republican Party that remained the party not only of their pensions, but of Lincoln, freedom, and Union as well as their youthful triumph.48 For Robert Ingersoll, even as the century came to a close, little had changed as far as his nostalgic views of the Republican Party were concerned. The party of Lincoln remained “the glory of the United States” and “the conscience of the nineteenth century.” The Republican Party had “made people free,” while the Democratic Party remained in Ingersoll’s mind the party of slavery.49

Northern Veterans and the Hayes Victory

The end of Reconstruction, conveniently marked by redemption of the last Confederate states and the presidency of Rutherford B. Hayes, troubled dedicated Republican Union veterans because it seemed to sap meaning from their sacrifices. Prior to the election of 1876, Ingersol, a supporter of Hayes, framed the election as a “turning-point … in the history of the American Republic.” If the Democratic candidate Samuel Tilden won, the result would mean “the end of progress,” and maybe “human liberty beneath our flag.” These were two concepts—liberty and progress—that were at the heart of Republican beliefs when the fledgling party had stood up to Southerners back in the 1850s and continued to have their appeal to the men who had fought to preserve the Union. “I went into the campaign [of 1876] simply because the rights of American citizens in at least sixteen states of the Union were trampled under foot,” Ingersoll explained referring to events in the erstwhile Confederate states; “I felt that it was necessary to tell again the story of the Rebellion; … to describe what Southern people were doing to Union men, and with colored men.”50

Unfortunately, Hayes’s victory did not reverse the events that brought to a conclusion the Republican Party’s campaign to remake the old Confederacy; rather, it confirmed them. There were reform-minded Republican veterans living in the old Confederacy who already felt abandoned by their politicians. After the 1876 election, Maine veteran and Georgia Republican John Emory Bryant still believed, as he told President Hayes, “It is the mission of the Republican party to plant American civilization in the Southern states.” But Hayes’s practice of making Democratic appointments to various positions in the old Confederacy, forgetting “the trials and enduring suffering of the Republicans of the South,” troubled him.51 Hayes might have thought he was removing race as a focus of Southern politics, while pursuing party realignment in the old Confederacy.52 Republicans such as Adelbert Ames disagreed.

Ames doubted the political astuteness of the president, who “will talk by the hour of the new party whenever he can cite some local election in the South where the Democratic party, having no opponent, has divided on local issues.”53 In 1877, Ames, who had no great love for Hayes, believed the new president’s cabinet appointments told him all that he needed to know about Hayes’s future Southern policies. “I doubt not he will try to ignore the states in the South by which he attained his place,” Ames wrote to his wife Blanche, “leaving his supporters to the tender mercies of the KuKlux murderers.”54

Even before Hayes’s election, Albion Tourgée pronounced Reconstruction a failure, “one of so utter and ignominious a character that people are even disinclined to go back and inquire into its causes.” For Tourgée, the purpose of the postwar exercise was not simply to bring the Confederate states back into their proper relationship with the rest of the nation, but to establish truly republican governments where none had existed. “Free speech, free thought, free labor, and free ballot, were strangers to the territory which fell a victim to secession,” he wrote in that election year. The Democratic-controlled state governments had become “but a set of engines made ready for the hands of our enemies, by means of which the results of the war may be made valueless, the fruits of emancipation destroyed, and the future of the freedmen made one of darkness, doubt and struggle; and in all likelihood, one of tyranny, resistance and bloodshed.”55
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Remembering a Meaningful Experience
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The fight over the meaning of the war and the following peace eventually moved from the cotton fields through polling places and legislatures, and away from violent encounters to fewer or less bloody contests aimed at influencing how people remembered their Civil War. Northern veterans who had made an effort to reconstruct the old Confederacy returned home to new enterprises. Their former enemies dealt with their own problems mostly free of Yankee interference, while the freedpeople along with black veterans went on to fend for themselves without much assistance from their old allies.

Some veterans set aside their old animosities and shared battlefield reunions with their former enemies. But many men who had hated well during their younger years failed to see the need for genuine reconciliation with their old enemies, never mind admitting to the moral equivalency of the opposing cause. Their war had mattered much to them, and now they had no desire to diminish their sacrifices by compromising their meaning. Consequently, many Federal veterans, when called upon to consider it, did not humor their Southern counterparts by acknowledging the validity of their Confederate “Lost Cause.” For these Yankee veterans, secession and its driving force, slavery, remained misguided if not downright evil things that distorted what the United States was or at least could be. National reunion, a consequence of the efforts of these Federal veterans, did not require a happy reconciliation.

After the end of Reconstruction, old Confederates could accept political reunion without abandoning cherished beliefs. Claiming to be the true heirs to the tradition of the founders of the nation, former rebels spun out an acceptable rationale that explained defeat, justified their actions, and gave meaning to their own sacrifices. Both former Confederates and former Federals valued their pasts enough to feel the need to remind a new generation of their war experiences. That desire to educate gave many of these former soldiers another purpose beyond all the ordinary aspects of life that helped them make sense of their experiences. Regardless of how far individuals, sections, or the nation would venture beyond political reunion to sectional reconciliation, both Northern and Southern veterans held in common a sense of pride in their Civil War service, something that made them recognizable to one another and paradoxically continued to keep at least some of them apart.

Recollections of Worthwhile Sacrifices for the Defeated Confederacy

For Virginia veteran John O. Casler, the Confederate soldier remained an admirable example of the best the South had to offer. His own 1893 memoir was fulsome in its praise for his comrades. “It took nerve and patriotism to remain in the ranks,” Casler recalled. Poorly equipped and underfed Confederates, always worried about their families as Union troops advanced into their land, “held on with indomitable courage and heroism that is unparalleled in the history of any nation.” For Casler and many other Confederate veterans, the war’s outcome was the result of the North’s material superiority. “On the other hand, the army of the North were well fed and clothed, paid in good money, given large bounties, and had the prospect of a life pension, with their families far distant from the seat of war well provided for.” He continued, “The difference was immense, for the Southern soldier had nothing but love of country and patriotism in view; but he remained to the bitter end.”1

Such men were morally superior to their enemies because of the greater sacrifices they had made in the service of a much nobler cause. As Casler explained, his comrades “had nothing but love of country and patriotism in view, but he remained to the bitter end.” If only the rest of the country had the resolution of the soldiers—and the Southern women who supported them—then “the red flag with the Southern cross would be floating still, instead of drooping and furled with no hand to give it to the winds—furled and dragged in the dust of defeat, but glorious forever.” Casler modestly claimed not to be a hero. However, he implicitly associated himself with those men who had acted heroically, understanding that he had played a role in something special.2

Patriotic memories might have sustained other Confederate veterans as they grew into middle age and beyond. As time passed, they still expressed no regrets for taking up the Confederate cause, for they recalled their role in the war as one of the most important events in their lives. In June 1895, Confederate veteran Felix H. Robertson, then a lawyer at Talladega, Alabama, and satisfied with his life, wrote to fellow veteran George Knox Miller at Waco, Texas, to provide him with some recollections of his wartime service concerning his participation in resisting Sherman’s march across Georgia. The passing of time shaped his memories, but it also allowed him to recall noble service and a fair adjustment to defeat that made those memories satisfying and emotionally useful. “When I look back on our experience in the army,” he wrote to his old friend, “I am glad to say that I have, to a great extent, lost the memory of the things that were most disagreeable in that life; and I often recall, with increased pulse and filling eyes, incidents of unselfishness and heroism that we were accustomed to see every day in that service. And not withstanding all the bitterness that still comes when I think of our defeat, I rejoice and am glad that I was a member of that noble band.”3

Confederate veterans took particular pride in following in the footsteps of the Revolutionary generation fighting for liberty and the primacy of states’ rights. The unrepentant Confederate veteran J. K. P. Blackburn of Texas accepted a sort of reconciliation with his former enemies when he claimed that he could pray for them, having “no ill will towards any of them at this time.” But Blackburn remained unapologetic for taking up arms against the old flag. Confederates, he argued, “were right and engaged in the cause of human liberty as did our forefathers in other years.” After all, he explained, Northern radicals had prompted the crisis leaving no choice other than accepting “humiliation and destruction of her institutions.” In the end, Blackburn argued, secession was a constitutionally sound course of action. And if confronted with a challenge similar to that faced in 1861, he would not hesitate to “offer my life, my fortune, and sacred honor” in defense of the South. He acknowledged a half-century after the war’s end, “I love the South and her institutions.” Blackburn had fought to protect those institutions “and to help if possible drive the destroyers from our borders.”4 Thus Blackburn accepted states’ rights and secession as tools for self-preservation, but his argument suggested that those constitutional ideals were means to an end, not necessarily an end in and of themselves. Blackburn’s pride in his defense of Southern institutions was clear. But he did not name what had become the unnamable-yet-essential Confederate institution—slavery.

