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Introduction

NAME RECOGNITION would not be the problem. William Tecumseh Sherman—about as memorable a moniker as exists in American military history. “He and Grant won the Civil War.” “Named a tank after him.” Broad segments of the American public, albeit mostly male, can probably conjure up at least this much.

But from here on, the general reputation of the general takes a dive, caricatured by a T-shirt sold at the 1996 Olympics featuring Sherman’s image emblazoned on a penumbra of flames along with the motto “Atlanta’s Original Torchbearer.” This is mostly just darkly funny now, since it’s broadly understood that the satanic Sherman was an invention of the postwar South, specifically those intent on turning the Confederacy into a “Lost Cause”—a noble endeavor rather than an unmitigated disaster. Sherman as intruder and dark destroyer made a perfect foil for the South’s marble man, Robert E. Lee, the great defender. But if the myth of the Lost Cause was ripped to shreds in the civil rights era, it still hasn’t done Sherman’s reputation much good.

That’s because he still stands indicted as one of the originators of what is termed “modern war”—wholesale assaults on civilian populations as an integral part of military strategy. Thinking along these lines, we can easily draw a direct path from Sherman’s March through Georgia and the Carolinas to the superlethal industrial wars of the twentieth century, then on to holding entire populations hostage to nearly instant nuclear destruction. Not exactly a sunny consequence to drape over a legacy. Yet it too is about as flimsy and transparent as the Lost Cause. Sherman was not clairvoyant; he had only the foggiest notion of where military technology was heading. He was enveloped in his own time, intent upon accomplishing specific strategic objectives. He did what worked, and the idea of his being at the root of the future of war would have struck him as laughable. But there he remains, perhaps conceded a measure of absolution on these grounds, but still a resident of history’s darker side.

Actually, that’s part of the attraction. Initially, at least—until it becomes apparent that this was hardly Sherman’s image among contemporaries. Still, any attempt to capture or even approximate the actual Sherman is fraught with pitfalls. For one thing, the very nature of his personality makes it easy to lapse into caricature.

There is an undeniably daffy aspect to Sherman. Calling him a motormouth understates the case: he was a veritable volcano of verbiage, as borne out by a mountain of letters, memoranda, and other official papers, not to mention the uniformly gabby impression he left among contemporaries. If there were a contest for who spoke the most words in a lifetime, Sherman would have been a finalist—he lived a long time and slept very little; otherwise he was talking. He said exactly what was on his mind at that instant, until his quicksilver brain turned to an entirely different matter, then to a third, and perhaps to a fourth, then back to the first—unceasing—spewing orders, analysis, advice, and anecdotes in a random pattern that often left listeners stunned and amazed. One prominent Civil War historian, Gary Gallagher, described Sherman as lacking cognitive filters. It all came out. And this is a real problem in trying to resurrect the man’s nature.

One approach that seems to help is to draw a distinction between the Sherman of vast opinion and the walk-around, quotidian Sherman. The former said and wrote a great deal that could be used against him; the latter was an almost compulsively gregarious individual who normally treated other people, even adversaries, courteously and reasonably. He could even be a good listener. He almost never lost his temper. The worse the situation, the more clearheaded Sherman became. To contemporaries he was a jumble of sagacity, rectitude, shoot-from-the-hip sincerity, prepotency, and grumpiness—all rolled into a unique being known and beloved by Americans simply as “Uncle Billy”—the nickname originally bestowed upon him by his men during the Civil War. Other military heroes were similarly revered—Jackson, Grant, Eisenhower—but partially as politicians. Uncle Billy was always just a soldier, our only true celebrity general.

But he was also one with a sardonic, at times even self-mocking, sense of humor. Consider Sherman answering the door in the middle of the night for an important dispatch with a cheery, “I have seen the devil. Have you?” Or imagine him in the middle of a battle coming upon a soldier cowering behind a tree and loudly proclaiming his intention to desert—prompting Sherman to shower the tree with rocks, convincing the reluctant warrior he was under even heavier fire. Crazy Billy—that too was part of the image.

We have no analogue today. If you wanted to point to an individual in recent memory who most resembles Sherman, one choice might be Katharine Hepburn—a supermasculine version, but with the same prickly combination of irrepressible self-righteousness, good sense, and charisma.

If nothing else, this comparison calls attention to an aspect not much noted: Sherman was, to an extraordinary degree, theatrical. This quality is useful militarily, especially when convincing others to risk their lives. But Sherman took it well beyond that. The theater was his favorite form of recreation, and players (often female players) would one day occupy a large portion of his social life.

More to the point, Sherman was instinctively theatrical in much that he did. His famously disheveled Civil War uniforms—tailored by Brooks Brothers, incidentally—were absolutely on the mark for the democratic volunteers manning the Army of the West. Later in his career, there is little of that. Photographs capture a sartorially appropriate, even dapper, Sherman acting out his role as commanding general of the United States Army. His life was undeniably dramatic, but you also have the feeling he framed it as such, the central character in his personal production. All the controversies, his endless battles with the press, his famous feuds—it seems apparent he would have had it no other way.

Yet we will never actually see him in character. For we are separated by an electronic divide that precludes hearing the voice and cadence of this most talkative of men. Similarly, the few images we have freeze a figure who was almost never at rest and reduce his famously spiky red hair and grizzled beard to a kind of black-and-white mediocrity. So Uncle Billy must remain largely a creature of our imagination. We are left to deal with what has been preserved—his words; the Sherman of vast opinion.

Words are a problem along a number of dimensions. Sheer volume, for instance. Studying Sherman means becoming conversant with the Civil War, one of the most heavily documented conflicts in history.

The process began shortly after the last shots were fired, when Sherman’s sometime friend and full-time rival Henry Halleck sponsored a huge gathering and collation of operational evidence, resulting in the monumental War of the Rebellion: Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies (OR), a true blockbuster at 128 volumes. Since then it’s been followed by an avalanche of memoirs, regimental histories, diaries, collections of letters, and reminiscences from all manner of perspectives and localities, not to mention the secondary literature that has formed around it at the rate of hundreds of volumes a year.

Not surprisingly, William Tecumseh Sherman proved a significant contributor to this process. At this stage of his career, he and his machine-gun mouth were increasingly surrounded by staff aides armed with notepads, all struggling to capture his stream of words and convert them into orders, official correspondence, and memos of all sorts, much of it destined for the pages of the OR. Meanwhile, Sherman forged ahead with his own pen in hand, corresponding in a nearly indecipherable script with wife, family, and a huge circle of friends and acquaintances.

Studying Sherman in detail can be compared to a really bad day at the beach. At first you are merely intrigued, getting your feet wet with a biography or two. Next, you are hit with the equivalent of a rogue wave and sucked in over your head, caught in a riptide drawing you inexorably into a sea of Sherman. The far shore is nowhere apparent, the beach is barely visible. So you plod on until finally you come to understand you will never get through all of Sherman, that you are drowning in Sherman.

But there is a lifesaver. Sherman was a general, and almost by definition generals are judged by their deeds, not their words. He did a great deal, but it’s all been well documented and amounts to a finite body of evidence, something to cling to. Gradually, you realize that an accurate Sherman could potentially be made to float on such a basis. It’s not walking on water, but it does promise a realistic strategy that parallels the split between the Sherman of vast opinion and the walk-around Sherman. Focus on what he did, not what he said.

