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    This is a study of how wartime leadership turns information into action, and how character under pressure shapes the fate of a nation. Charles A. Dana writes from the vantage point of an insider who watched decisions emerge from crowded offices and contested camps, where personalities mattered as much as plans. His recollection emphasizes the discipline of observation and the responsibility of interpretation, tracing the subtle chain that links reports, judgments, and orders. By foregrounding the human and institutional pressures of the time, the book invites readers to follow the currents of influence that move behind formal proclamations and public headlines.

Recollections of the Civil War is a late nineteenth-century memoir by Charles A. Dana, a prominent journalist who became a senior official in the United States War Department under Secretary Edwin M. Stanton. Situated between Washington and Union headquarters in the field, it presents the American Civil War through administrative corridors, command tents, and the conversations that shaped policy. Published well after the conflict, it reflects on experiences accumulated during the war years while maintaining the brisk clarity of contemporary notes. The result is personal history rather than battlefield chronicle, attentive to the processes and people that steered the Union effort.

The premise is straightforward and compelling: Dana recounts his assignments to observe operations, confer with leading figures, and relay assessments to the War Department, narrating what it felt like to move between authority and accountability. The voice is steady, reportorial, and reflective, favoring precise detail and calm appraisal over rhetoric. Readers encounter portraits shaped by proximity rather than hindsight, yet tempered by the author’s later perspective. The mood is disciplined and analytical, with moments of immediacy that punctuate broader institutional commentary. It is an experience of corridors and councils as much as camps and campaigns, rendered with practiced editorial restraint.

At its core, the book weighs leadership and oversight: how civilians and soldiers negotiate responsibility, how reputations are made, and how decisions travel from desk to front. It explores the ethics of judgment when lives and national purpose are at stake, and it traces the continual testing of competence that wartime imposes. Communication—its speed, accuracy, and trustworthiness—appears as a decisive instrument of power. The narrative also attends to organization and morale, showing how systems, incentives, and personalities interact. Rather than celebrate or condemn, Dana probes the conditions that make command effective, situating individual choices within the machinery of a modernizing state.

These concerns resonate today because they ask enduring questions about governance under stress: What should oversight look like in crises, and who guards the guardians. Readers interested in civil-military relations, public administration, and media-state dynamics will find an early, lucid case study. As a longtime editor turned official, Dana is attentive to how information shapes policy and public understanding, and to the responsibilities that follow from having access to facts others do not. The book’s relevance lies less in any single episode than in its sustained attention to transparency, merit, and accountability—issues that continue to challenge institutions in moments of strain.

Stylistically, the memoir offers a blend of vignette and analysis: brief, memorable scenes set against clear explanations of procedure and intent. It opens the door to offices where priorities are argued and refined, then steps outside to observe how those priorities meet reality. The pacing alternates between quiet deliberation and sudden urgency, mirroring the rhythm of wartime administration. Readers can expect candid appraisals shaped by proximity, yet delivered with restraint and an eye for context. The emphasis on clarity rather than spectacle makes the narrative accessible to general readers while still rewarding those who study policy, strategy, or leadership.

Approached as an extended conversation with a participant-witness, this memoir offers a rare view of national decision-making as lived experience, not distant legend. It bridges personal memory and institutional history, illuminating how systems are animated by the judgments of particular people at particular moments. Dana’s recollections invite reflection on the craft of governing in crisis and on the measures by which we evaluate those who lead. Without revealing more than its premise, it promises an intimate, disciplined tour of the Union’s inner workings, encouraging readers to consider how information, integrity, and resolve can determine the course of events.
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    Recollections of the Civil War presents Charles A. Dana’s firsthand account of the Union war effort, drawn from his service as a War Department emissary and later as Assistant Secretary of War. Written after the conflict and based on official dispatches and memory, it offers portraits of principal leaders and a behind-the-scenes view of decision-making in Washington and the field. Dana traces his path from journalism into government service under Secretary Edwin M. Stanton, setting the stage for a narrative focused on administrative coordination, field observation, and the communications link that connected the Lincoln administration with its generals during critical campaigns.

Dana begins by describing the War Department’s organization and tempo, emphasizing Stanton’s methods, Lincoln’s accessibility, and the central role of the telegraph. He outlines how bureaus managed mobilization, supply, and personnel while the cabinet balanced political pressures with military needs. Early chapters sketch the challenge of aligning disparate commanders and departments to a unified strategy. Through anecdotes and documentation, he shows how information flowed from the front to Washington, how orders were translated into action, and how the administration assessed commanders’ performance amid public scrutiny, congressional oversight, and the evolving requirements of a vast, citizen-based army.

Stanton sent Dana west to observe and report on operations against Vicksburg, where Ulysses S. Grant was maneuvering for control of the Mississippi. Dana recounts his arrival, the army’s condition, and the sequence that carried Union forces to the siege lines. He narrates the crossings, the inland thrust that isolated Vicksburg, and the establishment of investment around the city, highlighting logistics and morale. Communicating directly with Washington, he provided continuous updates on progress, command relationships, and local conditions. These reports tied strategic expectations to battlefield realities, informing the government’s decisions as the campaign matured into a prolonged and decisive siege.

