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Author’s Note

Note on names: Juliette Gordon Low’s father, brother, and husband were all named William. For the sake of clarity, Willie refers to her father, William Washington Gordon II. Bill refers to her brother, William Washington Gordon III. Willy refers to her husband, William Mackay Low.


Preface

Juliette Gordon was born just as the Civil War ripped the United States in half. When it ended, her father, a third-generation Georgian, returned from the fighting and the family quickly patched itself together. Daisy, as Juliette was always known, grew up as one of five siblings in a beautiful Savannah home rich in love and material comforts. Her irascible mother hailed from Chicago’s founding family. The Gordons gave their children a cosmopolitan upbringing, a good education, and a sense of duty.

Daisy was an extroverted, popular girl, excelling at art and enjoying outdoor amusements. Chafing only a little at nineteenth-century society’s restrictions on young women, she fell in love with a man who failed her completely. William Mackay Low was a wealthy Englishman with Savannah roots. He stepped in to comfort her upon the death of one of her sisters, and Daisy lost her heart to him. Unfortunately, just before their 1886 marriage, a physician’s error damaged her ear and her hearing, and not long after, a piece of wedding rice thrown at the couple stuck painfully in the same ear. The other ear deteriorated, leaving Daisy to cope with compromised hearing for the rest of her life.

The Lows lived among the British aristocracy, and their circle of friends included titled nobility with mores very unlike her own. Her husband’s infidelity shocked and wounded her. She bravely chose the scandalous option of divorcing him, but he died before she could complete the process. From beyond the grave he added to her humiliation by leaving the bulk of his considerable estate to his mistress. With her sisters-in-law, Daisy fought successfully to regain her share. Though she found temporary comfort in travel and visiting friends, Daisy could not immediately solve the riddle of what to do in her widowhood.

The answer came when she met British war hero Robert Baden-Powell. He had just created two organizations, the Boy Scouts and the Girl Guides, which combined duty and play in a fashion Daisy found compelling. She threw herself into the formation of Girl Guide patrols in Scotland and England, learning much about the program. Encouraged by Baden-Powell’s support, in 1912 Daisy Low returned to the United States and founded the single most important organization for girls in the history of the nation. For eight years she led the Girl Scouts of the United States, until it grew from a handful of girls and a few adult leaders in Savannah into a nationally known, highly respected, self-supporting organization with a membership in the tens of thousands.

In 1920 she traded the title of president for founder but continued for seven more years to be the voice and the face of Girl Scouting. Her unceasing efforts produced hundreds of experienced adult leaders who shared her vision. Once her organization had matured, Juliette Low turned to the nascent challenge of developing global Girl Scouting in the face of American isolationism. She died beloved of her Girl Scouts in 1927, her name forever associated with them.

The creation of the Girl Scouts was, at first glance, the most extraordinary and uncharacteristic act of her life. Though her family members were initially dubious, Scouting celebrated everything that Daisy had been taught to prize: duty to country, civic participation, joy in nature, and a cheerful spirit. Girl Scouting also imparted ideals that Daisy knew, from sad experience, were imperative for girls to learn: chiefly, the importance of independence and the value of sisterhood. Daisy’s nine-year marriage was the unhappy aberration in her life, but without Willy’s death, it is doubtful that she would have moved with such swiftness to involve herself in Baden-Powell’s program.

Girl Scouting was one of many institutions attempting to assist youth during the Progressive Era. But Daisy Low and her organization were not consciously part of this larger movement. She neither knew the reformers nor took much notice of their work, beyond initiating Girl Scout patrols at Hull House. Daisy drew on her own familial and social contacts to establish and run Girl Scouting, seldom turning outward to network with recognized reform leaders. She was in the reform movement but not of it.

She was not an intellectual or a deep thinker. She did not confide to paper any rationales or philosophies for her actions, because she operated intuitively. A fundamentally happy childhood gave her an innate trust in and liking for people, and they generally rose to her expectations. She admitted that it was improbable that someone like her should have begun such a great movement. She frequently compared herself to Saint Denis, who, after his beheading, plucked his head from the ground, tucked it under his arm, and walked up Montmartre. It was only the first step that was hard, she would laugh—after that, the rest of the journey was easy.

Juliette Low was neither methodical nor predictable. She was the visionary leader of an organization that is still thriving one hundred years later. Her sense of humor first drew her to Baden-Powell’s emphasis on fun. Girl Scouting had an earnest agenda, but it had to be enjoyable. Juliette Low saw enormous potential in girls and knew women had few outlets for personal and professional development. In 1916 she explained, “Our purposes are analogous to those of the Boy Scouts. They aim to make better men, we to make better women. They are made better housewives if they are to remain in the home, for they are taught practical and useful things, or, if they have to go out in the world, they will learn self-reliance as well as being helped to a means of livelihood.”

Only Daisy Low could have created the Girl Scouts of the United States. Had she been a trained, earnest reformer, she would have neglected the fun at the heart of Girl Scouting. Had she been less patriotic and duty driven, she would have discounted Scouting’s emphasis on civic preparedness. A traditional woman would have stressed only the homemaking side of Girl Scouting, but Juliette’s disastrous marriage made her prize the organization’s unconventional offerings. Her enormous charisma, her storytelling abilities, her youthfulness and joie de vivre complemented her hugely effective persuasive skills. She converted her disability into an advantage, conveniently turning a deaf ear to those who would say no to her.

No one who knew the young Daisy Low—when she was the age of a typical Girl Scout—would ever have dreamed she would create an organization that would affect millions and millions of girls around the world. The story of the Savannah belle who transformed into a uniformed leader of one hundred thousand girls gladly donating millions of hours of service to the United States during the First World War is an unlikely one. The tale of a romantically inclined dreamer who devoted her last decade to peace through international understanding seems improbable. That a near-deaf fifty-one-year-old childless widow began the Girl Scouts is preposterous. To have done so with neither a network of social reformers nor experience in any pertinent fields is unbelievable. But that is precisely the story of Juliette Gordon Low’s remarkable life.
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CHAPTER 1