In 1861 slavery had been a moral and principled reason for taking up arms, although most rebel veterans, as the war receded in time, would have preferred to frame their motivation for fighting in terms of a “Lost Cause” spent defending hearth, home and states’ rights.5 The Lost Cause ideology, which came to codify the ideals of former Confederates and preserve the memory of the war through various communal rituals, was the commonly understood explanation of secession, the Confederate war effort, and heroism of the region’s soldiers. It also provided acceptable reasons for defeat that absolved the Confederate armies of fault but for being overwhelmed by superior Yankee numbers and materiel. Whether considered a cultural philosophy, a celebration of the past, a civic religion, or a foundation upon which to build a New South, the Lost Cause eluded the role of slavery in Confederate history while emphasizing the heroic Southern defense of constitutional liberty in the face of a radical abolitionist North and an aggressively tyrannical Republican Party. Yankee soldiers had raped the land, something long remembered especially by those men whose families had been in the path of Sherman and his bummers. As Isaac Herman recalled in the early twentieth century, his walk home through Georgia had convinced him “that in no country, civilized or uncivilized, could such barbarism have excelled such diabolical manifestation.”6 In this memory, Reconstruction violence perpetrated by Confederate veterans became enshrined as necessary virtue. The redemption of the states from black and white Republican rule along with the diminution of black rights earned by African American veterans was a noble act.

The Lost Cause especially served Confederate veterans well, for no matter how one used its ideals, it was a movement that allowed and even required them to assume the mantle of heroes. Already proud of their service to the Confederate cause, the veterans found even the occasional remembrance of their efforts gratifying. At memorial services and patriotic commemorations, mature veterans could readily appropriate the praise offered to virtuous Confederate dead; after all, they had fought for the same ends with the same ideals on the same fields of battle as those men who died in the effort. By attributing virtue to the dead, orators could not avoid doing the same for the living heroes who were central figures in the region’s Lost Cause ideology. Thus, veterans found meaning in their past reinforced by their communities as well as purpose in their lives as they worked to make sure that coming generations would understand what they had done in the name of the Confederacy.7 Yet while they graciously acted in their role of aging heroes for various monument dedication ceremonies, they also steered the course of Lost Cause ideals with their own individual writings and collective efforts.

Within this Lost Cause, there was room for these veterans to accept the reality of political reunion and even a degree of reconciliation, especially after they had regained control of their states’ domestic affairs. This acceptance of national unity, however, did not mean that Confederate veterans thought any less of their earlier sacrifices or lost their pride in their old cause. They could celebrate political reunion, as did those Confederate veterans who traveled to Washington in 1897 to honor William McKinley by marching in the same inaugural parade as Ohio men from the president’s old regiment.8 But they could also continue to remember a righteous cause untainted by error in which heroes had defended liberty. It did not need to be one or the other; the minds of the Confederate veterans could accommodate both.

Consequently, many proud Confederates accepted reunion, prayed for their former enemies, and even befriended some Yankees, but did these things while still refusing to dishonor their old values or cheapen the memory of their experiences. Virginian Randolph Barton explained that since the war he had “sought to incorporate myself and my children into the body politic of the United States as if I had never had toward it a hostile feeling.” Barton had accepted Union victory, but his personal political reunion with his former enemies did not mean he had to obliterate the memory of his Confederate past or be happy with defeat. “And again I must confess that the unfolding of the Stars and Stripes does not thrill me with patriotic feeling,” he explained. “I saw it advance upon my people for the first time in my life, at Manassas. I saw in it the emblem of all that I hated. I can forgive it all but simple truth requires me to declare that I cannot forget it.” He taught his children to be loyal to the United States; as for himself, he continued, “If patriotism means that I must forget my Confederate people living and dead, then I am not a patriot.”9

Preserving memory was important for Confederate veterans, but its purpose stretched beyond generational boundaries into the future. The heroes of the war also held an obligation to educate youthful Southerners in “our own type of thought, sentiment and opinion” while teaching them to honor the men who had died to save the South.10 Young white Southerners must honor the Confederacy and its heroes if the South were to remain a living idea, a vital culture, a conservative force that would stand in opposition to Northern radicalism. The proponents of the Lost Cause in fact succeeded in nurturing at least a love of the myth of the South and the region’s heritage if not an honest respect for its real history.11

Confederate veterans produced shelves of memoirs and unit histories to further this end. Regardless of the timing of their composition or the dates of their publication, whether men wrote them soon after the war or in their old age, these efforts undoubtedly reinforced in the minds of their authors the importance of their own sacrifices. Men certainly wrote memoirs for a variety of reasons, including coming to terms with their war experiences as had Philip Dangerfield Stephenson, or, as “high private” Sam Watkins did to add an enlisted man’s view to the writings of the “big bugs” who assiduously protected their own reputations.12 Preserving a record of their war experiences for their children, however, proved to be an especially compelling motivator. Texan Robert Campbell, an early memoirist who in 1866 set down his personal history only for his family while it remained fresh in his mind, found such work to be critical for countering the expected writing of mendacious Northerners. “Tis but a natural conclusion,” he explained well in advance of the later efforts of veterans associations, “that since the Yankees look upon us as a conquered and vile race that they will veto the publication of a history of this war by Southern talent and especially where that history wears the garb of truth.” For Campbell, it was imperative that a genuine Confederate “truth” be preserved regardless of what the Yankees wrote. The real history, he advised his readers, “of the past bloody days will be found in the memoires—notebooks and letters of this who figured in the scenes—for this reason I have written upon this topic at all.”13

Confederate veterans ultimately moved along with the stream of Lost Cause educational activities beyond their solitary writing efforts in the meetings of the various veterans associations that grew in prominence later in the nineteenth century. In 1889, they joined together in the South’s greatest veterans’ association, the United Confederate Veterans (UCV), and other lesser groups to preserve the memories of their exploits and those of their fallen comrades, and engaged in the widespread movement to memorialize the Confederate soldier, living and dead, by building monuments across the South. They contributed to the memory of their youthful adventures and the rectitude of their cause by speaking at the dedication of these tributes to the Confederate soldier as well as events such as Confederate Memorial Day. They retold their stories and refought old battles, but in explaining the outcome of the war, they further contributed to preserving in their memoirs and speeches an acceptable history of the war for future generations.