Still, there will always be the temptation to do the opposite. The words are all there—Sherman’s words—to build and document several extremely unflattering portraits.

Sherman as war criminal? Certainly not impossible. He not only bulldozed the Plains Indians aside, but wrote repeatedly of exterminating them (not to mention the buffalo). During the Civil War, his view of collective responsibility clearly exceeded what are now the standards of international law—he banished several hundred civilians from Memphis and Atlanta and burned some hamlets that harbored guerrilla sharpshooters along the Mississippi. He even threatened to hang a respected journalist.

But he never came close to doing so. Nor did his operations against the Indians actually approach genocide. Sherman was a hard and determined man, but not a cruel one. He got the big things right. His March through Georgia and the Carolinas was accompanied by none of the rape and slaughter that all too often have been an integral part of such foraging-based campaigns. The peace he offered Joseph E. Johnston and the last of the Confederate armies was so generous, it was summarily rejected in Washington. Sherman waged war to win, never simply to destroy.

A more credible case can certainly be built against Sherman as racist—again with Sherman’s own words serving as the chief witness for the prosecution. Morally, he was never much troubled by slavery, and he adopted emancipation reluctantly and only as a means of punishing the planter class he believed had spearheaded secession. On paper, he plainly thought blacks were inferior to whites, and plenty of disparaging comments to that effect can be found in his writings, along with a liberal use of the word nigger. He wanted nothing, or as little as possible, to do with black freedmen as troops and sent off a stream of blistering memos to that effect. It all builds toward an airtight, open-and-shut case—except for the testimony of the sole witness for the defense: the record of what Sherman actually did.

The fact remains that Sherman and his army catalyzed the liberation of countless slaves—and did so in the most spectacular fashion. The March across Georgia became a road show for emancipation, putting to rest the notion that slaves were somehow satisfied with their condition. You could say it broke the back of slavery and brought to fruition the Emancipation Proclamation. Granted, Sherman was not exactly overjoyed. As a military man seeking to move as quickly as possible, he viewed the freedmen who attached themselves to his army like so many barnacles on a racing hull. But he also knew from experience that they were his best source of intelligence on the Confederates.

It is in these interrogations, some of which have been preserved, that another aspect of Sherman becomes apparent: He invariably treated these people respectfully and without condescension. Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton discovered the same thing when he raced to Savannah, worried that Sherman might jeopardize the positive racial atmosphere the March had created. He quizzed a number of black leaders about this, and to a man, they maintained that Sherman had treated them simply as fellow human beings.

It has been argued that it was in their best interest to say this, so it’s worth mentioning an incident where nothing was at stake. Years later, at a Yale University commencement, Sherman became bored and, Sherman-like, walked out—only to be found afterward on a park bench, happily sharing cigars with a black man with whom he had struck up a conversation. Mere anecdotes, perhaps, but also telling and consistent ones contradicting the portrait of a virulent racist.

Sherman craved crowds and ceremonies; both were basic to his personality and life pattern, beginning with West Point. Invite him and he’d be there—troop reunions, conventions, expositions, professional gatherings, testimonials, parties, and weddings (especially weddings: he literally expired as the result of attending one too many), not to mention as many theatrical performances as he could manage. Basically, he enjoyed being anywhere he could mix and mingle. Of course, he was perfectly capable of blowing a fuse should the crowds press too close or the handshakes become painful. “Out of my way, damn you!” he might bellow. Folks took little offense and kept showing up—and so did Uncle Billy; he needed them.

Without doubt, Sherman was a product of the upper crust; but his sheer gregariousness seems to have overwhelmed class consciousness. In person, he appeared perfectly comfortable with the egalitarian enthusiasm that defined mid-nineteenth-century America. Yet you would never know it from his correspondence: brimming with antidemocratic diatribes, dark forebodings over social and labor unrest, and an apparent willingness to use decisive force to suppress them. Sherman as authoritarian, Sherman as capitalist enforcer. Yet again, the words exist to build such a case.

But yet again, the real Sherman undermines it through his abhorrence of politics and marked disinclination to get personally involved with strikebreaking, knowing full well that many of “his boys”—veterans of the Army of the West—were part of the labor movement.

This could go on—a male chauvinist Sherman is a possibility, as is a postmodernist critique of virtually his entire mind-set. But both are likely blind alleys to a better understanding of the man.

The fruitlessness of this sort of analysis results from trying to apply contemporary standards to a nineteenth-century person, something historians deplore but can never fully avoid. Each generation looks to the past with a perspective colored (and influenced) by contemporary problems and interests, so it’s inherently difficult to predict where Sherman’s reputation will head. One day he may stand accused or be praised from angles not now apparent. Good Sherman, Bad Sherman, it’s a flip of the coin. Yet some kind of Sherman, a continuing historical presence, seems likely. For underlying all is the man’s importance.

Beneath those four individuals without whom America would be a very different place—Washington, Jefferson, Lincoln, and FDR—resides a second tier of epic overachievers with substantial roles in furthering the national extravaganza. Sherman’s place here is secure, his significance in transcontinental consolidation being no small matter. America was built just once, so his achievements in this regard are almost guaranteed to remain unique. As long as we live here, Sherman will be remembered.

Not unexpectedly, he has already sired a string of biographies. All deserve some credit simply for having attempted to capture such a lollapalooza of a life. Yet many share a staccato, even frantic, quality as they jump from topic to topic, racing to keep up with one frenetic life story. A corporate cry can almost be heard: “So much Sherman, so little time!” Granted, this hectic approach mirrors the man’s scattered nature, but it’s also distracting.

The more I studied the secondary literature and recalled my exhausting swim through the primary documents, the more I became convinced that any attempt to confine Sherman to a single chronological track was bound to create confusion. Instead, it seemed to me that three separate story lines, each deserving independent development, emerged out of the man’s life.

I. If Jefferson was the architect of continental expansion, Sherman would become the general contractor. It took decades after the end of his formal military education for him to become a master strategist, but Sherman was on the job site almost from the beginning of his career.

In Florida for the last two years of the Second Seminole War, Sherman accomplished little beyond learning of the effectiveness and cruelty of guerrilla combat. Still, when he left in 1842 with today’s equivalent of the campaign badge, the territory was just three years away from statehood.

His time in California, beginning in 1847, was similarly frustrating—troops deserting en masse for the gold fields, and the settlers, not the army, taking over the place. Meanwhile, his fellow officer Henry Halleck completely outperformed and outclassed him. This too was a learning experience, a bitter one, but at least when he left, California’s American destiny was settled.

The Civil War arrived with Sherman at last ready to ply his trade effectively as a key member of a national reconstruction project. Secession took Sherman by surprise, and he reacted as if the South were trying to make off with the family room. Even more than Lincoln and Grant, Sherman waged war with a ferocity aimed at driving the Confederate states back into the larger Union structure, getting the house divided back together.

This accomplished, Sherman devoted much of his remaining career to further shoring up the framework, masterminding the construction of the transcontinental railroad and literally binding East and West together with bands of steel.