Civil War and the Problem of Loyalties

The enemy occupation had begun. Union general William Tecumseh Sherman and his formidable army ended the siege of Savannah after a three-hundred-mile march through Georgia during which, he observed, “All the people retire before us and desolation is behind.” Yet some elite Savannah families welcomed these conquerors into their homes. Heedless of the baleful stares of her hard-eyed Confederate neighbors, Eleanor “Nellie” Kinzie Gordon pulled her tea set out of hiding and threw open her parlor doors to men her family had known long before the terrible Civil War began. Generals Sherman and Oliver O. Howard sat in the elegant house she shared with her husband, William Washington Gordon II, and their daughters, Eleanor, Daisy, and Alice. Willie was still off fighting for the Confederacy, so the Union officers enjoyed Nellie’s hospitality. Three-year-old Daisy perched on Howard’s knee, eyeing him curiously. With a child’s candor, she asked what had happened to his arm. “Got it shot off by a Rebel,” he told her. Daisy brightened. “I s’pose my father did it,” she enthused. “He shot lots of Yankees.”1

The adults present surely smiled at this earnest expression of a daughter’s loyalty, and Daisy could not have been expected to understand the complexities of war. These nice men were friendly. They brought candy, visited often, and “made a great pet of [Daisy], roaring at her comments about Yankees,” Nellie recounted. Yet they were adversaries, dressed in blue uniforms far different from the resplendent, familiar gray her father wore. And it wasn’t a desire to catch up with old family friends that brought them to town, but rather the relentless Union offensive that pushed the Confederacy one step closer to defeat. After the city fell to the Union forces that December 20, 1864, Daisy’s father mourned privately, “Savannah evacuated last night.… This seventh anniversary of my wedding day ends seven happy years! The future is very dark.”2

Willie Gordon was right. As the “mystic chords of memory” binding the United States together unraveled completely in 1861 and Northerners and Southerners took up arms against one another, Willie and Nellie found themselves straddling the divide. He was a third-generation Georgian. Her ancestors had founded Chicago. They had personal and business connections north and south. Daisy’s father could not be a fire-eating, radical secessionist, but the righteousness of the Southern cause was unambiguous to Willie. So was his duty.

Gordon men had a long history of military service. Ambrose Gordon, Daisy’s great-grandfather, migrated to Georgia from New Jersey to settle the land he had earned fighting in the American Revolution as a cavalry lieutenant under George Washington’s nephew, William Washington. Gordon so admired Washington that he and his wife, Elizabeth Meade Gordon, named their son after him. When it was time, they sent William Washington Gordon north to be schooled. He was the first Georgian to graduate from the United States Military Academy at West Point, ranking seventh in a class of forty. His stint in the army was brief, because William Gordon preferred law books to firearms. He married Sarah Anderson Stites, whose grandfather had been George Washington’s aide-de-camp in the American Revolution. Like his father, a federal marshal, Gordon earnestly performed his public duties. He served as an alderman and mayor of Savannah and as a representative and senator in the Georgia legislature. In the 1830s, he founded what eventually became the Central of Georgia Railway, an important economic link between Savannah’s deepwater ports and the state’s interior.3

William Washington Gordon II—known as Willie—was the son of Sarah and William Washington Gordon. Born in 1834, Willie was only eight when his father died, but he grew up knowing that honor, masculine pride, and defending the family businesses predestined his service in the War Between the States. Willie, too, had been educated in the north. At Yale College in the winter of 1853 he met a charming boarding school classmate of his sister Eliza’s. Eighteen-year-old Nellie Kinzie slid gleefully down the banister at the Yale library and landed with a self-assured bounce directly in front of the astonished Southerner. Opposites attracted. The mature, self-possessed, duty-bound college senior fell in love with the irrepressible Nellie.

Raised in the frontier town of Chicago, Eleanor Lytle Kinzie was the only daughter among seven sons, three of whom died very young, born to Juliette Magill and John Harris Kinzie. Life was precarious; this sad truth might have liberated Nellie, who viewed her reputation as a mischief maker with satisfaction. She recorded in her memoirs tales of her “naughty” ways, including a lifelong and most unladylike tendency to curse—which she could do expertly in more than one language. Nellie loved the outdoors, trounced the boys at marbles, and kept up with them easily in sledding, horseback riding, and ice-skating. In Chicago’s public and private academies she mastered Italian and French. From her mother she learned how to keep house, play the piano, nurse the sick, grow a garden, sew, and make shoes. It was, she recalled, “everything which might be required of a woman separated from the conveniences of civilization.”4

At Madame Canda’s finishing school in New York City, winsome Nellie Kinzie became friends with a number of young women, including Savannahian Eliza Gordon. Nellie met Eliza’s brother Willie in December 1853. During their three-year engagement, Nellie explained to Willie her family’s pivotal role in the founding of Chicago, including how the first Episcopal service had been held in the Kinzie home in 1835, the year before her birth. They and their fellow parishioners then erected Saint James, the city’s earliest Episcopal church, in 1837. Nellie had been baptized and confirmed there. The church and her religion were extremely important to her, as she emphasized to Willie before their marriage: “I feel anything like a slur on my church far more than you ever did my remarks on slavery.” Despite his Presbyterianism, they wed at Saint James. After a honeymoon at Niagara Falls, they settled in Savannah, and Nellie worked hard to fit in as a transplanted Northerner. It was trial by fire.5

Nellie’s mild antislavery sentiments presented a stumbling block to full acceptance in Georgia, where her new husband’s family was in the cotton brokering trade. In 1857, Willie’s firm, Tison & Gordon, was a year old. With other cotton factors, his office was located on Bay Street, high on the bluff above the Savannah River, where businessmen kept a close eye on water traffic. Tison & Gordon’s profits depended on the system of slavery, because slaves grew and harvested the cotton that Willie bought and sold. His family owned Belmont plantation in Jefferson County, which similarly depended on the work of slaves. Every material comfort Willie would provide for his new wife was produced through slave labor.