Dana addresses rumors and doubts surrounding Grant, detailing how daily contact shaped his dispatches about the general’s habits, judgment, and steadiness under pressure. He records the coordination among army and navy, the persistence of the siege, and the culmination in Vicksburg’s surrender. The narrative emphasizes the strategic consequences of opening the Mississippi River and splitting the Confederacy’s western resources. He shows how the results strengthened confidence in commanders who delivered tangible gains and how that confidence, transmitted through official channels, influenced subsequent assignments and the broader alignment of Union leadership for the next phase of the war.

Following the crisis at Chickamauga, Dana was sent to the Army of the Cumberland at Chattanooga to evaluate conditions and leadership. He describes the aftermath: strained supply lines, lowered morale, and uncertainty in command. His dispatches detailed the army’s precarious position and informed Washington’s deliberations on reinforcing and reorganizing the theater. He records the arrival of Grant to consolidate western armies under a single direction, the reassignment of responsibilities, and the renewed emphasis on logistics. The narrative traces how decisions made in the capital, guided by field reporting, translated into structural changes intended to restore momentum and stabilize the front.

Dana recounts the opening of the “cracker line,” which revived Chattanooga’s supplies and enabled coordinated action. He describes the engagements around Lookout Mountain and Missionary Ridge from his vantage point, noting the timing, execution, and immediate effects on Confederate positions. Rapid communications kept Washington apprised of unfolding events and their implications. He follows the swift turn to relieve Knoxville, illustrating the theater-wide thinking that characterized late-1863 operations. The account underscores how improved supply, unity of command, and sustained pressure translated into offensive success, setting conditions for subsequent campaigns and reinforcing the government’s confidence in its reorganized western leadership.

Elevated to Assistant Secretary of War, Dana’s responsibilities broadened from observation to active management. He outlines personnel matters, promotions, and military justice; the War Department’s handling of trade and contraband; and the coordination of transportation, pay, and procurement. He covers internal dissent, the enforcement of draft laws, and the role of provost marshals, including episodes of resistance that required swift federal response. His narrative remains administrative and factual, showing how policies were implemented across states and theaters, how intelligence informed action, and how the department balanced military necessity with civil considerations while preserving the Union’s capacity to sustain prolonged operations.

The book includes profiles of major figures and the dynamics among them. Dana sketches Grant’s rise to general-in-chief, Sherman’s operational approach, Thomas’s steadiness, Sheridan’s aggressiveness, and the contrasting styles of other commanders. He notes instances of selection and relief, the matching of tasks to leaders, and the importance of coordinated campaigns in 1864. Field visits and correspondence provided the War Department with continuous assessments of readiness, discipline, and supply. He also describes controversies over exchanges, irregular trade, and jurisdiction, showing how clarity of authority and consistent support were required to keep armies aligned with national objectives.

Dana concludes with the war’s closing phases and their administrative burdens: sustaining offensives, managing casualties and replacements, and preparing for demobilization once victory became attainable. He notes the political context surrounding 1864, the steadying influence of executive leadership, and the effect of battlefield outcomes on public confidence. The final chapters stress the integration of policy, logistics, and command as the basis of Union success. Recollections of the Civil War thus presents an insider’s record of how decisions were made and executed, highlighting discipline in administration and coherence in strategy as central to winning the conflict.
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    Charles A. Dana’s Recollections of the Civil War is set primarily between 1863 and 1865, when he served as Assistant Secretary of War under Edwin M. Stanton. The narrative moves between Washington, D.C.—the nerve center of Union policy, logistics, and telegraphy—and key Western Theater fronts, including Mississippi and Tennessee. The United States was fractured: an industrializing, populous North mobilized unprecedented resources against a slaveholding Confederacy. Railroads, the military telegraph, and centralized administration transformed warfare. Dana writes from inside the War Department as it managed conscription, war finance, and command appointments, and from field headquarters where he observed Ulysses S. Grant, William T. Sherman, and George H. Thomas during pivotal campaigns.

The Vicksburg Campaign (April–July 1863) secured Union control of the Mississippi River and split the Confederacy. Grant crossed at Bruinsburg on April 30, won Port Gibson (May 1), Raymond (May 12), Jackson (May 14), Champion Hill (May 16), and Big Black River (May 17), then besieged Vicksburg from May 18 until John C. Pemberton’s surrender on July 4, 1863. Dana was dispatched in spring 1863 to evaluate Grant and report on rumors of incompetence or inebriation. His encrypted dispatches to Stanton supported Grant’s operational method and steadiness, helping solidify political backing in Washington for the bold maneuver strategy culminating in Vicksburg’s fall.