By the time he retired from the U.S. Army in 1884, Sherman had become virtually a human embodiment of Manifest Destiny. Florida, California, reclaiming the Confederacy, winning the West: He had been just about everywhere. This is a story well worth following from beginning to end.

II. The coevolution of the Army of the West and Sherman as its commander was a process with the profoundest import for all future U.S. ground forces. Under his auspices, the legions that marched through Georgia and the Carolinas had mastered one of the rarest and most valued of military skills: the ability to adapt.

This was a force that morphed a crowd of farm boys into an army capable of conducting effective conventional field operations, siege warfare, amphibious assault, and anti-insurgency. It learned to move and maneuver with astonishing rapidity and then to apply devastating firepower on the flanks. Much, if not all, seems to have been picked up by trial and error, regiment by regiment, and then passed along by what we would call an information network, a force born of self-organization.

Sherman, who had begun the war with nearly total contempt for these volunteers, sensed something like this was taking place and had the good sense to let it proceed, even to foster it. He too was experimental and creatively disobedient, but he was still able to operate effectively in a fairly rigid hierarchy—something Americans do particularly well.

This seems to have been the key element passed forward, the military equivalent of genetic instructions for adaptability, ones that would enable later U.S. ground forces to perform so many missions, so far from home, all the time adjusting on the fly, change coming from above and below. The Army of the West prophesied the future of the American military, augured its fighting edge. It was far from the first American army, but it was the first one that was together long enough and subjected to sufficiently varied challenges to fully enlist the innovative potential of its members. As such, it was not just the prototype, but the archetype of the American forces that followed. Like the story of Sherman the strategist, the tale of how Uncle Billy and his boys invented a new kind of army remains compelling enough to deserve a complete and uninterrupted telling.

III. Not only did Sherman live a personal life worthy of Dickens or James, but in his public guise as Uncle Billy, he created a model of how to grab and hold on to fame in America, one that still works today.

Ordinarily, it’s not a good career move to marry your sister, even if it’s your foster sister; but for Sherman it was brilliant, leaving him with political connections as powerful as any other general in American history, and also with the redoubtable Ellen Ewing. Every bit as intelligent and determined as Sherman and religious to the point of loopyness, Ellen stood up to him during thirty-eight years of marriage—the South only managed four. To further complicate matters, a tug-of-war developed between Sherman and his foster father, the rich and politically powerful Thomas Ewing, as Cump (the family nickname for Sherman) sought to drag his foster sister/ bride along the many godforsaken stops in his army career, while the foster father/father-in-law struggled manfully to keep her in his mansion in Lancaster. Ever the Ohio American princess, Ellen preferred home. Yet she was and remained Sherman’s key confidante, his ultimate ally, at one desperate point in her husband’s career interceding personally and successfully with Lincoln on his behalf. Ellen and Cump: It was a lifelong saga; they were mated like geese.

Nonetheless, Sherman also proved to be something of a wild goose. He loved women, was surrounded by them throughout his life, and even through a shroud of Victorian propriety it’s apparent he was frequently interested in more than just a chat. How frequently is debatable, but letters exist that show he carried on at least two long-term affairs—the one with the plucky and alluring sculptor Vinnie Ream is worthy of a novel by itself.

This was exceedingly dangerous, and had it become public, it would have ended his celebrity masterpiece, the persona of Uncle Billy. But it didn’t, and Uncle Billy, tended tenaciously by his crusty creator, soldiered on to the grave. Sherman virtually pioneered the abusive/symbiotic relationship with the press that has kept famous people famous in America ever since. With or without guns, he was always armed with a pithy quote, courting controversy and staying in the public eye, all the while selling newspapers. And it worked for all parties to the day he died. Uncle Billy remains a remarkable life story, a personal odyssey clearly worth our undivided attention.

So Sherman boils down to a sort of three-ring circus; each is interesting, but it’s too distracting to watch all simultaneously. A sequential offering, on the other hand, has the potential to do justice to all three successive stories of Sherman—the strategic man, the general, the human being. The order may be debatable, but in this case it’s based on the historical importance of each Sherman, beginning with the first. Ideally, one will blend with and build on the next, and by the end there will remain but one Sherman, a better-understood one. This is a lot to ask, and with another character, even an interesting and important one, the dangers of repetition might outweigh the advantages. But in this case, we can more or less rest assured there will always be enough Sherman to go around.



Part I

THE MILITARY STRATEGIST






Chapter I

TYRO

1

ON JUNE 12, 1836, a Hudson River steamer nosed into the dock at West Point and deposited, among others, sixteen-year-old William Tecumseh Sherman. As he stared up at the bluffs upon which sat the United States Military Academy, it’s a safe bet that young Sherman had only a glimmer of what he was getting into. He knew the place was strict and “the army was its natural consequence,” but what that implied would have escaped him—that he was beginning a process that would induct him into a warrior elite, forging bonds that would last a lifetime.

Admission was not assured. Because appointment to West Point was open to young men from all classes in a nation of wildly variable primary education, an entrance exam, testing for literacy and arithmetic skills, was administered upon arrival.1 For Sherman, this amounted to a formality. His foster father, the powerful Whig politician Thomas Ewing, had not only engineered his appointment, but also ensured his charge was academically prepared. Although the family base in Lancaster, Ohio, remained less than a generation removed from the frontier, the boy had been rigorously schooled and apparently knew enough to bone up on French and math, exactly the subjects that would be stressed plebe year.2 Not surprisingly, he aced the test and academically, at least, never looked back.

Ever gregarious, he fit in easily with his fellow cadets. In particular, he forged what would prove to be lifelong bonds with his two roommates, Stewart Van Vliet and George Thomas. Thomas, who would gain fame in the Civil War as the “Rock of Chickamauga,” became a vital and continuing presence in Sherman’s career. Even as a veritable pebble, Thomas was already formidable, at one point threatening to throw an upperclassman out the window if he didn’t cease his attempts to haze them.3 Sherman himself was less physical, but he must have appreciated his roommate’s bravado and marked him as someone who would not back down in a tough situation. Still, such outbursts were best kept hushed and infrequent at West Point.

Cadets were subjected to a relentless system of regulation, observation, and meticulous evaluation. Their long days were consumed with a monotonous string of planned activities, most of them arduous and all, it seems, subject to some kind of sanction. The system was the masterpiece of Sylvanus Thayer, whose short but indelible tenure as superintendent set the academy irrevocably on the course of “appraisal by numbers,” based on the assumption that cadets could be usefully ranked according to a precise order of merit (or demerit, really).

The keystone was the academic program, administered by faculty set in place by Thayer and led by the brilliant but peevish professor Dennis Hart Mahan.4 It has been said that Thayer effectively turned West Point into an engineering school, but this can be seen as serendipitous, the result of a math-heavy curriculum, which not coincidentally proved useful in rating and weeding out cadets.5 Sherman and his fellows were graded daily in all subjects, the results of which were tabulated with exam scores and fed into a complicated formula that included dress and disciplinary infractions. This produced an annual and ultimately final class rank used to assign graduates to the various service branches—the Corps of Engineers receiving those standing at the front of the long gray line, followed by artillery, cavalry, and then infantry.
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Cadet Sherman’s drawing of Theseus slaying the Centaur, an early indication of a nearly photographic memory. West Point Museum Collection, United States Military Academy

Because at West Point everything counted and everything was counted, the system was also applied to a series of upper-class courses, including topography, geography, chemistry, physics, rhetoric, political philosophy, and drawing—a two-year requirement presumed useful in creating maps.6 Sherman proved particularly adept at capturing images—his teacher Robert W. Weir was an accomplished painter of the Hudson River school—but rather than any real artistic talent, this probably reflected an eidetic or photographic memory, especially for terrain, which proved to be one of Sherman’s core military talents.7 At any rate, he prospered academically, maintaining himself near the top of his class of around forty-five survivors of the seventy or so who entered with him—though his disdain for spit and polish lowered his final standing enough to preclude entry into the elite engineers.