More pressing for the Gordons than their cultural and political differences was Nellie’s first pregnancy. In an era when motherhood was a woman’s highest calling, she was conflicted about the role. She sent her mother scorching missives about the constriction of her time and whims. Nellie had been a flirtatious, happy belle and a joyful young bride. She quickly made a name for herself in Savannah for having courageously and publicly ridden the untamed horse of a local patrician. Pregnancy curtailed such exploits. Nellie also feared that a baby would come between her and Willie, and separate them even more than his time-consuming livelihood did. Her mother had scant sympathy for the “unreconciled spirit” Nellie evinced. “Do not,” Juliette cautioned her daughter, “give way” to mutinous feelings. “They are wrong—every way wrong.” She suggested that Nellie lean on God and on her husband.6

Savannah’s Christ Episcopal Church welcomed Nellie. But leaning on her husband was not easy. His cotton factor firm kept him busy. Nellie complained about the “many lonely and gloomy hours” she spent without him. And when he was at home, they were not alone, for they had moved in with Willie’s mother, Sarah Gordon. No matter how kind Sarah might have been, Nellie was no longer the center of attention as she had been in Chicago as an unmarried woman. Nellie longed for a dwelling of their own, where she would not have to share her husband’s focus. Juliette took a mother’s part and emphasized that it was crucial for Willie to contribute to his wife’s happiness, especially in her condition: “He ought to take care that everything should be planned and provided as you think will be most conducive to your comfort.… [H]is duty is to see you saved from every annoyance and unpleasant anticipation.”7

Just in case Willie did not fill that tall order, Juliette swept into Savannah in time to sustain Nellie for the birth. Her daughter’s adopted city was more than one hundred years older than the town the Kinzies settled. Savannah’s busy wharves gave the elegant town a cosmopolitanism lacking in Chicago. Nearly twenty-two thousand people lived there, including seven hundred free blacks and more than seven thousand slaves. At the time Juliette arrived, Savannah was in the throes of another yellow fever outbreak, a deadly viral illness spread by mosquito bites. Its symptoms included a high fever, headache, vomiting, and jaundice, which gives skin a yellowish cast, hence its name. There was no vaccination and no cure for yellow fever in the nineteenth century, and the death rate was generally very high. Memories of the 1854 epidemic caused Sarah Gordon to flee to her daughter Gulielma, in New Jersey, in hopes of escaping the danger. Juliette and Nellie, however, professed “little fear of epidemics,” and so the two were together when Eleanor was born on September 27, 1858.8

Nellie’s concerns about the baby’s interfering with her marriage proved groundless, and her relationship with Willie grew stronger. When Eleanor was almost a year old, Nellie took her to Illinois to introduce her to the Chicago relatives. The letters between husband and wife attest to their deep commitment to each other, rooted securely in a mutual physical attraction that continued unblushingly throughout their lives. Nellie’s love for Willie was the bridge between her family’s ardent Republicanism and his devotion to the Southern cause. Yet unpleasant politics were a constant backdrop. After Nellie returned to Savannah, her mother missed her tremendously, but, she wrote, she understood that Nellie had to get back to Willie: “for I would not want him to think that I am trying to abolish him, or deprive him of his white property.”9

In the spring of 1860, Nellie was pregnant with their second child. Her ambivalence resurfaced, but neither Juliette nor Willie sympathized with her defiance of a woman’s essential nature. “For you I grieve,” Willie wrote sadly, “not only because of your present inconvenience, but because of the repugnance you have always felt lest such a result should be brought about.” Why Nellie voiced such complaints, when the evidence points to her having been not only a good mother but an interested and involved parent, is unclear. The burdens of child rearing were eased by servants in Chicago and slaves in Savannah. Perhaps it was because Nellie was happiest when her parents and her husband indulged her.10

As the birth neared, her apprehension decreased markedly, as did the frequency of discussions about the moralizing of abolitionists and the future of slavery. On the last day of October 1860, Nellie and Willie welcomed the arrival of Juliette Magill Kinzie Gordon. The “fat, hearty little stranger” was named for her maternal grandmother and dubbed Daisy—a common nickname of the time. In an attempt to quell the fussing of new parents about the infant’s ill-favored appearance, Grandmother Kinzie counseled patience: “I am sure that after a very little while she will cease to look like a ‘freak’ and do credit to the stock from which she is descended.” Very quickly they came to describe Daisy as “a beautiful baby,” with “a sweet disposition,” who gave them “very little trouble.”11

The trouble came instead from national crises. Between Eleanor’s and Daisy’s births in 1858 and 1860, cataclysmic events made war all but inevitable. The fuse was lit just seven days after Daisy was born, when Illinois politician Abraham Lincoln won the 1860 presidential election. Lincoln’s name had not even appeared on the ballot in most Southern states, his victory making white Southerners feel unrepresented and impotent. Fragile compromises worked out by Washington legislators rapidly unraveled. The Confederate States of America took up arms against the United States, federal forces readied to stop them, and the American union dissolved.

Once Confederate troops fired on Fort Sumter in April 1861, Bishop Stephen Elliott felt compelled to make it the topic of a celebratory, pro-war sermon at Christ Church. “Georgia expects every man to do his duty,” Elliott thundered. He insisted the prayer for the president of the United States should be changed immediately to “Thy Servant, the Governor of the State of Georgia.” Elliott’s exhortations spurred Willie to leave his family and “go to the front at once,” Nellie seethed. She did not want to be without her husband. Daisy was barely six months old in April 1861; like her sister, a child of the North and the South. Two-and-a-half-year-old Eleanor might have sensed their mother’s ire, because Nellie described herself being “violently” against Willie’s joining up: “Not from any sentiment as to whether the South was right; I didn’t care a fig for that. I simply did not want him to run the chance of getting shot.”12

Family funds helped Willie equip a company of the Georgia Hussars. Willie’s father and grandfather had served with the 125-year-old cavalry unit, and so his service was foreordained. They trained on Skidaway Island, not far from Savannah. There, through directives home, he continued to manage the family’s finances. Willie and his men lived on bacon, beans, and hoecakes. He begged Nellie to send him “bread or rusks or cakes every chance you hear of,” and some fabric so he could make a proper mattress. Sandflies and midges were eating him alive. In mid-June he had to tell Nellie that the original plan of thirty days at Skidaway would lengthen, as he would be sent off to Virginia. “I love you with all my heart and soul,” he assured her. “Kiss” the girls “for me,” Willie continued, “and don’t let them forget about me.” Not long after, Second Lieutenant Gordon and the rest of the Hussars went to fight in Virginia as Company F of the Georgia Hussars, Jeff Davis Legion.13

They spent the fall outside of Richmond, but by mid-October Willie relayed their orders to march six days north to Manassas Junction. But the time away from Nellie was wearing on him, as much as on her: “God bless you my dearest, darling wife. I love you with all my life strength. Rest assured I will take good care of myself. Imagine yourself being kissed a thousand times for I could almost devour you with kisses were I with you now.”14