After the Union defeat at Chickamauga (September 19–20, 1863), William S. Rosecrans’s Army of the Cumberland was besieged in Chattanooga. Stanton orchestrated a rapid rail transfer of the XI and XII Corps under Joseph Hooker from Virginia to Tennessee (late September–early October), while Grant assumed command of the Military Division of the Mississippi (October 1863) and George H. Thomas replaced Rosecrans (October 19). The “Cracker Line” opened on October 27, alleviating shortages. Union forces then won Lookout Mountain (November 24) and Missionary Ridge (November 25). Dana, on scene, reported Rosecrans’s paralysis, endorsed Thomas’s firmness, and detailed Grant’s direction of the decisive breakout to Washington.

The reorganization of Union high command culminated in Grant’s promotion to general-in-chief on March 9, 1864, replacing Henry W. Halleck’s operational primacy. Before that, Grant’s Western victories—Vicksburg and Chattanooga—had demonstrated a capacity for coordination across theaters and relentless pressure. Dana’s reports to Stanton, and hence to Abraham Lincoln, were central to countering detractors and validating Grant’s elevation. The book depicts the War Department’s informal intelligence network—cipher telegraph, couriers, and personal observation—through which Dana translated battlefield realities into policy decisions, accelerated reinforcements, and trimmed bureaucracy. His recollections illuminate how administrative decisiveness in Washington shaped the consolidation of command that defined 1864 strategy.

Emancipation and the enlistment of Black soldiers reframed the war’s purpose. The Emancipation Proclamation (January 1, 1863) authorized the recruitment of African American troops; the Bureau of Colored Troops was created on May 22, 1863. By war’s end, about 180,000 Black men served in the U.S. Colored Troops, with notable actions at Fort Wagner (July 1863) and Port Hudson (May–July 1863). Dana’s vantage point inside the War Department, and his travels in Mississippi and Tennessee, exposed him to the practicalities of recruitment, pay inequities, and command skepticism. His account reflects the administrative push—pay regulations, officer selection, and training—to integrate Black soldiers into Union operational plans.

The political crisis of 1864 tested Union resolve. Abraham Lincoln’s National Union ticket with Andrew Johnson faced Democrat George B. McClellan, whose Chicago platform (August 1864) called for peace negotiations. Military successes—Atlanta’s fall (September 2, 1864) and Philip H. Sheridan’s Shenandoah victories (September–October)—shifted momentum. Salmon P. Chase resigned as Treasury Secretary (June 30, 1864), revealing cabinet fractures; the Wade–Davis Manifesto (August 5, 1864) attacked Lincoln’s reconstruction approach. Dana chronicles Washington’s summer anxiety, the War Department’s use of the telegraph to monitor campaign developments, and the decisive soldiers’ vote. His recollections connect battlefield outcomes to electoral legitimacy and the administration’s survival.

Modern logistics and anti-corruption drives underpinned Union victory. The U.S. Military Telegraph Corps (Anson Stager, Thomas T. Eckert) and Quartermaster General Montgomery C. Meigs expanded capacity; U.S. Military Railroads (Daniel C. McCallum, with earlier engineering by Herman Haupt) enabled rapid troop transfers. The War Department battled contractor fraud and speculative abuses in occupied zones, especially the wartime cotton trade along the Mississippi regulated by Treasury licenses. Dana, entrusted by Stanton, conducted field inspections around Memphis and Vicksburg, reported on profiteering, and coordinated seizures to curb illicit commerce. The book highlights how administrative vigilance, secure ciphers, and disciplined supply lines were as decisive as battlefield tactics.

As social and political critique, Dana’s recollections expose the costs of indecisive command, patronage politics, and uneven enforcement of wartime policy. He condemns logistical graft and cotton-trade profiteering that diverted resources from soldiers. His assessments of Rosecrans and other generals weigh personal ambition against public necessity, implicitly defending centralized oversight. On slavery and the USCT, he underscores both policy courage and persistent discrimination in pay and recognition. The book also records class strains intensified by conscription and substitution, and the dangers of defeatism in Copperhead politics. By treating administration as a battlefield, Dana indicts systemic inertia while advocating merit, information, and national purpose.
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Mr. Dana wrote these Recollections of the civil war according to a purpose which he had entertained for several years. They were completed only a few months before his death on October 17, 1897. A large part of the narrative has been published serially in McClure's Magazine. In the chapter about Abraham Lincoln and the Lincoln Cabinet Mr. Dana has drawn from a lecture which he delivered in 1896 before the New Haven Colony Historical Society. The incident of the self-wounded spy, in the chapter relating to the secret service of the war, was first printed in the North American Review for August, 1891. A few of the anecdotes about Mr. Lincoln which appear in this book were told by Mr. Dana originally in a brief contribution to a volume entitled Reminiscences of Abraham Lincoln by Distinguished Men of his Time, edited by the late Allen Thorndike Rice, and published in 1886.