Meanwhile, he may have noticed that with the exception of Mahan’s capstone Science of War course in his final year, there was little that was specifically military about the academic diet fed to those supposedly preparing for careers as professional soldiers. Even Mahan went heavy on the military engineering and light on strategy, relying on the writings of French general Antoine-Henri Jomini to implant an almost exclusively Napoleonic view of warfare in his young charges (who, if the past was any indication, would probably spend most of their time fighting Indians).8

This sort of disconnect raises questions as to West Point’s actual mission. Sherman arrived at the crest of the age of Jackson, a high tide of egalitarian and democratic enthusiasm. Old Hickory was undeniably a general, but military elites and the kinds of schools that bred them were viewed with suspicion.9 West Point’s survival depended upon accommodation, and by offering a free college education that stressed engineering-friendly subjects to boys of all classes, the academy undoubtedly provided a service to a developing nation much in need of infrastructure.

It was understood that many cadets would not pursue careers as officers much beyond graduation but would turn instead to civilian pursuits. “I tell you Coz,” wrote Cadet Ulysses S. Grant, “if a man graduates from here he is set fer life, come what may.”10 Still, the Civil War would offer Grant a much better fit for the skill set he picked up at West Point than his prewar clerkship at his father’s store. So too with Sherman, Henry Halleck, and George McClellan, key luminaries of the great struggle, who would briefly leave the service, only to return to what proved to be their true calling. Today’s notion that West Point was essentially dedicated to producing “engineers who could also function as soldiers rather than the reverse”11 would have seemed odd indeed to these men. Just about everything cadets experienced at West Point was militarily derived or motivated.

A case in point is drill, the training that teaches soldiers to move together. Plebe Sherman was thrilled at first sight of the old cadets “stepping as one man—all forming a line”; suddenly, he wrote his foster brother Hugh, he understood what West Point was all about.12 He would have plenty of opportunity to confirm the observation. Cadets marched and drilled daily, sometimes with a rigor and intensity that caused a number to faint.

This was no casual pursuit. Ever since Maurice of Nassau, Prince of Orange, had pioneered these routines in the Netherlands at the end of the sixteenth century, they had formed the basis of firefighting tactics. The explanation lay with the weapon everybody used, the single-shot, muzzle-loading, smoothbore musket, which also had not changed fundamentally over this time. Because bullets bounced up their barrels, the accurate range of these guns did not exceed around eighty yards, enabling combat formations to blast away at each other out in the open in relative proximity. Thus the key lay not in aiming, but in loading and firing as fast as possible, using a complicated series of motions first analyzed and regularized by Maurice and then drilled relentlessly into subsequent generations of infantrymen so they might be performed reliably and automatically in the chaos and terror of battle.

Maximum firepower also demanded that soldiers do their shooting in long thin lines only several ranks thick. Firing lines, however, were not only brittle, but incapable of rapid and precise maneuver. This required short, thick columns, which moved much faster but were also more vulnerable since the men were bunched together. Safety, or at least relative safety, lay in the rapid and orderly transition from column to line and the reverse, which in turn demanded the disciplined movement of smaller combat units—in the case of the Corps of Cadets, four companies, subdivided into platoons and sections. Whether on the parade ground of West Point or on an actual battlefield, choreographing all these elements so they didn’t collide or otherwise fall apart required almost endless practice, men marching at exactly the same pace with exactly the same stride almost ad infinitum, turning into metronomes, at least until they stopped and became loading machines.

Cadet Sherman soon grew bored with the ponderous evolutions of infantry tactics, but otherwise he said very little about them.13 No wonder. They were by intent mind-numbing. Frederick the Great probably had the last word on the subject: “I come from drill. I drill. I will drill—that is all the news I can give you.”14 Yet there was a great deal more to be learned on the parade ground than Sherman probably realized, subtle lessons but pervasive ones.

Courage had changed since the gun proliferated. Earlier, heroism had consisted of close fighting, hand to hand, and battle, especially in the Western military tradition, was understood to be a matter of intimate confrontation. But a hail of supersonic projectiles had eventually rendered this standard pretty much suicidal. As a compromise, fighting formations backed off, and bravery became largely a matter of standing fast and ignoring the bullets.

Among officers, this meant keeping a cool head and focusing on directing the fighting. Within the ranks, it consisted of a routinized determination to faithfully execute a series of movements drummed in by endless practice. To harness this kind of human energy, to use it effectively, leaders needed to grasp its repetitive power. So it made sense to give cadets the same experience. And as they drilled, Sherman and his cohort would have found themselves growing together, enlisting what historian William McNeill believes to be the primal penchant for dance—shared patterns of movement performed in unison, stirring a deep sense of corporate identity.15 Individual cadets bonded into a whole, exactly the message the academy wanted to impart.

Still, the entire enterprise was by its nature dehumanizing and fostered the notion that soldiers (to officers of the day, this generally meant long-term enlistees, or regulars) were basically expendable, things to be dressed up, marched around, and shot. In part, this was a function of the necessities of organized warfare itself, but it also reflected the aristocratic origins of firefighting as it had evolved in Europe. “The army,” in the words of the eighteenth-century courtier Claude Louis, Comte de Saint-Germain, “must inevitably consist of the scum of the people.… We must therefore rely on military discipline to purify and mold the mass of corruption and turn it into something useful.”16 While Sherman and his classmates might not have put it so bluntly, the comment basically characterized the outlook they took away from the parade ground.

This is important, because one day they would come to command men who thought themselves as good as any other, who believed officers ought to be elected, and who, when they got new guns that made fighting in the open a great deal more dangerous, tended to take matters into their own hands. Some, like Sherman, reacted appropriately, others less so. But it is in this clash of outlooks that much of the combat history of the American Civil War is to be found.

Those arguing that West Point was more civilian than military could always point to the professorial confab who controlled the core curriculum, only one of whom had ever seen combat or even been on active duty for more than a few years.17 Beyond the lecture hall, a number were prominently published in their fields, none more so than Mahan, whose knowledge of Jomini was widely equated with strategic wisdom. Plainly these were academics, not soldiers.

Yet they were also not alone on the faculty. The Thayer system dictated that each senior faculty member be supported by section instructors, young officers who saw the cadets daily and on a more personal basis, in the barracks as well as the classroom. They were brought in on rotation from all over the regular army and were consistently among the best and brightest.18 Of the Civil War generation, George McClellan, William Hardee, Robert Anderson, John Schofield, Oliver O. Howard, Simon Bolivar Buckner, Fitz-John Porter, and William Rosecrans all served as “schoolmasters” at West Point. This was important duty.