Nellie remained at home with Eleanor, Daisy, her mother-in-law Sarah, and the slaves. She hated being apart from Willie. Her letters, full of the children’s doings, contained equal measures of consolation and courage: “I am sorry, darling, that your journey has been so unpleasant;—either raining or hot, all the time;—I trust its after results, will repay you for your present discomfort.”15 She followed the war news closely and began a journal into which she poured her frustration, descriptions of the people she met, and notes about household troubles. Nellie might have been born and raised in Chicago, but she soon adopted her husband’s feelings about the necessity of Southern independence. She grew livid thinking that the North did not take Southern resistance seriously, even after four states of the upper South joined the cause in the spring of 1861. Although the Confederacy won the first major battle of the war when Union troops broke ranks and ran away at Manassas, Virginia, Nellie felt Northerners still denigrated Southern unity and seriousness of purpose:


Truly, if this is a Rebellion it is a gigantic and unanimous one. The North still whines out its old tune of “crushing out the Rebellion.” They are either willfully blind—or woefully ignorant—for they cannot yet, after nearly a year’s struggle—wherein they have wasted all their strength, and energies, and resources, in vain—realize that this is not the uprising of a few who have in some mysterious manner overawed and cowed an immense Union Party! Fatal—absurd—insane delusion! I am disgusted at the course pursued by the government of the North! Such blindness! Such folly!… They will never never conquer the South, nor subdue the so-called Rebellion.16



It was just as well that Nellie felt that way living as she did in Savannah, for in January, while Willie was freezing in a hard eastern Virginia winter, two of her close relatives accompanied their forces en route to Georgia smartly dressed in Union blue. In early 1862, Nellie’s uncle, Major General David Hunter, led a force of Northern troops to gain control of Fort Pulaski and the Savannah River. Located on Cockspur Island, Fort Pulaski guarded the entrance to Savannah. It was considered invincible because of its seven-and-a-half-foot-thick masonry walls. Nevertheless, in fewer than two days and with minimal casualties, Union artillery, with new rifled cannons, compelled a wholesale, “disgraceful surrender”—as Nellie called it. To make matters worse Nellie’s own brother, Arthur Magill Kinzie, was Hunter’s aide-de-camp.17

Hunter was an abolitionist. He was also a general with a shortage of manpower. So, after Pulaski fell, he unilaterally freed the slaves on Cockspur Island. Then he went further and freed all the slaves in Florida, South Carolina, and Georgia. He expected they would take up soldiering gratefully, and he assumed President Lincoln would follow his lead and proclaim the end of slavery. Hunter was stunned when neither outcome occurred. Instead, North and South alike condemned his high-handedness. Lincoln disowned responsibility and repudiated Hunter’s order—but never punished him. In Savannah, his niece suffered guilt by association.18

Nellie endured the constant tension of having loved ones on both sides of the battle lines. She confessed that it was “delightful” and “a comfort” to hear from Illinois relatives, particularly so after long periods of silence when the fighting interrupted the mail. Nellie was not shy about asking Georgia friends in the military to ferry mail between her Chicago relations and her uncle David. At the same time, Nellie bragged to her diary about the large numbers of boxes of “clothes and necessaries” that she and other women had packed to send off to Confederate soldiers. Bishop Elliott blessed their efforts, preaching on “Women’s Heroism in War” and “God’s Presence with Our Army at Manassas.”19

While Nellie always used “we” to refer to the Confederacy, her loyalties lay less with the South or the North than with her husband and family. Neither side fully understood her dilemma. When a cousin of Willie’s waved Uncle David Hunter’s “outrageous proclamation” before Nellie’s face, condemning him roundly, she shot back that she “didn’t care what kind of proclamation he had made,” insisting, “I knew and loved him well enough already.” Sarah interrupted passionately: “I wish to heaven no son of mine had ever married a Northerner!” Nellie huffed that she could “not be on friendly terms with any one who talks to me in that style!” Eventually, Sarah apologized, but the chill between them was slow to thaw.20

When her own mother wrote excitedly to say that Arthur was outside Savannah, preparing to visit her, Nellie was impatient. She mused to her diary that her brother was “Willie’s open enemy, and yet expects me to be delighted to meet him, when he comes under such circumstances! Opposed to each other at a distance, I could stand it, but to come against his home? No, I love Arth dearly, but to meet him under such circumstances would only give me pain, not pleasure.” Nellie had been the target of whisperings—and worse—of Savannahians who suspected her of treasonous divided loyalties. She returned home one time to “buckets of filth from a cess pool… dashed all over the front door, porch and steps.” She recognized that this “charming specimen of the refinement of Savannah residents” had been thrown “as a protest against us.” It was lucky that her fellow citizens did not know her cousin Henry H. Wolcott was president of the Starr Arms Company in New York, where his six hundred employees churned out weapons to equip the Union army.21

Nellie tried to maintain a normal existence. Though Savannah was depleted of its white male population, the fighting was far off, and those left behind were safe enough. After Fort Pulaski fell, a Union blockade closed off Savannah’s Atlantic side. The commodities available early in the war became scarcer. Local travel was still possible, and Nellie escaped Sarah’s home and the city whenever she could. She amused herself by writing pen portraits of her friends. She delighted to see her daughters recovered from croup and measles and grow “so well and fat!” But she missed Willie. In early March, Nellie left the children in Savannah with their grandmother and set out on a mission to find him. Though some Georgia Hussars escorted her, Nellie was annoyed at her inability to track down her husband. She did locate her old friend General Robert E. Lee, whom she had known a decade earlier when he was superintendent of West Point and she had been a debutante attending dances there. Lee could only guess where Willie was bivouacked, but eventually the couple found each other. “Weren’t we glad!!” rejoiced Nellie. Their precious harmony was interrupted by a courier who, Willie wrote his mother, “arrived at camp with orders for every well man to start for the front at daylight.” Willie left his wife’s side and handed out ammunition until dawn, when he roused Nellie and sent her on an eventful trip through hail and snow back to Savannah. She was thrilled to receive a blissful welcome from Eleanor and young Daisy, who “is so Sweet!” she confided to her diary.22