Although Mr. Dana was in one sense the least reminiscent of men, living actively in the present, and always more interested in to-morrow than in yesterday, and although it was his characteristic habit to toss into the wastebasket documents for history which many persons would have treasured, he found in the preparation of the following chapters abundant material wherewith to stimulate and confirm his own memory, in the form of his official and unofficial reports written at the front for the information of Mr. Stanton and Mr. Lincoln, and private letters to members of his family and intimate friends.

Charles Anderson Dana was forty-four years old when his appointment as Assistant Secretary of War put him behind the scenes of the great drama then enacting, and brought him into personal relations with the conspicuous civilians and soldiers of the war period. Born in New Hampshire on August 8, 1819, he had passed by way of western New York, Harvard College, and Brook Farm into the profession which he loved and in which he labored almost to the last day of his life. When Secretary Stanton called him to Washington he had been engaged for nearly fifteen years in the management of the New York Tribune, the journal most powerful at that time in solidifying Northern sentiment for the crisis that was to come. When the war was over and the Union preserved, he returned at once to journalism. His career subsequently as the editor of The Sun for thirty years is familiar to most Americans.



It is proper to note the circumstance that the three years covered by Mr. Dana's Recollections as here recorded constitute the only term during which he held any public office, and the only break in more than half a century of continuous experience in the making of newspapers. His connection with the Government during those momentous years is an episode in the story of a life that throbbed from boyhood to age with intellectual energy, and was crowded with practical achievement.




New York, 
October 17, 1898.



CHAPTER I.

FROM THE TRIBUNE TO THE WAR DEPARTMENT.
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First meeting with Mr. Lincoln—Early correspondence with Mr. Stanton—A command obtained for General Frémont[2]—The new energy in the military operations—Mr. Stanton disclaims the credit—The War Secretary's opinion of McClellan—Mr. Dana called into Government service—The Cairo investigation and its results—First acquaintance with General Grant.



I had been associated with Horace Greeley on the New York Tribune for about fifteen years when, one morning early in April, 1862, Mr. Sinclair, the advertising manager of the paper, came to me, saying that Mr. Greeley would be glad to have me resign. I asked one of my associates to find from Mr. Greeley if that was really his wish. In a few hours he came to me saying that I had better go. I stayed the day out in order to make up the paper and give them an opportunity to find a successor, but I never went into the office after that. I think I then owned a fifth of the paper—twenty shares; this stock my colleagues bought.

Mr. Greeley never gave a reason for dismissing me, nor did I ever ask for one. I know, though, that the real explanation was that while he was for peace I was for war, and that as long as I stayed on the Tribune there was a spirit there which was not his spirit—that he did not like.

My retirement from the Tribune was talked of in the newspapers for a day or two, and brought me a letter from the Secretary of War, Edwin M. Stanton[1], saying he would like to employ me in the War Department. I had already met Mr. Lincoln, and had carried on a brief correspondence with Mr. Stanton. My meeting with Mr. Lincoln was shortly after his inauguration. He had appointed Mr. Seward to be his Secretary of State, and some of the Republican leaders of New York who had been instrumental in preventing Mr. Seward's nomination to the presidency, and in securing that of Mr. Lincoln, had begun to fear that they would be left out in the cold in the distribution of the offices. General James S. Wadsworth, George Opdyke, Lucius Robinson, T. B. Carroll, and Henry B. Stanton were among the number of these gentlemen. Their apprehensions were somewhat mitigated by the fact that Mr. Chase, to whom we were all friendly, was Secretary of the Treasury. But, notwithstanding, they were afraid that the superior tact and pertinacity of Mr. Seward and of Mr. Thurlow Weed, Seward's close friend and political manager, would get the upper hand, and that the power of the Federal administration would be put into the control of the rival faction; accordingly, several of them determined to go to Washington, and I was asked to go with them.

I believe the appointment for our interview with the President was made through Mr. Chase; but at any rate we all went up to the White House together, except Mr. Henry B. Stanton, who stayed away because he was himself an applicant for office.

Mr. Lincoln received us in the large room upstairs in the east wing of the White House, where he had his working office. The President stood up while General Wadsworth, who was our principal spokesman, and Mr. Opdyke stated what was desired. After the interview had begun, a big Indianian, who was a messenger in attendance in the White House, came into the room and said to the President:

"She wants you."

"Yes, yes," said Mr. Lincoln, without stirring.

Soon afterward the messenger returned again, exclaiming, "I say, she wants you!"

The President was evidently annoyed, but instead of going out after the messenger he remarked to us:

"One side shall not gobble up everything. Make out a list of places and men you want, and I will endeavor to apply the rule of give and take."

General Wadsworth answered:

"Our party will not be able to remain in Washington, but we will leave such a list with Mr. Carroll, and whatever he agrees to will be agreeable to us."

Mr. Lincoln continued: "Let Mr. Carroll come in to-morrow, and we will see what can be done."