The UCV reinforced the heroic and patriotic stature of its members and their missing comrades, but also addressed their more immediate concerns of controlling the story of the war. It was Austin, Texas, UCV members who prompted a campaign to compel a Chicago textbook publisher to provide a more acceptable arithmetic textbook that avoided using the names of Union generals in its word problems.14 By the end of the century, the UCV gave organizational shape to the ideas of individual veterans who had been writing about the patriotic nature of their sacrifices. The organization took the lead in promulgating the notion that secession was constitutionally correct, an act to defend liberty, not slavery. It followed from that assumption that Southern veterans had not been rebels and had not been in the wrong. In fact, they had been heroic defenders of the liberties once preserved by the Revolutionary generation.15 Those who lived long enough became monuments in their own right, aging in varying degrees of comfort either among their families or in homes built to tend to the needs of the less fortunate heroes of the Confederacy.16

The Glorious Victory Defended and Preserved

At the time of the surrender of their enemies, Federal soldiers rejoiced in their great accomplishment, understanding that they had done something grand and worthy of remembering. Most men, however, went about their lives upon their return to their homes; few had the time or inclination to write much beyond a letter to a journal editor about their experiences before the upsurge of writing later in the nineteenth century. Nevertheless, even when preoccupied with the details of life, veterans could revisit their accomplishments with pride. In February 1867, for example, Abial Edwards, now trying to make a living in Portland, Maine, passed the time one cold evening reading through packets of letters written by “old soldier friends who are at rest.” They impressed him and he understood the value of such firsthand accounts of the war. “Anna,” he wrote to his fiancé, “these old letters tell many a story worth keeping them for and I prize mine very much indeed.”17

A short time later in 1869, Union veteran Russell H. Conwell reported his experiences in what he found to be an unrepentant South, trying to alert the folks residing safely back home of the dangers still lurking about the old Confederacy. He ended his narrative with a call to his soldier comrades to be sure that they and their children remembered the war and its lessons. Civilians might complain that they have had enough of war stories, Conwell wrote, “but the friends you lost, the sacrifices you made, the hardships you endured, the battles you fought, with the incidents which the memory of that strife recalls, must never be forgotten.” Such was the responsibility he placed on his comrades. “Rather forget that you live than forget that the past was won with a sacrifice. Tell your children of war. Tell them where you were and what you did; and what it was all for.” The veterans of the Union cause must teach patriotism lest people forget, Conwell cautioned. “No, comrades, when we lie down beside our fellows gone before, let our friends feel that while the soldiers lived there were not wanting voices to oppose slavery in every form or votes to defeat any measure tending toward disunion.” Without the efforts of the veterans to “make an impression upon the upcoming generation,” Conwell concluded, “the war we have seen will have been forgotten.”18

The need to remember was important for personal as well as patriotic reasons because Federal veterans were as likely as their former enemies to consider their war experience to be an extraordinary chapter in their lives. The veterans’ youth was passing with time, so they certainly felt a degree of nostalgia, which in turn encouraged them to meet with old comrades to reminisce. But, as Jerome A. Watrous, a Wisconsin veteran, wrote in 1883, mature veterans, more personally secure now than they had been immediately after the war, gathered together in reunions because “all who participated in the great struggle are more proud of that service than anything they have done in the whole course of their lives.” Indeed, Watrous asked, “Is it not something to be proud of?”19

Josiah Brown of New Jersey believed it to be so. In 1885, he remarked that his war service was one of “the proudest periods of my life, and shall deem it my highest glory and privilege to have fought for the flag, and all that it represents.”20 And Leander Stillwell, Illinois soldier turned lawyer, wrote at the end of his memoir that he was pleased with his career in the law and the respect he attained from it, “But, while that is so, I will further say, in absolute sincerity, that to me my humble career as a soldier in the 61st Illinois during the War for the Union is the record that I prize the highest of all, and is the proudest recollection of my life.”21 Less fortunate veterans were also intent on retaining some of that pride in their former unit associations and presumably their war service. Residents of Connecticut’s Fitch Soldier’s Home presented their new superintendent, former war surgeon Dr. Myron Robinson, with a cane “upon which designs were burned into the wood showing emblems, insignias, and other reminders” of the war.22

Later in their lives, maturing veterans remembered their wartime efforts as being full of patriotism, honor, and even godliness. In his memoirs, Abner Small recalled how the conflict, and particularly his experiences as a prisoner of war, provided him with the opportunity to witness the best and the worst of human kind. “Sometimes I wish I could forget it all,” he admitted, “and again I rejoice that it is indelibly stamped into my being, that my sons cannot but inherit, along with their father’s loyalty, some of the conclusions of a life offered in the cause of making secure, lasting, and forever free, the government under which they are living.”23

Do not forget, Ohio native Benjamin W. Baker would have advised Small, because it would only diminish the sacrifices of the men who had won the war. Baker came to the conclusion that the war had indeed been a battle between a despotic South and a free North. If it were not so, he asked, what had been its purpose? In an 1896 Memorial Day oration, Baker, who had fought throughout the western theater and had become an abolitionist in the process, declaimed: “Many say we ought to forget the past; we ought not to stir up bad blood by service which keep alive the memory of our great fratricidal strife. What? Shall I tell my children that their father gave the three best years of his life to a foolish war?”24 A just cause sustained by personal sacrifice in which men had vested so much of themselves made it even harder to accept anything good or honorable about the Confederacy.

Veterans added to the sacredness or nobility of their memories by repeating the satisfaction with victory to which they had admitted at the end of the war. Men proudly remembered their fight to save the Union and protect the nation from anarchy. But it was destroying slavery that had allowed for a real peace and lasting peace. For Leander Stillwell, the destruction of slavery had been essential for securing a lasting peace. If victory had come without the abolition of slavery sometime early in the war before the casualties had mounted to such significance, war would have come again and “with doubtless tenfold loss of life and limb that ensured in the war of the sixties.”25

Political ends could also become moral ones for soldiers who had witnessed slavery close at hand as they marched through the South. If they had not gone to war as abolitionists, they might have had a change of mind.26 Consequently, some of their number even after decades had passed also saw themselves as part of a great moral crusade of lasting significance. Long after the war, Wisconsin veteran Albert Young wrote in a Milwaukee newspaper, “I had never thought I had entered the army in the interest of the slave.” However, he admitted coming to see the war as a sacred crusade. Now, he reflected, “Surely we were serving God in this, for He loves good and hates evil… . He hates slavery and loves freedom. He hates sin—what a monstrous evil, what a monstrous wrong, what a monstrous sin was this accursed institution.”27 For veteran Rutherford B. Hayes, there was no question that the victory won by Northern boys and men was “the triumph of religion, of virtue, of knowledge.” There appeared to be no doubt in his view when he declared, “Whatever our motives, whatever our lives we were fighting on God’s side. We were doing His work.”28 Thus, in May 1880, New Bedford, Massachusetts, black veteran and preacher William J. Potter could praise Northern soldiers for fighting to make “a better country than that which we had before the great struggle began.”29 No Confederate in the eyes of so many Union veterans could claim such a thing.

Federal veterans as individuals, as politicians, and as members of the Grand Army of the Republic (GAR) answered their enemies’ efforts to construct a Confederate memory of the war with their own efforts to maintain what they considered to be an honest record of their sacrifices. For many of them, their pride was rooted in the virtue of their cause, whether they had fought for preserving the Union or more. Consequently, accepting any degree of righteousness in the Confederate cause was out of the question. Certainly, there were exceptions. Federal veterans might also consider their former enemies, as a charitable John Emory Bryant explained, as “misguided brothers who had been wrong but honest,” hardly a role most Confederate veterans would have relished playing.30 But evil causes could not make honest men, surely something Bryant, who witnessed the mayhem wrought by former Confederates as a Freedmen’s Bureau officer and Georgia carpetbagger, had experienced firsthand. Giving an inch to the notion of Confederate patriotism, heroism, or misguided but honest effort did nothing but corrupt the memories of the very things for which Union veterans had fought. There certainly could be no consideration of the Confederate cause being the moral equivalent of the Union cause. God had turned the war into a crusade for freedom, regardless of the intentions of Northern volunteers, and the Confederacy had been a “wicked cause,” William McKinley proclaimed as he vigorously and uncompromisingly argued for preserving the fruits of victory.31

Perhaps no veteran presented what might have been the clearest statement of the danger in conceding anything worthy, valuable, or heroic in the enemy’s cause better than Albion Tourgée, who never abandoned the ex-slaves and in 1896 would represent their claim to equal citizens’ rights in the Plessy vs. Ferguson case.32 In 1881, the former North Carolina carpetbagger expressed his dismay with the growing manifestations of the Lost Cause that seemed to be drifting northward as Southern men such as Robert E. Lee took on the newly constructed identities of national heroes. “To uphold and justify the leaders of secession without assailing the government which suppressed rebellion is a logical impossibility,” he warned, clearly pointing out that to add value to the Confederate cause must reduce the value of his own. “If Jeff Davis is to be glorified as a patriot and a martyr,” Tourgée explained, “Lincoln must, of necessity, be deprecated. If the rebellion was just and righteous, of course its suppression was a crime.”33

Tourgée accepted that “a man may be honestly and earnestly and patriotically wrong. We are willing to admit that the adherents of the Confederacy were so.” That admission, however, was not the point, for former Confederates “have always stoutly insisted, not that they were sincere, but that they were right.” This claiming of the right could not stand if the cause of Lincoln were to remain a beacon of liberty and freedom. “If this be true,” Tourgée warned, “then the nation was wrong, and if wrong then is wrong today, and always will be wrong until the principles of the Confederacy prevail, and the wrong of its suppression is righted.”34 A Northern acceptance of a heroic Lee, for Tourgée, was only the beginning of reversing the ideological outcome of the war, or of abandoning the fruits of victory for a pottage of false sectional peace. Once again, a veteran made plain that honoring the old enemy in any way only diminished the noble nature of the Union cause.

