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FOREWORD

THE War Between the States occurred on a vast scale, and no other period of American history is so full of dramatic events, remarkable personalities, and revolutionary changes. The body of literature produced by participants in the war is immense. There are hundreds of memoirs by generals, lesser officers, privates, politicians, and civilians. Thousands of observers and participants, even if they did not write books, left published record of their experiences in pamphlets and newspaper and magazine articles—the stuff of memories and postwar controversy and raw material for historians.

Of all Confederate memoirs—I cannot speak for the Union—Richard Taylor’s Destruction and Reconstruction: Personal Experiences of the Late War is the best, and for many reasons. The author held a command, at various times, in all three main theatres of the war—Virginia, the Tennessee Valley, and the Trans-Mississippi. This, with his social prominence—he was the son of President Zachary Taylor and the brother-in-law of Jefferson Davis—gave him an unexampled opportunity to observe a number of the great battles and to know personally many of the most important players on both sides. As Taylor himself put it, he had followed the Confederacy from cradle to hearse.

Further, unlike many generals in their postwar memoirs, he had no personal axe to grind. His military career had been as successful as was possible under the circumstances—there were no big losses or mistakes to explain away. While he knew most of the major political actors on both sides and was on hand for many political events, he regarded himself always as a soldier serving his people, and he had no political ambitions to advance.

But all these advantages would have counted for little if Taylor had not been, as Douglas Southall Freeman wrote: “the one Confederate general who possessed literary art that approached the first rank.” Taylor is a very good writer. The account of his experiences is vivid and unflagging. We always have sufficient detail to understand without ever losing the movement of the narrative. His asides are always relevant and entertaining. (See, for instance, the passage on the mint julep on page 78 or his call on the ladies to have correct notions of male character on page 68.) His characterizations of people he met are concise, telling, balanced. “No firmer, more accurate pictures are to be found in Confederate literature than those Taylor penned,” wrote Freeman.

For instance, he describes the ill-starred Braxton Bragg thus: “Possessing experience in and talent for war, he was the most laborious of commanders, devoting every moment to the discharge of his duties. As a disciplinarian he far surpassed any of the senior Confederate generals; but his method and manner were harsh, and he could have won the affections of his troops only by leading them to victory. He furnished a striking illustration of the necessity of a healthy body for a sound intellect.” It would be impossible to say more that was true, fair, and perceptive in so short a compass. His many vivid encounters with Stonewall Jackson are memorable, as when Taylor forgot himself and cursed his men into steadiness under fire. Jackson, who had already praised Taylor for his marching, laid his hand gently on his shoulder and said, “I am afraid you are a wicked fellow.” Then rode away and left Taylor to his part of the battle.

So good and convincing are Taylor’s portraits of the leaders of the Confederacy that they have become almost standards and truisms, even among those who do not know where they originated. But Taylor was more than just a good writer, able to describe character and retell his experiences in good form. Even more important, he had a far-ranging, olympian mind, able to see the greater pattern of events, the deeper meaning of the revolutionary changes that overtook American society in his time. For that reason, his is one of the most important statements of the Southern understanding of the war, and truly a Southern classic.

Richard Taylor states several times in his memoir that Louisiana was his native state. That is substantially but not literally true. He was actually born on January 27, 1826, at an old family plantation near Louisville, Kentucky, but the family had already settled in Louisiana and soon returned there. He was named for a grandfather who had been an officer of Virginia Continentals in the Revolution. His father, then Colonel Zachary Taylor, one of the ranking officers of the small United States Army, was connected to a vast and prominent Virginia-Kentucky cousinage, and his mother was similarly connected in Maryland. When he was nine, his older sister married a young officer, Jefferson Davis, though she died tragically shortly after.

By the time of his graduation from Yale in 1845, Richard Taylor was widely traveled and acquainted. Shortly after, he spent some time with his father at army headquarters in Mexico, his nearest thing to actual military experience before the Civil War. His father’s year as President broadened still further Taylor’s acquaintance at the highest levels of American society, North and South.

The 1850’s Taylor spent as a prosperous sugar planter in St. Charles Parish, Louisiana. He married into a prominent Creole family, served in the state legislature, and attended several national political conventions as a delegate. But his greatest interest seems to have been his vast library, which he knew well. His memoir reveals a mind well-stocked with literature and history and able to apply its learning appositely. No one who met Taylor had any doubt of his cultivation, power, and distinction. The subtitle of a recent, fairly good, biography by T. Michael Parrish, Richard Taylor: Soldier Prince of Dixie (1992), is just.

Taylor’s inheritance, like R. E. Lee’s, was the Virginia Federalist-Whig tradition of Washington and Marshall. In Southern terms he was a conservative Unionist, without enthusiasm either for state rights or for radical action. All his instincts were conservative and aristocratic, in the best sense. This gave him a certain detachment from the disaster that overcame the United States under the direction of politicians claiming to serve the people. “Vox populi, vox diaboli,” he remarks.