Uncle David’s siege of Fort Pulaski happened not long after Nellie’s return in early April 1862 and it changed her experience of war entirely. Letters “from home,” as she called Chicago, stopped arriving and so mostly she stopped writing. Every so often a welcome package would get through by messenger. In June of 1862, Andrew Low, a wealthy Savannah businessman and neighbor, brought her mail from her mother—once he had gotten out of military prison in Boston for suspicion of treason. Nellie began to lose faith in the conflict’s rapid conclusion. Her despair at long separations from Willie grew. She gave in to “the most violent fit of grief,” which she knew upset her daughters. Nellie grew more critical of the Confederates, too, and when she did, she did not use “we.” “The Southerners, as I tell them all the time,” she wrote in her diary, “can whip twice their number in a fight. Fighting is their element. But when it comes to ‘pitching in’ and working hard to secure means and advantages or even to turn to account those natural blessings and gifts they have, they are too lazy, and inefficient to do it. They’re so used to being worked for, that they don’t know what it means to work—and they won’t do it.”23

Willie, one of those “Southerners,” meanwhile withstood twelve hours of being “under fire of shot, shell, and musketry” before escaping from the Union forces in the retreat from Yorktown to Richmond. His assessment of the battlefield remained positive, and Nellie could not have missed that he called it “a beautiful sight to see the working of Artillery on each side and to see our Infantry march to the front….” A practiced soldier, his lengthy report to her from the field acknowledged Union military skill. Willie “narrowly escaped capture” from “five or six Yanks” while he was about the important task of “buying some cornbread.” Whether she concluded that was courage or folly must be left to the imagination.24

For Nellie, the hardest blow resulted from Confederate “barbarity,” as one observer called it. Gray-clad sharpshooters killed her brother John while he was wounded and defenseless. A sixty-nine-pound shell caused a boiler explosion on his ironclad, the Mound City, and the impact hurled a scalded John Kinzie into Arkansas’s White River. He floundered in the water, an easy target for the sniper who picked him off. Kinzie was one of 105 men out of a crew of 175 who died in the battle at Saint Charles. “Oh, my poor Father & Mother… How can I help to comfort you so far away, so cruelly separated from you!” Nellie cried to her diary.25

She begged Willie to allow her to go north to console her family, but was downcast at his “abrupt and unkind refusal.” Only the receipt of a package from Chicago, containing a photograph of John and the reassurance that her mother had “not sunk under this blow,” mollified Nellie. Nellie thanked God: “Oh, I have been so blessed that I feel as if I must spend the whole night in prayer and thanksgiving. What am I that God is mindful of me! and yet ‘He has raised me out of the horrible pit!’ for truly I was in a state of the utmost distress. Faithless Heart! Why did you despair? This mercy is but a specimen of all thy life!” She resumed writing to her mother, confident that some of her notes would get through.26

As the war dragged on, Willie’s correspondence dwindled. Brief bouts of battlefield illnesses meant he could not write. In October he cast a farmer’s appraising eyes over Maryland’s mountains, valleys, houses, barns, stock, crops, and towns, and liked what he saw, even though the people were Yankees. He sensed they were more anxious for the war to end than they were zealously partisan. Nellie felt the same way. Daisy had turned two by then, and was talking “quite sweetly,” yet Willie had yet to hear her voice. Recent mail contained money from her parents, but Nellie had no way to spend it for what they needed, as goods became ever more scarce.27 She was fed up with Willie’s absence and with having to make do. “What do you think of the state of affairs at present?” she demanded:


I think we are pretty badly off, myself! Just whipped at Corinth and all but whipped at Sharpsburg—the North is getting the best of it and what’s more will get the best of it, with all their men and resources—This secession Willie is going to be a failure I am afraid and whether it is or not I wish to Heaven you would leave fighting to those who have nothing better to do, and come home! I am tired out with being lonely and unprotected and uncomfortable. I am cut off from all I care for and my only comfort, you, are off the Lord knows where, “Fighting for your country.” What do you care for your country in comparison to your wife and children? Or rather what ought you to care? It’s all a delusion—an absurdity, my darling!—and I wish to Heaven everybody would come to their senses! I am cross, as you will not need to be told, but there’s enough to make me so, I am sure. If I could see what good there was to be gained even after the war was over I would not care—but I don’t—and it will last forever and you will be killed and I shall be left alone wretched and miserable on the earth! Come home, Willie, do come home if you can!28



Nellie’s ardent plea, however self-serving and unpatriotic, nevertheless moved Willie. Six weeks later he had found a way to rejoin his family in Savannah, if only briefly. He attended his sister Gulie’s wedding, played with Eleanor and Daisy, and reestablished his intimacy with his wife. When he left again, it was with a promotion to assistant adjutant general, serving under his uncle Hugh W. Mercer.29

By June 1863, Willie earned a place on the Confederate Roll of Honor “for meritorious service during operations in the Richmond campaign,” and promotion to captain. In September of that year, while fighting at Frederick’s City, Maryland, a bullet came so close to Willie that it left a hole in the rim of his hat. One year later “a stray ball” wounded him at Lovejoy’s Station, but not badly enough to send him home. Instead, he transferred with his Hussars to Anderson’s Brigade of Wheeler’s Division of Cavalry. Joseph Wheeler’s forces fought hard to halt General Sherman’s advance through the Carolinas. Willie commanded the rear guard as the Confederates retreated, blowing up bridges as they went to thwart Sherman.30

Willie was luckier than two of Nellie’s brothers, Arthur and George, who were captured and sent to the Confederate prison at Cahaba, Alabama. When she learned of her brothers’ imprisonment, Nellie immediately set off to see how she could help, taking clothing and food. Meanwhile, Nellie’s distraught parents worked through their circle of acquaintances—which extended to President Lincoln—to construct a successful prisoner exchange.31

By March 1863, Willie had missed most of his second daughter’s life and nearly all of her childhood “firsts.” Nellie’s letters never began with the children and their activities, but she did relate that Daisy was “very good and no trouble.” The three-year-old had taken to calling herself “Daisy Dordon.” She made sure to send “Sarther” her love every time Mama wrote to him. Willie asked to have Daisy sew a handkerchief for him, “to be ready to give me when I come home.” Daisy was a tiny girl during the fighting, but she understood that a crisis was ongoing because of the absence of her father, her mother’s anxiety, the cruel death of her uncle John, and ubiquitous discussions of war. In such strife, children typically cling to their familiar toys and games, like make-believe house and school. Eleanor recalled how “the young Negro children of our servants were our constant playmates.” But wartime games often turned into childish reconstructions of battles reflecting the social upheaval around them and the patriotism they assimilated. The Gordon girls were lucky to have the stability of their home, their mother, and the slaves. There were things to celebrate, too, especially the birth in 1863 of their little sister, Sarah Alice, usually called Alice. Daisy and Eleanor gave her the nickname Skinny, which may have been an indicator that the Gordon household was feeling the bite of war.32