This is the substance of the interview, and what most impressed me was the evident fairness of the President. We all felt that he meant to do what was right and square in the matter. While he was not the man to promote factious quarrels and difficulties within his party, he did not intend to leave in the lurch the friends through whose exertions his nomination and election had finally been brought about. At the same time he understood perfectly that we of New York and our associates in the Republican body had not gone to Chicago for the purpose of nominating him, or of nominating any one in particular, but only to beat Mr. Seward, and thereupon to do the best that could be done as regards the selection of the candidate.

My acquaintance with Mr. Stanton had come about through an editorial which I had written for the Tribune on his entrance to the War Department. I had sent it to him with a letter calling his attention to certain facts with which it seemed to me the War Department ought to deal. In reply I received the following letter:


Washington, 
January 24, 1862.


My dear Sir: Yours of the 22d only reached me this evening. The facts you mention were new to me, but there is too much reason to fear they are true. But that matter will, I think, be corrected very speedily.

You can not tell how much obligation I feel myself under for your kindness. Every man who wishes the country to pass through this trying hour should stand on watch, and aid me. Bad passions and little passions and mean passions gather around and hem in the great movements that should deliver this nation.

Two days ago I wrote you a long letter—a three pager—expressing my thanks for your admirable article of the 21st, stating my position and purposes; and in that letter I mentioned some of the circumstances of my unexpected appointment. But, interrupted before it was completed, I will not inflict, or afflict, you with it.

I know the task that is before us—I say us, because the Tribune has its mission as plainly as I have mine, and they tend to the same end. But I am not in the smallest degree dismayed or disheartened. By God's blessing we shall prevail. I feel a deep, earnest feeling growing up around me. We have no jokes or trivialities, but all with whom I act show that they are now in dead earnest.

I know you will rejoice to know this.

As soon as I can get the machinery of the office working, the rats cleared out, and the rat holes stopped we shall move. This army has got to fight or run away; and while men are striving nobly in the West, the champagne and oysters on the Potomac must be stopped. But patience for a short while only is all I ask, if you and others like you will rally around me.




Yours truly,




Edwin M. Stanton.




C. A. Dana, Esq.



A few days after this I wrote Mr. Stanton a second letter, in which I asked him to give General Frémont a chance. At the breaking out of the war Frémont had been made a major general in the regular army and the command of the Western Department had been given to him. His campaign in Missouri in the summer of 1861 gave great dissatisfaction, and in November, 1861, he was relieved, after an investigation by the Secretary of War. Since that time he had been without a command. I believed, as did many others, that political intrigue was keeping Frémont back. I was anxious that he should have fair play, in order that the great mass of people who had supported him for the presidency in 1856, and who still were his warm friends, might not be dissatisfied. To my letter Mr. Stanton replied:




Washington, 
February 1, 1862.


Dear Sir: If General Frémont has any fight in him, he shall (so far as I am concerned) have a chance to show it, and I have told him so. The times require the help of every man according to his gifts, and, having neither partialities nor grudges to indulge, it will be my aim to practice on the maxim, "the tools to him that can handle them.[1q]"1

There will be serious trouble between Hunter and Lane. What Lane's expedition has in view, how it came to be set on foot, and what is expected to be accomplished by it, I do not know and have tried in vain to find out. It seems to be a haphazard affair that no one will admit himself to be responsible for. But believing that Lane has pluck, and is an earnest man, he shall have fair play. If you know anything about him or his expedition pray tell it to me.

To bring the War Department up to the standard of the times, and work an army of five hundred thousand with machinery adapted to a peace establishment of twelve thousand, is no easy task. This was Mr. Cameron's great trouble, and the cause of much of the complaints against him. All I ask is reasonable time and patience. The pressure of members of Congress for clerk and army appointments, notwithstanding the most stringent rules, and the persistent strain against all measures essential to obtain time for thought, combination, and conference, is discouraging in the extreme—it often tempts me to quit the helm in despair. The only consolation is the confidence and support of good and patriotic men; to their aid I look for strength.




Yours truly,



Edwin M. Stanton.




C. A. Dana, Esq., Tribune Office.



Very soon after Mr. Stanton went into office military affairs were energized, and a forward movement of the armies was apparent. It was followed by several victories, notably those of Fort Henry and Fort Donelson. On several occasions the Tribune credited to the head of the War Department this new spirit which seemed to inspire officers and men. Mr. Stanton, fearful of the effect of this praise, sent to the paper the following dispatch:


To the Editor of the New York Tribune:

Sir: I can not suffer undue merit to be ascribed to my official action. The glory of our recent victories belongs to the gallant officers and soldiers that fought the battles. No share of it belongs to me.

Much has recently been said of military combinations and organizing victory. I hear such phrases with apprehension. They commenced in infidel France with the Italian campaign, and resulted in Waterloo. Who can organize victory? Who can combine the elements of success on the battlefield? We owe our recent victories to the spirit of the Lord that moved our soldiers to rush into battle and filled the heart of our enemies with dismay. The inspiration that conquered in battle was in the hearts of the soldiers and from on high; and wherever there is the same inspiration there will be the same results. Patriotic spirit, with resolute courage in officers and men, is a military combination that never failed.