Yet as with drill, its most lasting impact was probably more subtle and psychological than formal and academic. In effect, these young lieutenants and captains were the cadets’ umbilical cord to the real world of the U.S. Army. They ran the summer encampment where cadets were taught the practical aspects of service—how to set up a camp, post a picket, run a skirmish line, fire an artillery piece, even wield a sword and ride a horse if they didn’t know already. More important, they learned by example—the way these young officers looked and acted would have been the way cadets wanted to look and act.

These were role models and future commanders, and the cadets would have hung on their words in ways that eluded the senior faculty. These men could describe what it was like to command a lonely outpost, recount the splendors of a largely unoccupied continent, and, of course, tell war stories. Since a soldier on the frontier could expect combat every five years, there would have been plenty to tell. This is where West Point’s supposed gap in Indian removal instruction would have been filled: these men were the academy’s voice of practical wisdom on the nature of irregular warfare. Sherman and his classmates would adapt quickly to their first assignment, the Second Seminole War, in part because they had been told what to expect. Quietly, though.

Cadets also learned from one another, mostly from the inevitable process of sizing up and sorting out status. A pack of high-spirited late adolescents, living in close quarters, constrained on every side by a tyrannical behavioral model, brought out a lot of interesting behavior. Sherman himself cruised through most of it unperturbed, making friends but no apparent enemies. Already something of a newspaper junkie, he had a subscription to the National Gazette, which he loaned out freely.19 He was respected but low-key, choosing to abstain from involvement with the Point’s most obvious pecking order.

Cadet rank (“captains” and “lieutenants” from the first class, “sergeants” from the second, and “corporals” from the third) was West Point’s official standard of prestige. These positions were reserved for the spotless cadets, individuals of high academic standing who were also unsullied by demerits. But the academy’s version of success and subsequent military success did not necessarily coincide. Using the example of Henry Halleck and George McClellan, you might even say that an obsessive following of the rules actually inhibited fighting initiative and opportunism. Of course, no cadet was more spotless than Robert E. Lee, accumulating no demerits in four years, and on the battlefield nothing slowed him down.

Still, academy rank meant nothing to the real army, so a cadet might reasonably conclude that it was all a bit of a farce. Sherman later wrote that he remained a private the “whole four years,” having been “found not to excel” in “neatness in dress” and “strict conformity to the rules,” taking care to add that he averaged around 150 demerits a year—50 below expulsion level.20 In another time, this would be called “gaming the system.” At least he was in good company: Ulysses S. Grant and “Stonewall” Jackson also graduated as “high privates.”

Yet if you asked them or any of their classmates, even long after graduation, who were the “captains” during their time at West Point, they likely would have remembered. In the small world of the United States Military Academy, such things mattered a great deal, conferring almost celebrity status on chosen cadets. “Private” Sherman, for instance, probably knew that “Captain” Henry Halleck, one class ahead of him, had already ingratiated himself sufficiently with Dennis Hart Mahan to assume a kind of strategic protégé status, even becoming part of the faculty while still an undergraduate.21 But such precocity was not the norm. Halleck was clearly an overachiever, an outlier who himself recognized he had made few friends in the process.22 More to the point, his lonely (if spotless) path was just one of several a cadet might navigate to win the respect of his peers.

“Sam” Grant seemed invisible. Just over five feet tall and proverbially silent, he occupied the opposite side of the order of merit, graduating in the lower half of his class. Sherman, his future friend and collaborator, three years his senior, could barely conjure an image of Grant as a cadet, nor could many others. Still, he was not without a reputation, something he could stand, or at least ride, on. Grant was hands down the best horseman at West Point, holding the record for jumping that stood for twenty-five years.23 This was the nineteenth century, and all officers rode horses; it was part of their professional behavioral package. Those who did it well were admired. It mattered.

Notoriety of a still more unorthodox sort was also a cadet possibility. War is cruel and nefarious; fooling one’s opponent, taking lethal advantage, is encouraged. In the context of West Point, the motto “Rules are made to be broken” seems to apply. Elite military training establishments frequently set up conditions that encourage initiates to play fast and loose with the rules and then punish those maladroit enough to be caught. Not exactly a war game, but definitely a parable about war and its consequences.

Traditionally, this often played out in terms of food. Sparta, perhaps the West’s most thoroughly militarized society, incentivized trainees to steal from subject Helots by starving them and then savagely beating those found with the purloined consumables. West Point managed a parallel set of circumstances—keeping the cadets hungry on a miserable cuisine of boiled food and mealtime harassment, then forbidding, on penalty of dismissal, forays to nearby Benny Havens tavern, the home of roast turkey, shellfish, and beer. Perhaps prophetically Sherman proved a regular forager, once smuggling a half bushel of Benny’s oysters into the barracks and preparing an “extraordinary supper” for himself and his friends.24 There was also the possibility of an inside job. Henry Heth, who graduated at the bottom of his class in 1847, managed, through stealth, speed, and a few conspirators, to filch an entire holiday meal from the officers’ mess.25

This was the stuff of cadet legend, but still not nearly so spectacular as what was undoubtedly the master prank of the time: John Schofield’s day off. The future Medal of Honor winner, lieutenant general, and West Point superintendent lined up for morning roll call and then, instead of marching to class, he raced to the wharf and caught a steamer for New York City, purchased a return ticket to verify reaching his destination, and rode the boat back up the Hudson, arriving just in time to make the evening lineup before his name was called.26 Logistics under pressure—who could argue this wasn’t a military skill?

All of this—the joint participation in pranks; living and eating together; marching and drilling; sharing the rigors and the boredom over the course of four years—amalgamated cadets in a way few experiences could. West Point forged its graduates into a band of brothers, or at least cousins, their futures linked by cords of loyalty, obligation, and trust. No professional group in nineteenth-century America was as closely bonded and networked, exactly what worried some cabal-wary citizens. It shouldn’t have. This was no monolith. Abolition and secession were destined to cleave the long gray line and send its members to opposite sides of the battlefield. But even here, and especially after, fellowship persisted.

While at West Point, Sherman was surrounded by young men who would one day lead the fighting of the American Civil War. Braxton Bragg, Jubal Early, Joseph Hooker, John Pemberton, and John Sedgwick were all in their last year when Sherman was a plebe. Besides Halleck, other cadets ahead of him included P. G. T. Beauregard, Irvin McDowell, William Hardee, and Edward Ord. George Thomas was a classmate, while coming up behind were Grant, Don Carlos Buell, Daniel Hill, James Longstreet, Nathaniel Lyon, John Pope, John Reynolds, William Rosecrans, and Earl Van Dorn. All took their place in the army’s officer corps, which itself numbered fewer than eight hundred members in the early 1840s—a cadre within a cadre, bound by their formative days as cadets.27

Sherman may have gagged on the absurdity of many of the rules, but the West Point experience penetrated to the depths of his soul. From the moment he departed in June 1840 to his retirement in 1884, Sherman’s identity would be defined by his affiliation with the school and its graduates. In California during the 1850s, when several West Pointers suffered heavy financial losses investing through him, Sherman—at a point when he could least afford it—felt honor-bound to return their money in full.28 And professionally, at least, he never really trusted any officer who had not gone to the academy. To Sherman, West Point was the vital cornerstone of any respectable military career.