Certainly other Georgians were. As the Union forces moved inexorably southward in 1864, Willie’s sisters, Gulie and Eliza, thought it best to stay with their mother in Savannah. Nellie tried to take her daughters to safety in Chicago, but Willie forbade her sheltering in enemy territory. Juliette Kinzie thought it “sad and strange… that your husband should pursue in refusing you a privilege….” Eventually Willie declined even to listen to Nellie on the subject. She took it upon herself to leave her mother-in-law’s rapidly filling home. She moved with her three girls to a bungalow near the new town of Thunderbolt, located five miles from Savannah on the Wilmington River. Her happiness at being in her own home, surrounded by picturesque live oak trees, and having the ability to provide “plenty of good plain food” from local gardens for their daughters, was clear from her letters to Willie. She described for him how the girls worked up an appetite feeding the chickens and pigs. They all kept Willie in mind, even Daisy, who found his razor one day and exclaimed, “Oh, Mama, look… here’s what Papa skins his face with!” Nellie was content in her “snuggery” with her books and her piano. But her rural idyll did not last, for General Sherman’s forces had begun their march through Georgia and the noose was tightening around the South. Willie was “continually skirmishing and under fire of shell, shrapnel, and bullets… getting no sleep at night, retreating or should I say ‘retiring to a new position’ three times” in four days. Nellie, the girls, and their nurse returned to Sarah’s home, causing an even greater paucity of space and food for all.33

Before 1864, Savannah was barely touched by the war, beyond the obvious absence of white men and a decrease in the availability of consumable items. The marketplace flourished, cotton mounted at the depot waiting mostly in vain for the blockade-runners who attempted to sell it in England, and people went about their business. City fathers even allowed the enfeebled Union League to continue meeting. That all changed when Sherman marched south from Atlanta. He aimed “to whip the rebels, to humble their pride, to follow them to their inmost recesses, and make them fear and dread us.” His sixty thousand Union troops foraged, living “sumptuously—turkeys, chickens and sweet potatoes all the way,” Sherman wrote to his wife, “but the poor women and children will starve. All I could tell them was, if Jeff Davis expects to found an empire on the ruins of the South, he ought to afford to feed the people….”34

In desperation, the Georgia legislature, on November 18, passed an act compelling all white men between the ages of sixteen and fifty-five to fight. Legislators reminded citizens of the danger: “Our cities are being burned, our fields laid waste, and our wives and children mercilessly driven from their homes by a powerful enemy.” Confederate general P. T. Beauregard urged all patriotic Georgians to “obstruct and destroy all roads in Sherman’s front, flank, and rear, and his army will soon starve in your midst!”35

To Georgian William J. Hardee fell the unenviable job of defending Savannah. Knowing he was unlikely to halt Sherman with his small force, Hardee abandoned the city to keep his army intact. Savannahians who could escape did so. The siege of Savannah began on December 10, 1864. Sherman sent his army to attack by land, and after a fifteen-minute battle on December 13, Fort McAllister, “the guardian of the Ogeechee River,” fell to Union forces, who were rewarded with the capture of ammunition, food, and wine.36

Nellie did not join the long line of men, women, carts, carriages, and livestock hurrying across the pontoons and out of Savannah. She wrote Willie on December 20 about the “perfect rush now, to get off. People are such fools!” Two of their slaves “cleared out,” Nellie divulged, but she and her family stayed, waiting for what would come after Mayor Richard D. Arnold proffered the city’s surrender. A generally amicable takeover began under the U.S. flag. “The citizens mostly remain, and the city is very quiet,” Sherman noted. On December 22, he sent his famous telegram to President Lincoln: “I beg to present you as a Christmas gift the City of Savannah with 150 heavy guns & plenty of ammunition & also about 25,000 bales of cotton.”37 In Washington, three hundred cannons sounded to celebrate the fall of Savannah, and the new cotton agent in the Treasury Department laid plans to confiscate and sell the harvest, worth approximately “twenty eight millions of dollars,” to the profit of the federal government. Some of those twenty-five thousand bales belonged to Nellie, and some were Tison & Gordon’s.38

As the enemy lines closed around his family, Willie worried. Nellie tried to placate him. Her note, written with the battle so near that the house was shaking, encapsulated their troubles and laid bare his suspicions:


I am sure I have always proved myself ready and willing to do all for [your mother] in my power—and in this case, I have more power to serve her, than if I were her own child. As long as I have a cent, or a mouthful to eat, I promise you she shall share it. And if she survives this war, surely she can have a home and comforts with us; My property will always avail you to start again in business and my only pleasure in its possession is the thought that it will help you to build up a fortune which you can enjoy. May God grant that we may live to enjoy it together.

Why do you harp so continually upon the idea that I shall compromise you in some way if the Yankees come here? Do not fear. Neither I, nor the children, will associate with them, or have anything to do with them save what is actually necessary. I tell you this now, for the last time to re-assure you, my Darling. I will never take the oath [of loyalty to the Union] under any circumstances. If we are compelled to go away from here, I will take [your] Mother with me and go to Chicago—but not otherwise, and I shall promise to do nothing without consulting her and following her advice. Does that satisfy you? And do I make a sufficient negation of myself by such promises?

I must say Willie, that I do not think in some things you have had as much consideration for me, as is your wont. For a married woman, who has got some sense, my hands are as completely tied, as they could be if I were a child—You make everything in my plans or desires, give up to either your Mother or yourself—and you do not I think reflect upon all I have borne with patience which [your] Mother might have prevented if she had dared to make [your sister] behave with common civility. Much as I love your dear Mother and I do love her dearly, as you know, I really think that she might have stood my friend in some matters, where she was blameably silent.