Through the remainder of the nineteenth century, McKinley’s and Tourgée’s comrades in the GAR also refused to yield their claim to the moral high ground, for Union veterans had not been wrong in their cause and Confederate veterans could never be right in their own.35 The men who had saved the Union and had ended slavery were especially worried about the way that their former enemies appeared to be controlling the history of the war.36 Not long after the war, Union veterans expressed their concern with the exaltation of Robert E. Lee and “Stonewall” Jackson that turned them into national heroes; the juggernaut of pro-Confederate memory taking over the land’s national history after Reconstruction appalled them. Schoolbooks failed to condemn secession. Their authors did not morally distinguish between the two causes, while diminishing the work of Lincoln in order to praise the work of Confederate politicians. Probably most insulting on a personal level were the writings that portrayed Confederate soldiers as patriots and Union soldiers as bounty men. For Union veterans and especially members of the GAR, it was their cause that had been the just cause and there could be no moral equivalency with the cause of their former enemies. The GAR took action to make sure its version of the war became the one a next generation of Americans understood as the real version of the war, a war that Southerners had provoked by their attempt to leave the Union to protect slavery.37

Outside of the schoolroom, of course, the efforts of veterans, according to James Henry Avery, “had kindled in the hearts of many of our citizens a desire to take part in the ceremonies, and to perpetuate the memory of those dead heroes from generation to generation.” Memorial Day, Avery the veteran believed, “will be continued so long as our country stands as a nation. Long after the last soldier is laid to rest will his friends march in solemn procession, and strew his grave with sweet flowers.”38 Even in the South, where loyal Federal veterans formed GAR chapters, old soldiers conducted activities that stood up to the Lost Cause of their Confederate neighbors. In Unionist areas of Georgia, GAR posts sponsored Memorial Day ceremonies to affirm the Union cause and opposed the flying of Confederate colors, all the while acting as the GAR’s “advance guard” standing on “the picket line” in the face of continued lingering Confederate sentiment.39

Standing firm in the face of Confederate memory was a serious matter for Federal veterans, but especially for some men who believed their circumstances were particularly unique or who felt their contributions slighted. Into the twentieth century there remained former prisoners of war who refused to abandon their views of how Confederates had treated them and their comrades; they continued to work to save that aspect of Civil War memory from fading away with sectional reconciliation.40 Men who had been embarrassed by battlefield failure and wartime imprisonment, such as those soldiers in the 16th Connecticut, sought to preserve their history as one of patriotic sacrifice, not cowardly shame.41 German American veterans who faced Yankee prejudice and had to live with unflattering accounts of their performance at Chancellorsville and Gettysburg fought for an inclusive memory that recognized their contributions to the final victory.42 And African American veterans, men who had rallied to the flag and had suffered humiliation at the hands of the government and its officers, wished to claim their place in the war’s history. They, too, had memories that added meaning to their lives and men of the United States Colored Troops reminded Northerners of a debt still owed to them.

In 1917, William Scott, a veteran of the 55th Massachusetts, a black regiment, wrote, “When their native states did not accord them the privilege of enlisting that they might take part in the suppression of the rebellion, they left their homes and all that was dear to them, and travelled hundreds of miles that they might enlist. Then they were refused, paid only the pay of laborers, they were held without pay for over a year. With all that they were patriotic and true to the stars & stripes.”43 Indeed, many of the white officers who had commanded black troops publicly commended the work of their men, reinforcing the views that the black veterans had of the value of their sacrifices.44 For William McKinley, those black men who came to the aid of the nation deserved the support of the country. “They fought for the flag,” McKinley reminded his listeners at a Memorial Day gathering in 1889, “and that flag, with all it represents and stands for, must secure them every constitutional right in peace.”45

Veteran and historian George Washington Williams provided the evidence for such a statement for anyone who would read the writings of a black man. He asked those who did pay attention to his writing: “Where upon the face of the whole earth has a race of slaves gone in a single bound from abject, servile subjection to the imperial heights of military accomplishments?” Perhaps especially remarkable in Williams’s history was the evidence of how black men had helped destroy slavery, placing the nation on a much firmer footing of liberty than it had been before the war.46

There were other black historians, veterans of the war, who helped Williams preserve the record of the colored troops, but in general African American veterans were not as prolific in writing about their accomplishments as were their white comrades. Nevertheless, they found other ways to show how they took pride in and preserved the meaning of their war efforts. They participated in the GAR in both integrated and segregated posts, where their white comrades confirmed their value as veterans. Black veterans were central to the various memorial activities of their communities, reminding their families, friends, and neighbors of what they had accomplished in their youth. Memorial services found these men honoring their dead comrades, both black and white, and in the process making an effort to confirm the value of the sacrifices of the survivors.47 In midwestern communities, African American veterans attended Emancipation Day celebrations during Reconstruction and into the twentieth century, symbols of the very real contributions of the colored troops to the war effort.48 As they aged and the nation they had defended became more comfortable with making racist distinctions, black veterans continued to remind communities of what they had done, even if the communities were on their way to forgetting.49

It was inevitable that there would be complexity in the nation’s views about the war as time passed. By 1895, as Northern citizens moved away from harboring sectional animosities toward reconciliation, an older McKinley could answer simply and straightforwardly a question about the reasons for fighting the war, uncomplicated by the burden of slavery or ideas of black liberty that had made up so much of his earlier rhetoric. “A reunited country makes answer,” he said at the Chickamauga battle site that year; “No other is needed. A union, stronger and freer than ever before.”50 Inaugurated president in the wake of the 1896 Plessy v. Ferguson Supreme Court decision confirming the idea of separate but equal treatment for African Americans, McKinley did little for his former black comrades while in office.51

At any given point as the nation moved farther from the war years and then into a new century, Northerners, including veterans and their descendants, could accept McKinley’s mainstream racial views. As the peripatetic Russell Conwell had worried, Northerners might indeed be less interested in the soldiers’ old war stories. Southerners challenged by memories of defeat and the hard fight against Reconstruction continued to find useful meaning in the words of their elders. Northerners had less of a stake in paying attention to the old men who paraded a couple of times a year down a town’s main street. Defeated people who clung to lost causes seemed to enjoy their romance with the past, while Northern veterans were losing their audiences. Indeed, it was the Lost Cause interpretation of the war that secured a place in the nation’s history books, surviving down to and beyond the nation’s centennial celebration of the war.52

Northern states were now looking to the future, not to a romantic past. Before the outbreak of the Great War, immigrants hastened to their ports from impoverished circumstances in Southern and Eastern Europe, looking for economic salvation; they probably cared little for Civil War history and more for establishing themselves in a strange land. A new generation of Northerners, some who joined the patriotic organization the Sons of Union Veterans, were soon distracted from the past by wars of their own. They did not rally to defending a Northern memory in the same way that their fathers had.53 Old soldiers could decry this amnesia and worry about the impact of books and eventually of movies that portrayed valorous men dressed in grey uniforms or white hoods, but the people were moving beyond their old war. Nevertheless, even if veterans moved forward with the nation’s greater population, they could still hold on to the memories of their grand accomplishments.
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There are two books that are essential starting places for grasping the full extent of the Civil War veterans’ experiences: Donald R. Shaffer, After the Glory: The Struggles of Black Civil War Veterans (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2004) and James S. Marten, Sing Not War: The Lives of Union and Confederate Veterans in Gilded Age America (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011). Marten’s book is the most comprehensive work on the subject, while Shaffer’s groundbreaking treatment of African American veterans remains the fullest study of the men who had served in the U.S. Colored Troops. However, understanding Civil War veterans means first understanding their wartime experiences.