We may well rejoice at the recent victories, for they teach us that battles are to be won now and by us in the same and only manner that they were ever won by any people, or in any age, since the days of Joshua, by boldly pursuing and striking the foe. What, under the blessing of Providence, I conceive to be the true organization of victory and military combination to end this war, was declared in a few words by General Grant's message to General Buckner: "I propose to move immediately on your works."




Yours truly,



Edwin M. Stanton.





On receiving this I at once wired to our representative in Washington to know if Mr. Stanton meant to "repudiate" the Tribune. I received my answer from Mr. Stanton himself:


Washington, 
February 19, 1862.


Dear Sir: It occurred to me that your kind notice of myself might be perverted into a disparagement of the Western officers and soldiers to whom the merit of the recent victories justly belongs, and that it might create an antagonism between them and the head of the War Department. To avoid that misconstruction was the object of my dispatch—leaving the matter to be determined as to publication to the better judgment of the Tribune, my own mind not being clear on the point of its expediency. Mr. Hill called to see me this evening, and from the tenor of your dispatch it seemed to me that your judgment did not approve the publication, or you would not speak of me as "repudiating" anything the Tribune says. On reflection I am convinced the communication should not be published, as it might imply an antagonism between myself and the Tribune. On this, as on any future occasion, I defer to your judgment. We have one heart and mind in this great cause, and upon many essential points you have a wider range of observation and clearer sight than myself; I am therefore willing to be guided by your wisdom.




Yours truly,



Edwin M. Stanton.




C. A. Dana, Esq.



On receiving this letter we of course published his telegram at once.

When Mr. Stanton went into the War Department there was great dissatisfaction in the Tribune office with McClellan. He had been placed in command of the Army of the Potomac in the preceding August, and since November 1st had been in command of all the armies of the United States; but while he had proved himself an excellent drillmaster, he had at the same time proved that he was no general at all. His friends were loyal, however, and whatever success our armies met with was attributed to his generalship.

When the capture of Fort Donelson was announced, McClellan's friends claimed that he had directed it by telegraph from his headquarters on the Potomac. Now the terminus of the telegraph toward Fort Donelson was many miles from the battlefield. Besides, the absurdity of a general directing the movements of a battle a thousand miles off, even if he had fifty telegraph wires leading to every part of the field, was apparent. Nevertheless, McClellan's supporters kept up their claim. On February 20th the Associated Press agent at Washington, in reporting a railroad convention in Washington at which Mr. Stanton had spoken, said:

"Secretary Stanton in the course of his address paid a high compliment to the young and gallant friend at his side, Major-General McClellan, in whom he had the utmost confidence, and the results of whose military schemes, gigantic and well matured, were now exhibited to a rejoicing country. The Secretary, with upraised hands, implored Almighty God to aid them and himself, and all occupying positions under the Government, in crushing out this unholy rebellion."

I did not believe Stanton had done any such thing, so I sent the paragraph to him. The Secretary replied:


[Private.]

Washington, 
February 23, 1862.


Dear Sir: The paragraph to which you called my attention was a ridiculous and impudently impertinent effort to puff the general by a false publication of words I never uttered. Sam Barlow, one of the secretaries of the meeting, was its author, as I have been informed. It is too small a matter for me to contradict, but I told Mr. Kimlen, the other secretary, that I thought the gentlemen who invited me to be present at their meeting owed it to themselves to see that one of their own officers should not misrepresent what I said. It was for them, and due to their own honor, to see that an officer of the Government might communicate with them in safety; and if it was not done, I should take care to afford no other opportunity for such practices.

The fact is that the agents of the Associated Press and a gang around the Federal Capitol appear to be organized for the purpose of magnifying their idol.

And if such men as those who composed the railroad convention in this city do not rebuke such a practice as that perpetrated in this instance, they can not be conferred with in future.

You will of course see the propriety of my not noticing the matter and thereby giving it importance beyond the contempt it inspires. I think you are well enough acquainted with me to judge in future the value of any such statement.

I notice the Herald telegraphic reporter announces that I had a second attack of illness on Friday and could not attend the department. I was in the department, or in the Cabinet, from nine in the morning until nine at night, and never enjoyed more perfect health than on that day and at present.

For your kind solicitude accept my thanks. I shall not needlessly impair my means of usefulness.




Yours truly,



Edwin M. Stanton.




C. A. Dana, Esq.




P.S.—Was it not a funny sight to see a certain military hero in the telegraph office at Washington last Sunday organizing victory, and by sublime military combinations capturing Fort Donelson six hours after Grant and Smith had taken it sword in hand and had victorious possession! It would be a picture worthy of Punch.