As to giving up my will to yours, my own darling, that is not a trial to me. I love you so much Willie, that I could do anything and everything for you! And I am heartsick at the idea of a restricted correspondence and a long separation. Be sure your children will be as great “Rebels” when you see them again as they are now.39



Money, his mother, her loyalty, the children’s loyalty, her independence: these vexing concerns could hardly be solved by letter. Juliette begged her daughter and granddaughters to come north, tempting them with the question, “Could we live through the happiness of such a meeting?” But Nellie had promised Willie, and so they stayed despite the Union occupation, until such time as they’d be forced to leave.40

Sherman made his first headquarters in an imposing Gothic Revival house on Madison Square. Charles Green, the wealthy business partner of cotton factor Andrew Low, owned the home and offered it to the general for his use. Sherman turned reflective on Christmas morning as he surveyed his surroundings. He wrote to his wife, “This house is elegant and splendidly furnished with pictures and statuary.… There are many fine families in this city, but when I ask for old and familiar names, it marks the sad havoc of war. The Goodwins, Teffts, Cuylers, Haberhams, Laws, etc., etc., all gone or in poverty, and yet the [women] remain, bright and haughty and proud as ever. There seems no end but utter annihilation that will satisfy their hate of the ‘sneaking Yankee’ and ‘ruthless invader.’ They no longer call my army, ‘Cowardly Yanks,’ but have tried to arouse the sympathy of the civilized world by stories of the cruel barbarities of my army….” Lincoln’s attorney general Edwin M. Stanton concurred with Sherman’s assessment. He told cabinet members in January that he found “little or no loyalty in Savannah,” where “the women are frenzied, senseless partisans.”41

Food was a woman’s domain, and women had been trying desperately to feed their loved ones on little more than local rice and fish since the fall of Fort Pulaski. To make matters more trying, war refugees swelled the city’s population to bursting. Rationing had been in effect for a year before Sherman’s forces arrived. The poor suffered earliest and most, but even members of polite society had to ignore the rumbles from one another’s empty stomachs. Sherman allowed a warehouse full of rice to be sold in Boston under Mayor Arnold’s auspices. Arnold purchased “flour, hams, sugar, coffee” and other goods to distribute to Savannah’s hungry for free, Sherman noted approvingly.42

The general knew that the lightest hand would secure the quickest allegiance. The mayor believed that nearly all Savannahians just wanted the war to end. Besides, Arnold felt, “where resistance is hopeless it is criminal to make it.” So the general and his staff shined their shoes and polished their buttons and made social calls to demonstrate that they did not intend to punish the city unduly. For some of Savannah’s matrons, the pragmatic embrace of the enemy’s presence ensured a measure of peace in the short run and perhaps better terms from the Union when the war was over. Sherman’s military career had brought him to Georgia in the 1840s, when he first met several Savannahians. Nellie and Sherman were familiar, as he was friends with her brother. He kindly brought her letters from Chicago, and spoiled the children with sugar. Sherman and Howard missed their own children and delighted in the Gordon girls’ antics.43

As somber Christmas celebrations began, the women of Savannah reconciled themselves to the presence of the Northerners. Nellie assured Willie that “Sherman’s troops have treated the citizens and private property well here.” The city’s white inhabitants as a whole showed their gratitude for the peaceful transition by entertaining the invading forces at the Freemasons’ Lodge. Within a week, seven hundred Savannahians had openly cast their lot with the Union.44

This rankled Willie. He knew the war was a lost cause for the South. While his family clung together in the besieged city, he had been on the move for three years. He worried about money, cotton sales, the ignominy of losing to the Yankees. The end of the war occasioned a brief but profound crisis of faith for Willie. “I pray constantly, earnestly, but it does no good,” he wrote Nellie morosely. “I can’t feel that God has given me his Grace and I cannot amend without it.” Under the guidance of the Right Reverend Henry C. Lay, Willie was eventually confirmed in the Episcopal Church. “I can’t realize that I have become a Christian,” he rejoiced. To his apprehensive mother, he was careful to explain that he saw “but very little” difference between the “Episcopal and the Presbeterian [sic] forms of worship. The latter is endeared to me by associations connected with you, the former by associations connected with Nellie. I consider the form but of little consequence.”45

Willie’s concern about betraying his mother paled beside his belief that his wife had betrayed him. Despite her promise, Nellie was consorting with his adversary. He could not have been in Savannah to protect his family, and thus was not there to forbid her from opening their home to his foe. He had fought in hopes of “annihilating Sherman.” Willie wrote to her in January 1865, “What really galls me is that you should associate with my enemies upon any other terms than those politeness demands from every lady.”46

The visiting came to an end in March, when General Sherman ordered the removal of the families of Confederate officers from Savannah. Nellie kept her word and did not take the oath of loyalty to the Union. Sherman told her to join her family in Chicago. Nellie secured his promise to watch over her mother-in-law’s house, but she would not leave until she had seen Willie. Sherman, knowing something about Nellie’s temperament, provided a flag of truce so that she could await the rendezvous. After several attempts, the couple finally met, whereupon Nellie and the children—with escorts personally arranged by General Sherman—made their way to Illinois. Watching them leave, under the protection of the Union forces, Willie wrote, “was like tearing my heart out by the roots. It has haunted me like a nightmare ever since and will… to the end of my life.” Her actions left him “humiliated, crushed, and stung.”47

En route to Chicago, Daisy, Eleanor, and Alice met their uncles and saw their first snowfall, and generally bore up well until someone on the train began to sing “We’ll Hang Jeff Davis to a Sour Apple Tree.” Proudly, the girls began to shout a popular ditty:


Jeff Davis rides a milk-white horse

And Lincoln rides a mule—

Jeff Davis is a gentleman,

And Lincoln is a fool!



As her mother tried to shush her, Daisy said tearfully, “They shouldn’t hang Jeff Davis on a sour apple tree… ’cause he’s my papa’s friend. I wouldn’t care if they hung him to a sweet apple tree, but they shouldn’t hang him on a sour one.” Young Daisy, fervently attached to her father and his cause, was on her way to see her grandparents in the land of the enemy. Exhausted, weak from a near starvation diet, and confused, Daisy Gordon sobbed in her mother’s arms.48


CHAPTER 2

A Savannah Childhood

The Chicago sojourn did not make a Yankee out of four-year-old Daisy Gordon, as her father feared it might. She was too ill to think about much else except how bad she felt. She and her sisters were so thin and malnourished upon arriving in Chicago that one of Nellie’s friends described the girls as having “tow-colored hair and clay-colored skins,” and looking “like poor Southern white trash.” Rather than being insulted, Nellie shrugged concurrence. Weak and vulnerable physically, Daisy could not fight off an attack of what her mother called brain fever. This might have been encephalitis or meningitis, or something else altogether. “Brain fever” referred to several dire conditions that often resulted in blindness, deafness, insanity, or death. So it was not surprising that Nellie stayed glued to Daisy’s bedside for two weeks. Everyone feared for her life. By March 1865 the delirium had passed, and Nellie reported that Daisy was improving. She particularly missed Willie. “Daisy says ‘she loves her Papa,’” Nellie recounted, “‘because he’s been in the Rebel Army so long!’ There’s 4 year old patriotism!!” But the young Confederate was slow in recovering, and the attending doctors advised the family to coddle and cosset her to avoid a relapse. Daisy ultimately escaped the worst ravages of brain fever. When she was finally able to leave the sickroom, she began to learn about her very different Northern relatives. Daisy’s grandmother Juliette Magill Kinzie had written down some of the family chronicle in a book entitled Wau-bun, published in 1857.1