The academy served him well. He emerged appropriately schooled in things military and ready to take his place as an officer in the U.S. Army. The curriculum, despite its emphasis on rote memorization, had sharpened his intellectual skills. Sherman may have neglected the rules, but never the books. Even the dearth of strategic studies and Mahan’s focus on the works of Jomini rather than the more astute analysis of the Prussian war theorist Carl von Clausewitz did not hinder him. Unlike Halleck the eager beaver, Sherman had barely begun to think about strategy. Besides, he and his classmates would eventually face a future of egalitarian volunteers, rifled muskets, telegraphs, and railroads, all of which would change war in ways unanticipated by either author. It was better to let time and actual experience gradually build Sherman’s strategic portfolio.

Still, he was about to embark on an absurdly difficult career path. Military strategy is among the most complex, esoteric, and unlikely of all human pursuits. This is important to consider since one of the enduring questions raised by Sherman’s life is why it took someone so plainly capable so long to become successful. Certainly timing and a string of bad breaks and decisions played a role. As did a proclivity for depression. But it’s worth proposing that the sheer difficulty of what he was about to undertake—grope for, really—was at the root of his problems, especially since his famous bouts with depression prior to the Civil War all seemed based on career frustrations. So let’s examine what he was attempting to become.
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A military strategist, simply defined, is a person who plans, conducts, and (hopefully) wins wars. Yet this masks the nearly preposterous notion that a single individual can enlist and synchronize the lethal aggression of his own militarized multitudes—forever thirsty and hungry and at times frantic—in a way that will inflict defeat not just on the enemy’s forces, but on his will to be anything but abject.

Paradoxically, this sort of warlike wizardry entails both a great deal more and somewhat less than might be expected. This is symptomatic. Military strategy is, almost by definition, deceptive. It can be compared with very few human activities. Certainly there are other kinds of strategists—heads of state and diplomats, corporate leaders and investment bankers, all manner of institutional planners—but ultimately, win or lose, very few (if any) go to the hospital or the morgue. War is about killing and dying; this changes the psychological dimension entirely and also the basis for comparison. In drawing any kind of plausible analogy, the possibility of dying must be a factor.

Let me propose an admittedly unconventional but useful analogy—big-wave surfing. Not nearly so many die as in war, but it does happen—crushed and drowned beneath a mountain of water or occasionally between the teeth of a white shark. But the real parallel is in the difficulty. As hard as it looks, surfing is actually a lot harder than it looks.

First and most basic, the opportunities are limited. Mostly there are no good waves, and in the few places where they occasionally roll in, the truly great days, even in the career of a master waterman, are infrequent and therefore easily missed. So too with wars. Globally, armed conflict has been a common occurrence throughout recorded history; but the probability of combat at any one location is low, and the chances of a single individual being in a position to direct it are even lower. Sherman basically missed the whole Mexican War. Clausewitz, Western military strategy’s most brilliant expositor and a professional officer of merit, never reached sufficient rank to test his theories. About the best that can be done is to try to place oneself in a position to get lucky. Nothing is certain, but shrewd, well-informed planning, a determined use of every possible advantage, and a continuous awareness and acceptance of an ever-shifting environment can raise the odds.

A big-wave surfer could certainly relate. If ever there was a full-immersion activity, it’s this, and the environment is literally liquid, changing from flat to mountainous in a matter of seconds. Not only is the surfer tiny compared with the huge walls of water to be faced, but he or she is slow, capable of paddling a board at not much more than four miles an hour when breaking waves move at around twenty-five. Plainly, strategy is crucial, finding the spot where the most waves will come at a point when they can be picked up and ridden—and this in turn demands plenty of firsthand knowledge of tides, currents, wind conditions, and even terrain of the seafloor and the shifting sands that change it constantly.29

But there will always be competition for such spots, the “lineup,” as it’s called, peopled by those with the skill and reputation to claim a spot (others are rather brutally excluded). It’s all a matter of safety; the dangers are too great, especially of crashing into each other. So surfers have learned to cooperate, take turns, share the waves. This too is the way of war. Competition for position is relentless, but it must be tempered by the necessity for loyalty and cooperation in the face of danger and death. Big waves and battle leave little room for piggishness.

Streaking down the face of a monster breaker, attached to your board by nothing more than a coat of wax, agile feet, and an awesome sense of balance, and then leaning in at precisely the right instant at precisely the right angle that will send you rocketing out from under just before the whole thunderous mass comes crashing down—or being buried in the attempt—that is the essence, the whole point, of everything else.

The parallel with military strategists shouldn’t be missed. War is not a matter of armchairs. Real strategists are warriors and must be willing and able to fight battles, to “see the elephant,” as Civil War soldiers were fond of saying.30 Few came to understand this better than Sherman, and this in part is why he spoke with such authority about war. Yet he fought with a larger purpose, not just as a vision, but carefully calculated. And this is what separated him from most other warriors and all surfers.

Here the analogy breaks down, and the challenge of wave riding pales in comparison with that of military strategy. To see the difference, consider a hypothetical Sherman plunging down the same giant wave—only instead of merely riding it, he reaches out, manipulates it, and gradually bends it in a direction cunningly designed to smash the maximum number of the enemy’s sand castles lined up on the beach. Considering the degree of difficulty involved, this roughly approximates the military strategist’s task.

Still, difficulty should not be confused with ultimate agency. The expression “plans, conducts, and wins wars” is not all encompassing; it says nothing about who starts the conflicts or who decides what to do with the results. For the most part, that is not the role of the military strategist. Although it is possible to point to examples of transcendent rulers who were also great strategists—typically sharing the epithet “Great” (Alexander, Frederick, Peter, and so on)—they amount to no more than a handful. Far more often, the job description designates the strategist as an instrument of higher authority. This is worth considering for a moment, since the outlook implied here was very much Sherman’s.

History is not exactly packed with periods when strategy became a self-conscious profession—mostly environments of multiple competing states of roughly equal power, such that military planning and skill were critical attributes much prized. Eighteenth-century Europe certainly qualifies as a strategist incubation zone, but there are other examples earlier and much farther afield—the squabbling statelets of Italy around the time of the gun’s proliferation, the network of Hellenistic successor states occupying the shards of Alexander the Great’s broken empire, and in China during the Warring States period immediately preceding imperial unification.

The last is particularly suggestive, since it produced a rich literature of strategic thinking, consolidated during the Sung dynasty and preserved as The Seven Military Classics.31 Without exception, the tracts of Sun Tzu and his six less famous colleagues explain in detail and with considerable sophistication how to wage war, but they never ask why war is being waged. Ultimate questions are simply not considered; theirs is the mind-set of an employee—influential, but not ultimately in charge. Thus, Sun Tzu did not hesitate to behead the King of Wu’s two favorite concubines when they giggled during a military experiment, but never would he have dared to tell the king what the Mandate of Heaven might demand of him.