My research on Civil War soldiers presented in Soldiers North and South: The Everyday Experiences of the Men Who Fought America’s Civil War (New York: Fordham University Press, 2010) has informed the present volume, but there are other books that enlightened me and deserve close attention for their ability to provide context for postwar world of veterans. The best description of all aspects of Civil War combat is Earl J. Hess, The Union Soldier in Battle: Enduring the Ordeal of Combat (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1997). Drew Gilpin Faust explores killing and the place of death in the lives of Civil War era Americans in her This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2008). Frances M. Clarke’s War Stories: Suffering and Sacrifice in the Civil War North (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2011) adds to Faust’s work by describing how Northerners transformed the horrors of war into examples of heroic sacrifice and how veterans became bearers of “honorable scars” and exemplars of self-control. Keith P. Wilson presents a full treatment of the formative experiences of black soldiers in Campfires of Freedom: The Camp Life of Black Soldiers during the Civil War (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2002). Michael C. C. Adams emphasizes the unromantic side of the war along with the damage done in Living Hell: The Dark Side of the Civil War (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2014). Eric T. Dean, Jr., however, had already suggested that the Civil War was not as romantic as some people imagined when he reminded readers that some nineteenth-century soldiers suffered from debilitating psychological trauma just as their more modern comrades had during the Vietnam era in Shook Over Hell: Post-Traumatic Stress, Vietnam, and the Civil War (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997).

The motivation of Civil War soldiers during the conflict gave meaning to the experiences of the men as they later moved into their new civilian lives. To explore why men fought, see Chandra Manning, What This Cruel War Was Over: Soldiers, Slavery, and the Civil War (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2007) and James M. McPherson, For Cause and Comrades: Why Men Fought in the Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 1997). McPherson argues that soldiers generally were able to maintain their commitment to their causes, something I consider an important survival tool for them during the war and in their transition to civilian life. Manning emphasizes the critical role that slavery played in world of Civil War soldiers, a point some other authors also make. Colin Edward Woodward in his book Marching Masters: Slavery, Race, and the Confederate Army during the Civil War (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2014) makes it clear that even non-slaveholders had a significant commitment to what Southerners referred to as their “peculiar institution” and fought to preserve it lest the racial status quo crumbled. The fact that African American slavery mattered to slaveholders and non-slaveholders alike would shape the views of white Southerners as they coped with emancipated slaves after the war. Stephen W. Berry II in All That Makes A Man: Love and Ambition in the Civil War South (New York: Oxford University Press, 2003) incorporates the notion of manhood into our understanding of why Southerners fought, which, as with the slavery, influenced their postwar adjustment. Jason Phillips in Diehard Rebels: The Confederate Culture of Invincibility (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2007) helps readers understand how difficult it was for some Confederate veterans to come to accept defeat. Taken together these books provide an emotional and intellectual starting point for understanding the transition from soldier to civilian for defeated Confederates.

It is always best to let the participants in the Civil War and its aftermath to speak for themselves. This rule is much easier followed when focusing on the war years, during which men regularly wrote home to their families and friends who for various reasons preserved their correspondence. After the war, most veterans no longer had the need to put pen to paper to stay in touch with their families. Their return to their communities, therefore, deprived future generations of firsthand accounts about readjusting to civilian life. Consequently, postwar letters of common soldiers turned veterans are rare. However, the editors of the uncountable number of published Civil War soldiers’ correspondence collections provide their readers with as much information as possible about the postwar lives of their subjects, which allows readers to follow at least in brief veterans’ lives into the postwar era. For example, William Lee White and Charles Denny Runion provide information concerning the postwar life of South Carolinian C. Irvine Walker, along with some of the veteran’s own reflections, in Great Things Are Expected of Us: The Letters of Colonel C. Irvine Walker, 10th South Carolina Infantry, C.S.A. (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2009). C. P. Weaver, in his edition of the diary of an officer of black troops, Thank God My Regiment an African One: The Civil War Diary of Colonel Nathan W. Daniels (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1998) provides readers with a conclusion dealing with Daniels’s postwar life as well as a good example of the sort of work conscientious editors do.

Postwar letters do find their way into edited collections dealing with Northern men who remained on duty with the Freedmen’s Bureau or were involved with Reconstruction and postwar politics in some way. Two examples are Robert F. Engs and Cory M. Brooks, eds., Their Patriotic Duty: The Civil War Letters of the Evans Family of Brown County, Ohio (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007), which in part documents the relationship of Andrew Evans and his son Samuel who remained on duty after the war, and Andrea R. Foroughi, ed., Go if You Think It Your Duty: A Minnesota Couple’s Civil War Letters (St. Paul: Minnesota Historical Society Press, 2008), which deals with the relationship of Madison and Lizzie Bowler, including the period when Madison was on duty in Arkansas during the summer of 1865. Taylor Peirce’s South Carolina Reconstruction duty as well as his wartime worries about readjusting to civilian life are in Richard L. Kiper, ed., Dear Catharine, Dear Taylor: The Civil War Letters of a Union Soldier and His Wife (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2002). Jeremiah E. Goulka’s edition The Grand Old Man of Maine: Selected Letters of Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, 1865–1914 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2004) presents extensive documentation of the general’s postwar life, including his sometimes difficult relationship with his wife. Ruth Douglas Currie provides readers with another unusual and important collection of letters, but one that has at its center the writings of the wife of a veteran, in her book Emma Spaulding Bryant: Civil War Bride, Carpetbagger’s Wife, Ardent Feminist: Letters and Diaries, 1860–1900 (New York: Fordham University Press, 2004). Emma Spaulding Bryant’s letters to her husband John Emory Bryant and his letters to Emma illuminate the marriage of this couple, shedding light on John’s postwar years. Blanche Butler Ames documents the wartime experiences and the Reconstruction work of Adelbert Ames as well as the couple’s marriage in her edition Chronicles from the Nineteenth Century: Family Letters of Blanche Butler and Adelbert Ames, Married July 21st, 1870, 2 vols. ([—]: Privately Issued, 1957). The writings of Albion W. Tourgée are essential for understanding the radical Union veteran’s mind and are conveniently presented in Mark Elliott and John David Smith, eds., Undaunted Radical: The Selected Writings and Speeches of Albion W. Tourgée (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2010). Also see Tourgée’s autobiographical novel with an introduction by George M. Fredrickson, A Fool’s Errand: A Novel of the South during Reconstruction (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1966). Michael W. Schaefer praises two other Union veteran-authors, John W. De Forest and Ambrose Bierce, for their fiction dealing with combat and adjustment in Just What War Is: The Civil War Writings of De Forest and Bierce (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1997). Reading their work should provide a way into the minds of at least two intelligent, literary-minded veterans.

Confederate cavalryman John Singleton Mosby’s correspondence is valuable because such an edited collection of postwar writings by a veteran is rare. See Peter A. Brown, ed., Take Sides with the Truth: The Postwar Letters of John Singleton Mosby to Samuel F. Chapman (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2007). But the few letters of a young returning Confederate found in James I. Roberston, Jr.’s edition Soldier of Southwestern Virginia: The Civil War Letters of Captain John Preston Sheffey (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2004) are touching, full of hope, and particularly revealing of a young man’s efforts to return to a normal life of work, home, and family. Sheffey’s published postwar letters unfortunately end when his wife finally joins him in their new home. Because of the rarity of a longer run of published veterans’ private postwar letters, the correspondence of Maine’s Abial Edwards provides readers with an important and full firsthand account of one soldier’s transition from war to peace. Edwards began writing to his future wife Anna Conant during the war and continued to do so while on Reconstruction duty. Furthermore, after his return to civilian life in Maine, he remained separated from Anna. He regularly wrote to her while he was trying to establish himself as a competent man ready to support a family, touching on topics ranging from his work to his participation in a veterans’ organization. See his Civil War letters in Beverly Hayes Kallgren and James L. Croutamel, eds., “Dear Friend Anna”: The Civil War Letters of a Common Soldier from Maine (Orono: University of Maine Press, 1992) and his postwar letters in Beverly Hayes Kallgren, ed., Abial and Anna: The Life of a Civil War Veteran as Told in Family Letters (Orono: University of Maine Press, 1996).