Thus, when the newspapers announced my unexpected retirement from the Tribune, I was not unknown to either the President or the Secretary of War.

To Mr. Stanton's letter asking me to go into the service of the War Department, I replied that I would attempt anything he wanted me to do, and in May he wrote me that I was to be appointed on a commission to audit unsettled claims against the quartermaster's department at Cairo, Ill. I was directed to be in Cairo on June 17th. My formal appointment, which I did not receive until after I reached Cairo, read thus:


War Department,

Washington City, D.C., 
June 16, 1862.


Sir: By direction of the President, a commission has been appointed, consisting of Messrs. George S. Boutwell, Stephen T. Logan, and yourself, to examine and report upon all unsettled claims against the War Department, at Cairo, Ill., that may have originated prior to the first day of April, 1862.

Messrs. Boutwell and Logan have been requested to meet with you at Cairo on the eighteenth day of June instant, in order that the commission may be organized on that day and enter immediately upon the discharge of its duties.

You will be allowed a compensation of eight dollars per day and mileage.

Mr. Thomas Means, who has been appointed solicitor for the Government, has been directed to meet you at Cairo on the eighteenth instant, and will act, under the direction of the commission, in the investigation of such claims as may be presented.


Edwin M. Stanton,

Secretary of War.




Hon. Charles A. Dana, of New York,

Cairo, Ill.





On reaching Cairo on the appointed day, I found my associates, Judge Logan, of Springfield, Ill., one of Mr. Lincoln's friends, and Mr. Boutwell, of Massachusetts, afterward Governor of his State, Secretary of the Treasury, and a United States senator. We organized on the 18th, as directed. Two days after we met Judge Logan was compelled by illness to resign from the commission, and Shelby M. Cullom, now United States senator from Illinois, was appointed in his place.

The main Union armies had by this time advanced far to the front, but Cairo was still an important military depot, almost an outpost, in command of General William K. Strong, whom I had known well in New York as a politician. There was a large number of troops stationed in the town, and from there the armies on the Mississippi River, in Missouri, and in Kentucky, got all their supplies and munitions of war. The quartermaster's department at Cairo had been organized hastily, and the demands upon it had increased rapidly. Much of the business had been done by green volunteer officers who did not understand the technical duties of making out military requisitions and returns. The result was that the accounts were in great confusion, and hysterical newspapers were charging the department with fraud and corruption. The War Department decided to make a full investigation of all disbursements at Cairo from the beginning. Little actual cash had thus far been paid out upon contracts, and it was not too late to correct overcharges and straighten out the system. The matter could not be settled by any ordinary means, and the commission went there as a kind of supreme authority, accepting or rejecting claims and paying them as we thought fit after examining the evidence.

Sixteen hundred and ninety-six claims, amounting to $599,219.36, were examined by us. Of those approved and certified for payment the amount was $451,105.80. Of the claims rejected, a considerable portion were for losses suffered in the active operations of the army, either through departure from discipline on the part of soldiers, or from requisitions made by officers who failed to give receipts and certificates to the persons concerned, who were thus unable to support their claims by sufficient evidence. Many claims of this description were also presented by men whose loyalty to the Government was impeached by credible witnesses. In rejecting these the commission set forth the disloyalty of the claimants, in the certificates written on the face of their accounts. Other accounts, whose rightfulness was established, were rejected on proof of disloyalty. The commission regarded complicity in the rebellion as barring all claims against the United States.

A question of some interest was raised by the claim of the trustees of the Cairo city property to be paid for the use by the Government wharf boats of the paved portion of the levee which protected the town against the Ohio River. We were unable to see the matter in the light presented by the trustees. Our judgment was that the Government ought not to pay for the use of necessary landing places on these rivers or elsewhere during the exigencies of the war, and we so certified upon the face of the claims. A similar principle guided our decision upon several claims for the rent of vacant lots in Cairo, which had been used by the military authorities for the erection of temporary barracks or stables. We determined that for these no rent ought, under the circumstances, to be allowed, but we suggested that in justice to the owners this temporary occupation should be terminated as soon as possible by the sale and removal of the buildings.

A very small percentage of the claims were rejected because of fraud. In almost every case it was possible to suppose that the apparent fraud was accident. My observation throughout the war was the same. I do not believe that so much business could be transacted with a closer adherence to the line of honesty. That there were frauds is a matter of course, because men, and even some women, are wicked, but frauds were the exception.

Our commission finished its labors at Cairo on July 31, 1862, and I went at once to Washington with the report, placing it in the hands of Mr. Stanton on August 5th. It was never printed, and the manuscript is still in the files of the War Department.

There was a great deal of curiosity among officers in Washington about the result of our investigation, and all the time that I was in the city I was being questioned on the subject. It was natural enough that they should have felt interested in our report. The charges of fraud and corruption against officers and contractors had become so reckless and general that the mere sight of a man in conference with a high official led to the suspicion and often the charge that he was conspiring to rob the Government. That in this case, where the charges seemed so well based, so small a percentage of corruption had been proved was a source of solid satisfaction to every one in the War Department.