If we judge by their actions and what writings are available, this was emblematic of strategists throughout history. More to the point, it exactly characterized William Tecumseh Sherman’s range of aspirations and accomplishments. As substantial as they were, the impetus was always provided by others, and the ultimate goal of Sherman’s career—national consolidation of the central band of the North American continent—was the same Manifest Destiny shared and supported by millions of his fellow citizens. If you can say one thing about Sherman with certainty, it’s that he never wanted to be ultimately in charge. It was hard enough to become a military strategist, and once he found his groove, he stuck to it. The first step involved Indian removal.
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Largely forgotten today, the Second Seminole War—what amounted to Native America’s last stand east of the Mississippi—began in 1835 with the massacre of all but 3 of Major Francis Dade’s 110-man command in the vicinity of Fort Brooke, Florida. It would sputter on until 1842, ultimately costing the lives of almost 1,500 troops—nearly a quarter of the regular army—and damaging the reputations of Generals Zachary Taylor and Winfield Scott, who left frustrated and exhausted.32

The same basic story line had been going on for two hundred years. In this case, the United States wanted the Seminoles out, pushed far west with their supposed Creek “brothers.” The Native Americans, claiming no such allegiance, wanted to stay put. To compound matters, local southerners alleged that the Indians were harboring runaway slaves.33 There were no grounds for reconciliation; it would be a fight to the ugly finish. Operationally, the war boiled down to a sporadic series of raids and counter-raids, carried out brutally in the heat and saw grass and swamps of central Florida—green hell epitomized.

Second Lieutenant William Tecumseh Sherman arrived late in the war, months after graduating from West Point, and got off lightly. After delivering a company of recruits to the base at St. Augustine in October 1840, he headed for his duty station at Fort Pierce, the Atlantic anchor point of his regiment’s line of posts strung south as far as Key Biscayne and west across the peninsula to Tampa Bay. He went by ship but had to be steered in a whaleboat through the treacherous surf at the Indian River Outlet by a veteran helmsman, known locally as the Pilot Ashlock.34

The fort was across a broad lagoon perched on sand bluffs, three rows of log-and-palmetto-thatched barracks joined by stockades to form a defensible perimeter, with a parade ground to the rear. Officers had separate quarters, six or seven stilt houses, which they had festooned with varicolored feathers, animal skins, and shark teeth. It was not an unattractive environment, especially considering the inland alternative. White sand, clear, luminous aqua water, even the burning sun tamed by the breeze coming off the Atlantic—war in the tropics could be beautiful.

Sherman was reporting toward the end of the traditional summer lull in the fighting.35 Unlike West Point, here there was plenty of free time. Ashlock—“the best fisherman I ever saw”—taught the new lieutenant to spear sharks and net green turtles and filled him with tales of Indian fighting. The base commander and its surgeon also provided war stories over whiskey punch. They plainly liked young Sherman: he was bright, animated, and, thanks to his foster father’s political connections, aware of what was going on in Washington. Familiar faces from West Point were filtering in. Both Edward Ord and George Thomas were not far down the coast in Fort Lauderdale, and Stewart Van Vliet soon joined Sherman at Fort Pierce. He gave every sign of enjoying himself.

But this was a war zone, not a Florida vacation, and it quickly became evident. As the weather cooled, expeditions inland resumed—a hit-and-miss process of locating Seminole bands scattered through the wetlands. Sherman went in repeatedly but found nothing.

He did see the violent results, though. In January, one party, using a captured black man as guide, set upon a group of natives with muskets blazing and then returned with thirty-four survivors, including several badly wounded young women whose stoicism astonished Sherman.36 Around the same time, one of Stewart Van Vliet’s patrols stumbled into nearly fifty natives and slaughtered them. One of the sergeants, Broderick, managed to kill three, while Van Vliet, an excellent shot, cut down a warrior at full run through the trees.37 Broderick brought back one of the scalps and staged a monumental drunk to celebrate. He didn’t last long, shot by the enraged husband of a flirtatious base cook.38 Ashlock was next. After testifying at the Broderick murder trial in St. Augustine, the pilot brought his new bride and her sister through particularly heavy surf and back to Fort Pierce. He then returned to the steamer to pick up a load of ten soldiers, only to capsize and drown with all but one, leaving Sherman on the beach to console the young wife. The next day, he and Ord found a couple of the corpses washed up and “torn all to pieces by the sharks.”39 If combat eluded Sherman in Florida, death did not.

Sherman was aware that military operations were slowly grinding down the Seminoles. But he wanted the pace quickened, and this prompted his first spate of concerted strategic thinking. He pored over available maps to get a better idea of local topography, declaring it “essential to a true military execution.”40 He wrote his foster brother Phil that he wanted “a war of extermination—the most certain and economical method.”41 More men were needed. But further militarizing the white settlers would not help, he concluded, dismissing the local militia as “a pack of rascals” unable to defend themselves, much less conduct offensive operations.42 Instead, Sherman wanted Florida filled with regulars (long-term enlisted troops) until active resistance ceased—the gradually escalating sledgehammer strategy that conventional soldiers so often propose to deal with guerrillas.43 What he got was something more sophisticated.

In May 1841, Colonel William Worth took over in Florida. A man with an instinctive feel for irregular warfare, Worth proposed sealing off the south of the peninsula and then conducting unrelenting operations against the remaining Seminoles. First, Worth streamlined rather than enlarged the force—cutting nearly a thousand civilian supernumeraries and then paring down combat teams, which had been slowed and bloated through fear of ambush, to leaner and more numerous units of twenty. Most important, Worth was ready to use them continuously.

Militarily, the Seminoles were determined and resourceful fighters, but they were betrayed by the vulnerability of their support base. It had been the same story since the European colonists first encountered them. Native Americans could not wage war continuously. As advanced hunter-gatherers and slash-and-burn agriculturalists, they needed time and solitude to exploit these slender staffs of survival. Later irregulars—the white Southern guerrillas who would confront Sherman in the Mississippi Valley during the Civil War, as well as the many insurgent groups of the twentieth century—would have vastly better access to food and were therefore harder to deal with. But the Indians were cursed by their lifestyle, falling prey to winter operations in the North and the West and here in Florida to Worth’s determination to send his forces into the depths of the interior in all the summer’s heat.

Sherman doubted if half the soldiers at Fort Pierce were ready for the rigors of such an agenda, especially with yellow fever about. He needn’t have worried. Seventy of the healthiest men were chosen to fan out inland, while he was left at the fort with the “sick, halt, and blind,” as he sardonically put it.44

Results were not long in coming. Marines and sailors supported the soldiers, moving relentlessly through the Everglades, hunting down the isolated bands of Seminoles in the midst of their growing season. From Fort Lauderdale, Sherman’s former roommate George Thomas helped lead an expedition that captured more than fifty Indians. Sherman’s own superior, Major Thomas Childs, conducted a twenty-five-day search for Sam Jones, one of the last at-large chiefs, and the young lieutenant was soon bragging that his regiment “had caught more Indians and destroyed more property … than the rest of the army.”45 Sherman even lent a hand, finding the local chief Wild Cat in a hammock and escorting him peacefully to Fort Pierce, where Childs later had him arrested. Plainly, resistance was being drained like water out of a wetland.