One may also find a way into postwar adjustment as described by some veterans by reading through the extensive collection of essays that Union amputees had written shortly after the war for the “Exhibition of Left-Hand Penmanship,” a contest organized by New York newspaper editor William Oland Bourne. Self-censorship and the desire to win the competition may have had an impact on what the veterans presented to Bourne. Civil War service also holds much of their attention, but the men who had lost their right arms in the war pay some mind to their postwar adjustment in a way that rings true. The original letters are housed in the William Oland Bourne Papers (1819–1901) at the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. However, the collection is worth noting here because it is accessible on microfilm, reel numbers 0007 through 0010 of the 60-reel collection John R. Sellers, ed., A People at War: Civil War Manuscripts from the Holdings of the Library of Congress (Alexandria, VA: Chadwyck-Healey, 1989–1990).

Not as accessible, but still worthy of the attention of anyone interested in Civil War soldiers and their postwar lives, are the pension records of Union veterans housed in the National Archives Building in Washington, D.C. Scholars who deal with Federal Civil War soldiers and veterans cannot complete their research without spending a good deal of time in these records. Elizabeth A. Regosin and Donald R. Shaffer provide readers with a fine example of the kind of information a researcher may find in these records, in this case dealing with African Americans, in Voices of Emancipation: Understanding Slavery, the Civil War, and Reconstruction through the U.S. Pension Bureau Files (New York: New York University Press, 2008).

It is a problematical task to find readily accessible published firsthand documents of white veterans and their postwar lives, but it is even more so in dealing with men who had served with the U.S. Colored Troops. As Regosin and Shaffer illustrate, with a little effort, a researcher can find much in the pension files. But to hear the voices of black soldiers late in their service and as veterans, the best place to start as far as printed records are concerned is Ira Berlin, Joseph P. Reidy, and Leslie S. Rowland, eds., Freedom: A Documentary History of Emancipation, 1861–1867, Series 2: The Black Military Experience (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1982) and Steven Hahn, et al., eds., Freedom: A Documentary History of Emancipation, 1861–1867, Series 3: Vol. 1: Land and Labor (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008). George Washington Williams suggests the pride that black veterans had in their service in his A History of the Negro Troops in the War of Rebellion, 1861–1865 (New York: Fordham University Press, 2012). This particular edition is worth seeking out for the new introduction written by John David Smith that frames its significance and the importance of African American war service. Also see the Reverend Elijah P. Marrs’s memoir. Marrs served with the Twelfth United States Colored Artillery and recalled his postwar transition in Life and History of the Rev. Elijah P. Marrs ([Louisville, KY: Bradley and Gilbert, 1885]; [Louisville, KY]: [—], 1979).

It is fortunate that Marrs and so many other veterans felt compelled for all sorts of reasons to record their experiences in memoirs when they finally had the time or the inclination to do so. Memoirs tell us much more about how the men remembered their experiences, looking back through the haze of time, but they still have value in the hints they provide about the adjustment, concerns, and memories of veterans. It is especially worthwhile to explore those volumes written by former Confederates who had to deal with defeat, destruction, emancipation, a new labor system, and efforts to redeem their land from Republicans. The list of Confederate memoirs is extensive, and the volumes recount the lives of privates as well as generals. Primarily concerned with documenting their war experiences, the men do not spend much time on their postwar lives. Still readers should understand that the writers’ war experiences shaped their postwar lives. At the same time, postwar concerns, needs, and experiences reshaped the veterans’ memories of the war. Isaac Herman, Memoirs of a Confederate Veteran, 1861–1865, 2nd ed. ([Atlanta, GA: Byrd Printing Co., 1911]; Atlanta, GA: Cherokee Publishing Co., 1984) includes his incredible tale of building a postwar business from initially selling liquor to Yankee soldiers, leaving good information about his transition to a peacetime capitalist. Sam Watkins, concerned with debates about why the Confederacy lost the war—or who lost the war for the Confederacy—defends the memory of the heroic common soldier with great purpose—he was one of them—in Company Aytch, or, a Side Show of the Big Show, ed. M. Thomas Inge (Nashville, TN: Cumberland Presbyterian Publishing House, 1882; New York: Plume, 1999). He makes an effort to secure the reputation of the common soldier through his descriptions of their hardships, sacrifices, and heroism. Along with his war experiences, Philip Daingerfield Stephenson describes his rough adjustment to defeat in the days immediately after the surrender, the sanctuary he found in his family home, and his psychological redemption through writing his memoir in Nathaniel Cheairs Hughes, Jr., The Civil War Memoir of Philip Daingerfield Stephenson, D.D.: Private, Company K, 13th Arkansas Volunteer Infantry, Loader, Piece No. 4, 5th Company, Washington Artillery, Army of the Tennessee, CSA (Conway, AR: UCS Press, 1995; Baton Rouge: University of Louisiana Press, 1998). Also, Confederate and Southern Union veterans recalled some aspects of their adjustment to civilian life in Gustavus W. Dyer and John Trotwood Moore, comps., The Tennessee Civil War Veterans Questionnaires, 5 vols. (Easley, SC: Southern Historical Press, 1985). Not a terribly good read, but still accessible at larger university libraries, the answers in the questionnaires are brief but at times enlightening about the postwar transitions of these veterans.

Union soldiers also wrote library shelves of war memoirs, but some of them paid attention to their immediate postwar lives in these volumes because they remained either in the service as Freedmen’s Bureau officials or resided in the Reconstruction South to earn a living, engage in politics, or both. Ted Tunnell, ed., Carpetbagger from Vermont: The Autobiography of Marshall Harvey Twitchell (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1989) records Twitchell’s efforts as an officer in Reconstruction Louisiana, his marriage, his efforts to make a living, his political activities, and his survival of an assassination attempt that left him terribly maimed—all of which make a life worthy of a film treatment. Henry Clay Warmoth writes a defense of his days as governor in Louisiana, political activity that led to his impeachment, in War, Politics, and Reconstruction: Stormy Days in Louisiana (New York: Macmillan, 1930; Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 2006); John C. Rodrigue’s introduction makes the book even more useful. And Powell Clayton justifies his work as carpetbagger governor, including his use of force to suppress Southern white violence, in The Aftermath of the Civil War, in Arkansas (New York: Neal Publishing Co., 1915; New York: Negro University Press, 1969). It is unfortunate that more Union veterans did not comment on the ordinary experiences of postwar life in the North as did James M. Randall at the end of the James M. Randall Diary, Primary Source Section, eHistory, Ohio State University, http://ehistory.osu.edu/osu/sources/letters/randall/09.cfm.

Present-day historians of Civil War regiments now recognize that stopping their stories in the spring or summer of 1865 is an incomplete job. The best of the newer regimental histories do not end with the surrender of Confederate armies, having at least one chapter or an epilogue dealing with the postwar era, although postwar lives still deserve more attention. See Mark H. Dunkelman, Brothers One and All: Esprit de Corps in a Civil War Regiment (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2004); John D. Fowler, Mountaineers in Gray: The Nineteenth Tennessee Volunteer Infantry Regiment, C.S.A. (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2004); Lesley J. Gordon, A Broken Regiment: The 16th Connecticut’s Civil War (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2014); Edward A. Miller, Jr., The Black Civil War Soldiers of Illinois: The Story of the Twenty-Ninth U.S. Colored Infantry (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1998); Mark Hoffman, “My Brave Mechanics:” The First Engineers and Their Civil War (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 2007); and Richard M. Reid, Freedom for Themselves: North Carolina’s Black Soldiers in the Civil War Era (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008). Some authors deal with soldiers from a particular community, and they, too, extend their treatment into the postwar era, but G. Ward Hubbs especially shows how valuable such an approach is in Guarding Greensboro: A Confederate Company in the Making of a Southern Community (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2003). Hubbs provides an excellent template for future community studies and unit histories by showing how the soldiers from Greensboro, Alabama, are best understood in the larger community context and followed from their antebellum roles through the Reconstruction era.