Throughout the 1850’s his weight was on the side of moderation. He looked on the breakup of the Democratic party at Charleston in i860, where he was a delegate, with regret. But like most men of his orientation, he never doubted that the cause of the South was right, and by 1861 was with the majority of his state for secession. Thereafter he regarded himself as a soldier bound to duty and swept up in events that might be understood but not controlled. These events “followed with bewildering rapidity,” he writes, “and the human agencies concerned seemed as unconscious as scene-shifters in some awful tragedy.”

Taylor’s accomplishments as soldier are all the more remarkable when we consider that he did not expect success for his cause; he suffered several times from severe illness during the war; his plantation was gratuitously plundered, leaving many of his slaves to starve, and then confiscated; his wife was reduced to the status of refugee; and two of his four children died in his absence.

Taylor made no claim to military genius. “Genius is God-given but men are responsible for their acts.” We see how he shouldered that responsibility, putting to use all his prewar study, learning as he went, and exercising great care and industry, to make himself into a good commander. Always performing his immediate duty, he never lost sight of the big picture, even where he was not involved. He understood perfectly, for instance, the ill feeling between President Davis and General Joseph E. Johnston, how it arose, and what it cost the Confederacy. His judgment on all the larger military issues is simple and sound.

By the autumn of 1861 Taylor was a brigadier general. He commanded what became the notable Louisiana brigade of the Army of Northern Virginia. It took a conspicuous part in Jackson’s Valley campaign. Taylor’s account of these events, and of the leading personalities—Jackson, Ewell, Ashby, and many others—is superb. He also took a part, though a lesser one, in the Seven Days.

In July 1862 he was promoted to major general and assigned to command in Louisiana west of the Mississippi. He hoped, at the least, to restore morale and contain the federal invasion of the state, at best to relieve Vicksburg and recapture New Orleans. Chapters VII through XI recount two years’ experiences in this less known quarter of the war.

It was here that Taylor showed his real worth. He restored morale among a depressed civilian population, created war production, armed and organized troops, and with always inferior forces began to inflict checks and losses on the enemy. The culminating achievement was his victory in the Red River campaign in the spring of 1864, aided by such sterling soldiers as Alexander Mouton and the Texas frontiersman, General Tom Green.

The Federals sent a large and well-equipped expedition under the political general Banks up the Red River, the primary purposes being to steal cotton and terrorize civilians, as Ludwell H. Johnson has shown in his excellent history of the campaign. Taylor was outnumbered about seven to one, not even counting the large Federal fleet of armored and heavily armed gunboats. With a few thousand Creoles and Texans he sent Banks running back to New Orleans.

Taylor always believed, and with grim sarcasm argues, that he was prevented from further gains for the Confederate cause by the obstinate caution and blindness of his superior, General Edmund Kirby Smith, commander of the Trans-Mississippi Department. Taylor often has scornful (though always pointed and persuasive) things to say about various leaders on the Northern side. But his greatest scorn is for those Confederates who proved obstructive or gave less than their best; like Kirby Smith and Vice-President Stephens.

Finding further service under Smith useless and intolerable, Taylor requested relief. He was promoted to lieutenant general in August 1864, and assigned to command in Alabama, Mississippi, and east Louisiana. Of the twenty-five highest officers of the Confederacy (full generals and lieutenant generals) Taylor was one of only three who had not been a professional soldier. The others were Wade Hampton and Bedford Forrest. In his new command Taylor got to know Forrest, for whom he had the greatest respect and whom he describes memorably (pages 203–205). Forrest returned the respect and is reported to have said of Taylor: “He’s the biggest man in the lot. If we’d had more like him, we would have licked the Yankees long ago.”

Taylor briefly in early 1865 commanded what was left of the Army of Tennessee after Hood had wrecked it at Franklin and Nashville, and in the closing weeks of the war, again described vividly, operated with dwindling hopes and resources in Alabama. He surrendered the last Confederate force east of the Mississippi to the Federal General Canby, the civil authority of the Confederacy having ceased to exist. Or as he puts it: “On the 8th of May, 1865, at Citronelle, forty miles north of Mobile, I delivered the epilogue of the great drama in which I had played a humble part.”