Another incident occurred while Sherman was back at the fort, one that tells us a good deal about his professional outlook and that of his superiors. The post surgeon had wanted ten days’ leave, and Sherman agreed to fill in. At sick call the next morning, the young substitute was presented with a groaning enlisted man. Rather than send him to bed, Sherman decided he was faking and ordered a sergeant to run him around the fort. The soldier dropped dead.46 In the modern U.S. military, this would spell the end of a career; but absolutely nothing came of it—no letter of reprimand, no sign of disapproval. Sherman was young and inexperienced, but he was also practicing what he had learned at West Point: soldiers were essentially pawns, dispensable items. One day this would change, and Sherman would play a key role in that process. But for the foreseeable future, he would subscribe to the elitist code of firefighting, just like his superiors.

They clearly thought he was doing a fine job, and in November 1841, he was promoted to first lieutenant, a jump that usually took five to eight years rather than his seventeen months of service. Some see the fingerprints of Sherman’s foster father, Thomas Ewing, who was now (if briefly) new president John Tyler’s secretary of the treasury. But one of Winfield Scott’s former aides, Erasmus D. Keyes, testified to Sherman’s impressiveness: “thin and spare, but healthy, loquacious, active, and communicative to an extraordinary degree.”47 The promotion meant leaving Fort Pierce and doing nothing more exciting than commanding a detachment of twenty men guarding the road between Picolata and St. Augustine. But that didn’t matter much, since within two months Worth would write Scott, now commanding general of the army, that hostilities should cease since there were too few Seminoles left in Florida to make it worth chasing them.

The war was over, and Sherman had done well. Within three years, Florida would become the twenty-seventh state, so it is possible to say the interlude marked his first experience with national expansion. He would later grouse that Florida was gaining population slowly and didn’t seem to be worth much, but he never suggested relinquishing it.48 And although his role there may have been minuscule, it was a solid beginning for a young military career. Still, if he was off to a fast start, so was he destined to slow down.
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After a brief sojourn in Mobile, Alabama, William Tecumseh Sherman found himself bogged down for the next four years at Fort Moultrie on Sullivan’s Island in South Carolina, across the harbor from Charleston. His regiment, the Third Artillery, had been brought north and then concentrated there on more or less permanent garrison duty. At least it reunited him with classmates Van Vliet and Thomas, along with Braxton Bragg, who had been three years ahead at West Point. All got a huge helping of boredom.

Life consisted of rising for reveille, drill at sunrise, breakfast at seven, parade at eight, changing of the guard at eight thirty to nine, and then … nothing. Militarily, the day was over. Enforced leisure prevailed.49

A certain amount of time was filled with shoptalk. Sherman later remembered long bull sessions in his room among officers on “Tactics & History—discussing the relative merits of the old Flint lock and modern innovation of the percussion cap,” adding that one captain “contended that there could be no better weapon than the old revolutionary firelock … and in spite of regulations clung to his old Steuben’s Tactics.”50 Reactionary or progressive, this sort of discussion, spaced over days and weeks, was bound to get old.

Sherman took to amusing himself. He read continuously. He wrote home, particularly to his younger foster sister, Ellen—a relationship soon destined to escalate dramatically. He even acquired paint and easel, characteristically turning to landscape and with an intensity that “made it painful to lay down the brush.”51 This may have been just a measure of his own idleness, since he never painted with any seriousness again.

Nevertheless, it did bring him closer to his former West Point instructor and now immediate superior, Robert Anderson. He and his wife were avid collectors and were happy to spend hours with Sherman, showing him their many paintings and engravings. In the process, a friendship blossomed, one that would have significant consequences for both of them. Sherman recalled standing on the battlements with Anderson and watching cotton ships from the North dump their rock ballast on a designated spot within the harbor, where the army engineers were building a new, far more defensible fort. It would be called Sumter, and it would make Robert Anderson famous.

In the interim, however, the city of Charleston continued to extend a hand of welcome to the officers stationed at Moultrie. Armed mostly with their full-dress uniforms, they in turn staged frequent invasions across the harbor, gaining easy entrée to the best parties and drawing rooms. Sherman already had an eye for the ladies and regularly joined in the fun to be had among Charleston’s famously winsome belles.

Yet the experience wore thin. The officers and their epaulets were obviously a decorative motif, there to flatter the aristocratic conceits of the local planter class. Partying became a chore, and then a bore. He wrote home: “Smirks, smiles, pride and vanity, hypocrisy and flippance reign triumphant.”52 So did states’ rights and nullification, a local brand of politics Sherman, already the staunch nationalist, found contemptible, and one he believed was keeping South Carolina isolated from the American mainstream.53 He also thought they were bluffing, which they weren’t.54

He had no quarrel with their economic system, though. Seeing slavery in action in probably its most brutal North American manifestation, the rice plantations of the steamy coastal lowlands, left Sherman unfazed. He accepted the argument that nobody else could do this work in such heat and that it required compulsion. The slaves he saw, at least the ones in Charleston, were “all well dressed and behaved, never impudent,” and he thought they felt “very lightly indeed the chains of bondage.”55

Still, he remained skeptical of the entire social order. In his eyes, it was a structure forged from necessity and pretension and as such hardly preferable to what he had grown up with or had seen subsequently. This pretty much characterized Sherman’s thinking up to the Civil War. Slavery was a natural part of the social framework, as was free labor; each could and should coexist for the sake of national unity. A strategic blindfold, you might say.

As time ground on at Moultrie, Sherman increasingly found reasons to get away—and a career as an officer in the U.S. Army offered numerous opportunities to wander the land. Several soldiers deserted, and Sherman jumped at the chance of pursuit. Inspection details and court-martials brought trips to neighboring states.56 But most significant, three years of continuous service entitled him to a long furlough in the summer of 1843, one that turned into a momentous journey of discovery.

First, back in Lancaster, Sherman discovered he had fallen in love with his foster sister, Ellen, and she with him. But there were many obstacles, even if you overlooked the most obvious: Ellen was by upbringing and inclination hyper-Catholic, and she wanted the instinctively agnostic Sherman to convert. She also wanted him to quit the army. The Ewings were all about the law and public service, making money, and running the family salt mine. Those were the acceptable career options. Finally, she made it clear that Lancaster was home. So clear that you can almost imagine her asking: “Why, oh why, oh why, oh—why would I ever leave Ohio?”

Altogether, this was a pretty strict set of betrothal conditions, but Ellen laid them down softly and Sherman took them up with the same spirit. At least they gave everybody, including the very possessive prospective foster father/father-in law, Thomas Ewing, time to mull things over and get used to the new relationship. Marriage, meanwhile, remained on the horizon.

Plainly in the mood for love, Sherman found a new object of fascination on the way back to Moultrie—not a woman this time, but a river, the mighty Mississippi. Traditionally, strategists focused on such arteries for their ease of transport and also because they generally defined the corridors of power and ultimately the military center of gravity. On the deck of his riverboat, Lieutenant Sherman instinctively knew he was someplace important, furiously scribbling notes on everything he saw: the sights and sounds of water traffic, the lay of the land along the banks, and the towns and cities—New Orleans, Memphis, Vicksburg, and especially St. Louis.

Geography, or at least Sherman’s version of geography, prophesied a wonderful future for any place positioned at the confluence of the Missouri and the Mississippi, and to make his point, he moved there six times in his life.57 But it was this initial trip down the river that seems to have crystallized the image that “in a few Short years the
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