Some broader studies of soldiers in particular circumstances or as members of ethnic groups also follow their subjects into the postwar era. Joseph T. Glatthaar follows some of his subjects into their postwar lives in Forged in Battle: The Civil War Alliance of Black Soldiers and White Officers (New York: The Free Press, 1990), as does Martin W. Öfele in German-Speaking Officers in the U.S. Colored Troops, 1863–1867 (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2004). Also see Susannah Ural Bruce on the veterans’ role in the shaping of a postwar Irish American ethnic sensibility in The Harp and the Eagle: Irish-American Volunteers and the Union Army, 1861–1865 (New York: New York University Press, 2006). Christian B. Keller delves even more deeply into the problem of ethnic identity, soldierly reputation, and memory in his study of the Germans who had become the scapegoats of one of the most exceptional Union defeats in Chancellorsville and the Germans: Nativism, Ethnicity, and Civil War Memory (New York: Fordham University Press, 2007).

Unlike so many nineteenth-century Northern community studies that ignore the Civil War, Susan Sessions Rugh’s examination of Fountain Green, Illinois, pays attention to a community’s men who went off to fight in her book Our Common Country: Family Farming, Culture, and Community in the Nineteenth-Century Midwest (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001). She does not give as thorough a consideration of veterans as does Hubbs; it is not her stated purpose to do so. She does, however, provide some information on the men’s motivation, their homecoming, and the postwar migration of those who chose to leave the area. It also suggests an approach for the type of Northern rural community studies that could pay more attention to Civil War veterans. Nicole Etcheson finds a place for Civil War veterans in her study of Putnam County, Indiana, A Generation at War: The Civil War Era in a Northern Community (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2011) as does Edmund J. Raus Jr.’s study of the 23rd New York and their Cortland home in Banners South: A Northern Community at War (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2005). Both books are examples of how authors should integrate the war, soldiers, and communities. Russell L. Johnson’s innovative focus on veterans in Dubuque, Iowa, emphasizes how the war prepared soldiers for a changing world, one that was moving away from agrarian life toward a more modern industrial future in Warriors into Workers: The Civil War and the Formation of Urban-Industrial Society in a Northern City (New York: Fordham University Press, 2003). Kit Lane’s Lincoln’s “Ready-Made” Soldiers: Saugatuck Area Men in the Civil War (Douglas, MI: Saugatuck-Douglas Historical Society, 2005) lacks the scholarly weight of Hubb’s book, but has a different purpose in its fine telling of the story of the area, the men who served from it, and the veterans who came home to it.

W. Todd Groce recounts the story of Confederate soldiers from a Unionist area and their return in Mountain Rebels: East Tennessee Confederates and the Civil War, 1860–1870 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 1999). But many more Northern and Southern community and state studies of the postwar era, essential for understanding men in their societal and cultural contexts, should follow the example of Jeffrey W. McClurken’s Take Care of the Living: Reconstructing Confederate Veteran Families in Virginia (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2009). McClurken combines deep research in qualitative sources as well as a quantitative exploration of census data for Virginia to provide readers with a detailed account of veterans and their families and the impact of the war on both.

Biography provides a good way to come to an understanding of how men adjusted to their postwar circumstances because it treats their experiences as veterans within the context of their full lives. Authors now deal with the lesser-known veterans as well as the more famous, giving readers insight into average as well as extraordinary lives. For treatments of better-known veterans, see Rod Andrew, Jr., Wade Hampton: Confederate Warrior to Southern Redeemer (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008); William H. Armstrong, Major McKinley: William McKinley and the Civil War (Kent, OH: Kent State University Press, 2000); and Ari Hoogenboom, Rutherford B. Hayes: Warrior and President (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 1995), all of which help readers understand the veterans’ quest for meaning in their experiences and how their war influenced their approaches to the remainder of the nineteenth century. For the extraordinary story of a one-armed veteran who probably should be better known today, see Donald Worster’s biography of the Union veteran, scientist, and explorer, A River Running West: The Life of John Wesley Powell (New York: Oxford University Press, 2001). The same could be said of Union officer, amputee, and Republican politician Lucius Fairchild, whose adult life stretched from gold mining in California through the Battle of Gettysburg and into state politics and the diplomatic service, with time spent as commander-in-chief of the Grand Army of the Republic. See Sam Ross, The Empty Sleeve: A Biography of Lucius Fairchild (Madison: State Historical Society of Wisconsin, 1964).

The well-told stories of individuals mostly forgotten today illuminate the larger issues of postwar adjustment. For the life of a Pennsylvania veteran, a psychologically damaged common soldier, who could not cope after his return to civilian life, see Dennis W. Brandt, Pathway to Hell: A Tragedy of the American Civil War (Bethlehem: Lehigh University Press, 2008). The evidence for proving posttraumatic stress syndrome, the cause of Brandt’s subject’s demise by his own hand, will remain circumstantial, suggestive, but not conclusive. Historians cannot definitively diagnose behavior of men living in the nineteenth century, but can address indications that suggest if not prove problematical conditions. Furthermore, Brandt’s evidence about his single soldier does not obscure contrary information dealing with how so many veterans actually thrived in their postwar lives. James Marten presents the life of a common soldier and disabled veteran who became quite well known after the war in America’s Corporal: James Tanner in War and Peace (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2014). William L. Barney also does justice to the life of another disabled veteran, the resilient Walter Lenoir, who returned from war missing a leg yet strove to make a new life and find financial security for his family. See Barney’s excellent short biography, The Making of a Confederate: Walter Lenoir’s Civil War (New York: Oxford University Press, 2008). Another full treatment of the admittedly problematical adjustment of a Confederate to defeat and civilian life, but who carried on to accomplish something worthwhile with his life, is Pamela Chase Hain, A Confederate Chronicle: The Life of a Civil War Survivor (Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 20005). For yet another story of a full life lived by a man who had seen the harsh side of humankind and believed he became better for it, see Steve Courtney, Joseph Hopkins Twichell: The Life and Times of Mark Twain’s Closest Friend (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2008). Also see Twichell’s own description of his wartime experiences and how they shaped him in Peter Messent and Steve Courtney, eds., The Civil War Letters of Joseph Hopkins Twichell: A Chaplain’s Story (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2006). Equally interesting is the life of a handicapped black veteran who diverged from the usual postwar ideology of African Americans, presented by John David Smith in Black Judas: William Hannibal Thomas and The American Negro (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2000).

Two biographical treatments of groups of veterans also add to our understanding of their postwar lives. Richard Nelson Current’s Those Terrible Carpetbaggers: A Reinterpretation (New York: Oxford University Press, 1988) remains an engaging read, dealing with several veterans who tried to make the old Confederacy conform to their ideas of victory, while Peter S. Carmichael’s The Last Generation: Young Virginians in Peace, War, and Reunion (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005) is an equally appealing look at younger Confederates and their transition from war to peace. An older but still important collective biography of transplanted Northerners who tried to make their way in the postwar South, the majority of them being veterans, is Lawrence N. Powell, New Masters: Northern Planters during the Civil War and Reconstruction (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1980; New York: Fordham University Press, 1998). Most students of the war miss the fact that a number of ex-Confederates left the South and headed into the heartland of their former enemies. Daniel E. Sutherland tells their story in The Confederate Carpetbaggers (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1988). Alexander Watkins Terrell was yet another not-so-famous Confederate veteran who lived a full life despite suffering defeat. He went farther afield than the Confederate carpetbaggers or even the former Confederates who became Western settlers when he participated in a temporary self-imposed exile in Mexico before returning to public life. See Lewis L. Gould’s biography, Alexander Watkins Terrell: Civil War Soldier: Texas Lawmaker, American Diplomat (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004). Other former Confederates joined Alexander Watkins Terrell in looking for new lives south of the border in Mexico, Brazil, and other parts of Latin America. Eugene C. Harter tells the story of the large number of Southerners who went into exile in Brazil—Os Confederados to the Brazilians—and put down roots there establishing the town American in his book The Lost Colony of the Confederacy (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1985).