All the leisure that I had while in Cairo I spent in horseback riding up and down the river banks and in visiting the adjacent military posts. My longest and most interesting trip was on the Fourth of July, when I went down the Mississippi to attend a big celebration at Memphis. I remember it particularly because it was there that I first met General Grant. The officers stationed in the city gave a dinner that day, to which I was invited. At the table I was seated between Grant and Major John A. Rawlins, of his staff. I remember distinctly the pleasant impression Grant made—that of a man of simple manners, straightforward, cordial, and unpretending. He had already fought the successful battles of Fort Donelson and Shiloh, and, when I met him, was a major general in command of the district of West Tennessee, Department of the Missouri, under Halleck, with headquarters at Memphis. Although one would not have suspected it from his manners, he was really under a cloud at the time because of his operations at Shiloh. Those who did not like Grant had accused him of having been taken by surprise there, and had declared that he would have been beaten if Buell had not come up. I often talked later with Grant's staff officers about Shiloh, and they always affirmed that he would have been successful if Buell had not come to his relief. I believe Grant himself thought so, although he never said so directly in any one of the many talks I had with him about the battle.




CHAPTER II

AT THE FRONT WITH GRANT'S ARMY.
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War speculation in cotton—In business partnership with Roscoe Conkling[3]—Appointed special commissioner to Grant's army—The story of a cipher code—From Memphis to Milliken's Bend—The various plans for taking Vicksburg—At Grant's headquarters—The beginning of trouble with McClernand.



As Mr. Stanton had no immediate need of my services, I returned in August to New York, where I was occupied with various private affairs until the middle of November, when I received a telegram from Assistant-Secretary-of-War P. H. Watson, asking me to go immediately to Washington to enter upon another investigation. I went, and was received by Mr. Stanton, who offered me the place of Assistant Secretary of War[5]. I said I would accept.

"All right," said he; "consider it settled."

As I went out from the War Department into the street I met Major Charles G. Halpine—"Miles O'Reilly"—of the Sixty-ninth New York Infantry. I had known Halpine well as a newspaper man in New York, and I told him of my appointment as Mr. Stanton's assistant. He immediately repeated what I had told him to some newspaper people. It was reported in the New York papers the next morning. The Secretary was greatly offended and withdrew the appointment. When I told Halpine I had, of course, no idea he was going to repeat it; besides, I did not think there was any harm in telling.

Immediately after this episode I formed a partnership with Roscoe Conkling and George W. Chadwick to buy cotton. The outcry which the manufacturers had raised over the inability to get cotton for their industries had induced the Government to permit trading through the lines of the army, and the business looked profitable. Conkling and I each put ten thousand dollars into the firm, and Chadwick gave his services, which, as he was an expert in cotton, was considered equal to our capital. To facilitate our operations, I went to Washington to ask Mr. Stanton for letters of recommendation to the generals on and near the Mississippi, where we proposed to begin our purchases. Mr. Stanton and I had several conversations about the advisability of allowing such traffic, but he did not hesitate about giving me the letters I asked. There were several of them: one to General Hurlbut, then at Memphis; another to General Grant, who had begun his movement against Vicksburg; and another to General Curtis, who commanded in Arkansas. The general purport of them was: "Mr. Dana is my friend; you can rely upon what he says, and if you can be kind to him in any way you will oblige me."

It was in January, 1863, that Chadwick and I went to Memphis, where we stayed at the Gayoso House, at that time the swell hotel of the town and the headquarters of several officers.

It was not long after I began to study the trade in cotton before I saw it was a bad business and ought to be stopped. I at once wrote Mr. Stanton the following letter, which embodied my observations and gave my opinion as to what should be done:


Memphis, 
January 21, 1863.


Dear Sir: You will remember our conversations on the subject of excluding cotton speculators[4] from the regions occupied by our armies in the South. I now write to urge the matter upon your attention as a measure of military necessity.

The mania for sudden fortunes made in cotton, raging in a vast population of Jews and Yankees scattered throughout this whole country, and in this town almost exceeding the numbers of the regular residents, has to an alarming extent corrupted and demoralized the army. Every colonel, captain, or quartermaster is in secret partnership with some operator in cotton; every soldier dreams of adding a bale of cotton to his monthly pay. I had no conception of the extent of this evil until I came and saw for myself.

Besides, the resources of the rebels are inordinately increased from this source. Plenty of cotton is brought in from beyond our lines, especially by the agency of Jewish traders, who pay for it ostensibly in Treasury notes, but really in gold.

What I would propose is that no private purchaser of cotton shall be allowed in any part of the occupied region.

Let quartermasters buy the article at a fixed price, say twenty or twenty-five cents per pound, and forward it by army transportation to proper centers, say Helena, Memphis, or Cincinnati, to be sold at public auction on Government
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