Taylor’s account of the surrender negotiations reveals beautifully his style and viewpoint and much about the Southern motivation in the war. With one officer he went in a railroad hand car to meet Canby. Negotiations done, he gratefully accepted an invitation to a bounteous luncheon spread by the Federals. Most of the Northern officers behaved with great courtesy and respect for their defeated enemy’s feelings. But:

There was, as ever, a skeleton at the feast, in the person of a general officer who had recently left Germany to become a citizen and soldier of the United States. This person, with the strong accent and idioms of the Fatherland, comforted me by assurances that we of the South would speedily recognize our ignorance and errors, especially about slavery and the rights of the States, and rejoice in the results of the war. . . . I apologized meekly for my ignorance, on the ground that my ancestors had come from England to Virginia in 1608, and in the short intervening period of two hundred and fifty-odd years, had found no time to transmit to me correct ideas of the duties of American citizenship. Moreover, my grandfather, commanding the 9th Virginia regiment in our Revolutionary army, had assisted in the defeat and capture of the Hessian mercenaries at Trenton, and I lamented that he had not, by association with these worthies, enlightened his understanding. My friend smiled blandly, and assured me of his willingness to instruct me.

Taylor’s portraits of Confederate leaders are often quoted. His similar characterizations of Northern leaders, though quite as perceptive and balanced, are, of course, much less fashionable. He knew many of the Northern leaders before the war, and after the war was well-acquainted with Andrew Johnson, Grant, and others. His characterizations of Harriet Beecher Stowe, Edwin M. Stanton, Charles Sumner, Thaddeus Stevens, and others, are harsh but too just to be comforting to the victors’ mythology.

Those Northerners he considered to be honorable soldiers, not making war upon women and children, Taylor often complimented. But he had, understandably, no tolerance of the vast depredations on civilians committed by the Union forces, something all too often and too conveniently forgotten. And his general assessments of the character and military performance of Grant, McClellan, Sherman, Pope, Butler, and other Union generals is instructive. His greatest contempt was reserved for self-serving politicians and all-knowing newspaper editors on both sides who never smelled powder.

Taylor passed away in 1879 at the age of only fifty-three, and not long after Destruction and Reconstruction had been completed. The title encompasses, it should be noted, not only the war but its grim aftermath. Taylor played an important, though largely behind-the-scenes, role in the affairs of the Reconstruction period. His observations and opinions are well worth considering. Though very much out of the fashion at this publication, it is not at all improbable that one day the pendulum of judgment will swing back, as it has done before.

His picture of the results of the war—the decimation of the South and the rampant corruption of official Washington and of the national morale—is as vivid and telling as any of his narratives of battles and campaigns. “Already shortened by the war,” Taylor writes, “the standard of morality, honesty, and right was buried out of sight.”

Taylor’s view of postwar America somewhat resembles that of displaced Northern “aristocrats” like Henry Adams, whom he knew. But there is a morally qualitative difference. Taylor’s is not the disdainful aloofness of the pampered rich, too fastidious to play the game, but rather the well-earned wisdom of one who had given all and lost. Adams, after all, was on the winning side and should have assumed some responsibility for the consequences.

Taylor reminds us, eloquently, that for one who remembered the standards of the Old Republic, the great triumph of democracy, nationalism, and material progress in the nineteenth century was not an advance at all, but a degeneration. He thus delivers a profound and final Southern judgment on the great cataclysm of destruction and reconstruction that remains the key to American history. And the clarity of mind, courage, and integrity that shine through this book remind us of much that was best about the Old South.

Clyde N. Wilson
Columbia, South Carolina


AUTHOR’S PREFACE

These reminiscences of Secession, War, and Reconstruction it has seemed to me a duty to record. An actor therein, accident of fortune afforded me exceptional advantages for an interior view.

The opinions expressed are sincerely entertained, but of their correctness such readers as I may find must judge. I have in most cases been a witness to the facts alleged, or have obtained them from the best sources. Where statements are made upon less authority, I have carefully endeavored to indicate it by the language employed.

R. TAYLOR

December, 1877.


CHAPTER I

Secession

THE history of the United States, as yet unwritten, will show the causes of the “Civil War” to have been in existence during the Colonial era, and to have cropped out into full view in the debates of the several State Assemblies on the adoption of the Federal Constitution, in which instrument Luther Martin, Patrick Henry, and others, insisted that they were implanted. African slavery at the time was universal, and its extinction in the North, as well as its extension in the South, was due to economic reasons alone.

The first serious difficulty of the Federal Government arose from the attempt to lay an excise on distilled spirits. The second arose from the hostility of New England traders to the policy of the Government in the war of 1812, by which their special interests were menaced; and there is now evidence to prove that, but for the unexpected peace, an attempt to disrupt the Union would then have been made.

The “Missouri Compromise” of 1820 was in reality a truce between antagonistic revenue systems, each seeking to gain the balance of power. For many years subsequently, slaves—as domestic servants—were taken to the Territories without exciting remark, and the “Nullification” movement in South Carolina was entirely directed against the tariff.

Anti-slavery was agitated from an early period, but failed to attract public attention for many years. At length, by unwearied industry, by ingeniously attaching itself to exciting questions of the day, with which it had no natural connection, it succeeded
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