Once soldiers realized their war was over, they made the transition to their renewed civilian status after they severed their connections with the military as they officially mustered out of the service of the Federal forces or drifted home after Confederate armies surrendered. William B. Holberton provides an adequate general survey of that process in Homeward Bound: The Demobilization of the Union and Confederate Armies, 1865–1866 (Mechanicsburg, PA: Stackpole Books, 2001). For the devastated landscape through which the Confederate veterans traveled to their homes, see Megan Kate Nelson, Ruin Nation: Destruction and the American Civil War (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2012) and Lisa M. Brady, War upon the Land: Military Strategy and the Transformation of Southern Landscapes during the American Civil War (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2012). Dan T. Carter describes the immediate postwar chaos in the South and the early expectations of former Confederates in When the War Was Over: The Failure of Self-Reconstruction in the South, 1865–1867 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1985). Also see James L. Roark, Masters without Slaves: Southern Planters in the Civil War and Reconstruction (New York: W. W. Norton and Co., 1977) for the problems that veterans who had been antebellum slaveholders shared with their plantation-owning family, friends, and neighbors.

Carter also deals with the problems of President Johnson’s Reconstruction, including the expectations of former Confederates for a straightforward reunion of their states with the old nation, but the full story of Reconstruction remains a complex one extending years beyond that initial effort. Almost any book dealing with the postwar era at the state and national levels will have Civil War veterans woven through its fabric shaping events that would influence the course of the nation into the next century. State studies abound, but the best starting place remains Eric Foner’s exhaustive treatment, Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877 (New York: Harper and Row, 1988).

Reconstruction violence has attracted a good bit of scholarly attention, with Allen W. Trealease’s White Terror: The Ku Klux Klan Conspiracy and Southern Reconstruction (New York: Harper and Row, 1971) being the starting point. Not all Southern veterans were involved in such activities, but former Confederates dominated them. See Richard Zuczek, State of Rebellion: Reconstruction in South Carolina (Columbia: University of South Carolina Press, 1996) as a treatment of the era that looks very much like a continuation of the war, as well as Scott Reynolds Nelson’s Iron Confederacies: Southern Railways, Klan Violence, and Reconstruction (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1999). See James K. Hogue’s Uncivil War: Five New Orleans Street Battles and the Rise and Fall of Radical Reconstruction (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2006) for urban violence in which veterans played a serious part in ways that suggested they considered their street fighting to be an extension of their Civil War.

A number of books have appeared dealing with the Colfax Massacre in Louisiana. Nicholas Lemann, however, identifies the battle as a continuation of the war eventually culminating in the 1875 redemption of Mississippi in Redemption: The Last Battle of the Civil War (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2006). For a successful but limited use of force against white neo-Confederate violence that included some Union veterans, see Ben H. Severance, Tennessee’s Radical Army: The State Guard and Its Role in Reconstruction, 1867–1869 (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 2005). For additional information concerning veterans and violence and their impact on black Southerners during the era, see Steven Hahn, A National under Our Feet: Black Political Struggles in the Rural South from Slavery to the Great Migration (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2003).

Along with the redemption of the former Confederate states came the effort to control the story of the war in a way favorable and useful to the Southern people. Veterans played an important role both as objects of veneration in the development of the Lost Cause and as proselytizers of the post-Reconstruction ideology during the 1880s and 1890s. Charles Reagan Wilson emphasizes the religious aspects of the movement and preservation of the Southern past in shaping a civil religion for the defeated Confederates. Gaines M. Foster especially assigns an important role not to preachers or churches but to Confederate veterans’ groups in their efforts to accept defeat, celebrate the war, preserve the honor of their cause, and rebuild a new South. See Charles Reagan Wilson, Baptized in Blood: The Religion of the Lost Cause, 1865–1920 (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1980) and Gaines M. Foster, Ghosts of the Confederacy: Defeat, the Lost Cause, and the Emergence of the New South (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987). The essays in The Myth of the Lost Cause and Civil War History, edited by Gary W. Gallagher and Alan T. Nolan (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000) further explore the role of veterans in the construction of Civil War memory in the old Confederacy.

The fight over the memory of the war continued to shape the South, and historians have begun to explore its aspects at the state level. See W. Scott Poole, Never Surrender: Confederate Memory and Conservatism in the South Carolina Upcountry (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2004). Also see the course taken by the loyal Union state of Kentucky and the Confederate veterans residing therein in Anne E. Marshall, Creating a Confederate Kentucky: The Lost Cause and Civil War Memory in a Border State (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2010).

The Lost Cause dominated the popular memory of the war into the twentieth century in part because it appeared that even Union veterans could live with it if it allowed them to move beyond the lingering animosities left by the war. They could accept reconciliation while sacrificing the memory of emancipation and the contributions of their black comrades to secure it. David W. Blight’s Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2001) supports this idea. Nina Silber traces the shifting views of Northern and Southern veterans toward reconciliation as men and sections tired of conflict in The Romance of Reunion: Northerners and the South, 1865–1900 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1993). Other scholars emphasize the difficulty of arriving at the point of reconciliation, showing that many Northern veterans would not allow the Lost Cause to overshadow the fact that they had fought for their own high ideals and had won. Even if larger Northern society could accept a Southern interpretation of the war and accept a reconciliation that abandoned African Americans, Northern veterans refused to abdicate their place in creating a Union memory of the war. The Grand Army of the Republic, the largest Union veterans’ organization, was at the center of this effort to preserve a Union memory of the cause for which they had sacrificed so much to win. Mary R. Dearing’s older study of the organization, Veterans in Politics: The Story of the GAR (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1952), remains useful for its focus on politics, but the broader exploration of the organization is Stuart McConnell, Glorious Contentment: The Grand Army of the Republic, 1865–1900 (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1992). By focusing on local chapters of the GAR, Barbara A. Gannon has found a greater camaraderie between black and white veterans than previously assumed. See her The Won Cause: Black and White Comradeship in the Grand Army of the Republic (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2012). Also see Robert Hunt’s The Good Men Who Won the War: Army of the Cumberland Veterans and Emancipation Memory (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2010), an exploration of the memoirs of the veterans of that army, to fathom how those western soldiers remembered their victory and the role emancipation. For a strong argument in favor of the line drawn by men from both sides in coming together in a happy reconciliation of enemies, see Caroline E. Janney, Remembering the Civil War: Reunion and the Limits of Reconciliation (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013) in which the author reminds readers that reunion and reconciliation are two different things. M. Keith Harris delves into the memories of veterans and how their commitments to their old causes limited the process of reconciliation in Across the Bloody Chasm: The Culture of Commemoration among Civil War Veterans (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2014). Also see John R. Neff on memory and reconciliation among veterans and civilian and the conflict between the Lost Cause of the old Confederacy and the Union’s “Cause Victorious” in Honoring the Civil War Dead: Commemoration and the Problem of Reconciliation (Lawrence: University of Kansas Press, 2005). Another approach to the limits of reconciliation is Benjamin G. Cloyd, Haunted by Atrocity: Civil War Prisons in American Memory (Baton Rouge Louisiana State University Press, 2010).

Almost every Civil War battle may call forth a study of its memory before too long and at the heart of each of them will be how veterans recalled their experiences in the particular fights. Studies now in print join those noted earlier in furthering our understanding of how men shaped the “history” of the war to suit their purposes. For an example of what the best of this genre can be, see Carol Reardon, Pickett’s Charge in History and Memory (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2003), in which veterans play a central part in constructing that memory. Kevin M. Levin, Remembering the Battle of the Crater: War as Murder (Lexington: University Press of Kentucky, 2012) presents views concerning the participation of the U.S. Colored Troops in that battle.
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