Daisy’s great-grandfather John Kinzie was the son of a Scottish immigrant, born in Canada in 1763. That same year, Great Britain secured the vast wilderness of the Northwest Territory, where Kinzie would make his living trading with Native Americans. In 1804, he and his wife, Eleanor Lytle McKillip Kinzie, acquired the first house in Chicago, from a French Canadian trader. It sat in a bend on the north side of the Chicago River, just opposite the newly garrisoned American frontier outpost Fort Dearborn. The Kinzie homestead was easily identifiable from the four Lombardy poplar trees in the front yard, and from the fact that it was “the only home of a white settler in Chicago for many years.” Five Kinzie children grew up in the wilds: Margaret, Eleanor’s daughter from her first marriage; John Harris Kinzie, born the year before the family moved to Chicago (and fated to be Daisy’s grandfather); Ellen Marion, who married into the Wolcott family; Maria Indiana, who became David Hunter’s wife; and the youngest, Robert Allen.2

From the tiny settlement in the shadow of the fort, John Kinzie carried on a thriving business with Native Americans over vast areas, while selling farm produce and other wares—including, briefly, slaves—to local settlers. Until the War of 1812 began, Kinzie also gained, probably through bribery, the exclusive contract to supply Fort Dearborn. He murdered one of his customers for threatening to expose him. The family story claims it was self-defense, and notes that Kinzie cared tenderly for his victim’s grave ever after.3

Great-grandfather Kinzie had a secret life. During the War of 1812, he might have been a spy for England, and then a spy for America, or perhaps a double agent. Daisy’s mother published the biography of John Kinzie, and even she had to admit that his murky maneuvers were ultimately “inexplicable.” After some dislocation caused by the War of 1812, the Kinzies resumed their lives in their Chicago house, which, by 1816, had been joined by four others. Kinzie put his past behind him. His various jobs made him, Nellie wrote, “rich” in real estate, “for he owned nearly all the land on the North side of the Chicago River, and many acres on the South and West sides, as well as… over one hundred acres of land surrounding the original Kinzie homestead.” When John Kinzie died in 1828, Chicago had fewer than one hundred residents, no newspaper, school, or church. But John Kinzie was honored as the “father of Chicago,” respected for his good relations with Native Americans and acknowledged as the first white settler to establish a home inside what became the city limits.4

Daisy’s grandfather John Harris Kinzie was a pillar of Chicago. He took up his father’s profession of working with Native Americans before becoming personal secretary to Governor Lewis Cass of Michigan. John Harris Kinzie reportedly spoke Winnebago and thirteen other Indian languages. In 1827 he married Juliette Magill of Connecticut, an educated woman who read French, Latin, Spanish, and Italian; painted in watercolor and oil; did fine needlework; and played the piano.5 Juliette had studied with noted educator Emma Willard, who taught that women were equal to men, and surely it was because of her influence that Juliette packed her piano and enthusiastically accompanied John in 1830 to the hinterlands of what would be south-central Wisconsin. Her remarkable journey is the centerpiece of Wau-bun. After a harrowing but successful time in Wisconsin, made more lucrative by the five-thousand-dollar federal award given to each of the four Kinzie siblings for claims stemming from the Blackhawk War, the two built their own Chicago home.6

John Harris Kinzie engaged in the wild land speculation of those days, and eventually owned valuable property in Chicago and significant farmland outside the city. He increased his wealth through investments in railroads, a copper mine, and a speedy ferry boat across Lake Michigan. In 1835, the year their daughter Eleanor, Daisy’s mother, was born, Kinzie was president of the Chicago branch of the Second State Bank. Later in his career, he would help organize the Chicago Board of Trade and serve as the first president of the Illinois Saving Institution.7

His interests extended beyond economic development, however. Kinzie was a founding member of the Chicago Athenaeum and the city’s public schools, a manager of the Orphan Benevolent Association, president of the board of the volunteer fire department, and vice president of the Fireman’s Benevolent Association. Saint James Episcopal Church so regularly benefited from Juliette and John’s generosity that people called it the Kinzie Church.8

The Kinzies lived among Chicago’s elite on the desirable north side. John hoped his associations and his wealth would make him the city’s first mayor. His Democratic neighbor, William B. Ogden, defeated him and his Whig ticket, but four years later Kinzie proudly celebrated the election of Whig William Henry Harrison to the U.S. presidency. After the demise of the Whigs, Kinzie served as the chairman of the executive committee of the Republicans of Chicago. Too old for battle when the Civil War began, Kinzie became a U.S. Army paymaster.9

When Daisy was a girl and visited her grandparents, she witnessed gorgeously arrayed American Indians calling on Agent Kinzie to trade information and to seek his assistance before taking their concerns off to Washington. The meetings occurred on the front lawn, the participants sitting solemnly and thoughtfully on the ground, with her grandfather perched on a soapbox. Daisy—a hidden observer—found the assemblage strange because there was more silence than talking, at least until Grandma Kinzie served up refreshments.10

Though it is impossible to know how closely she herself encountered them, Daisy’s family certainly respected Native Americans. According to British writer Harriet Martineau, who visited the Kinzies in 1834, they were “absolutely Indian in their sympathies and manners” and “the only persons I met with who, really knowing the Indians, had any regard for them.” Daisy always felt herself to be more than usually connected to the nation’s past, both through her family’s extensive involvement with Native peoples and through her own youthful experiences. She idealized “Indian culture” as a healthy alternative to cramped urban living, and never forgot the family tales of the generous, brave, and compassionate Native Americans who were friends and comrades.11

Daisy’s other great delight in Chicago was the block-long garden that lay between her grandparents’ house and her great-uncle Robert’s home. There the children ran and played, picnicked, told stories, and rested under the shade of tall trees. In 1865, Nellie enjoyed this time with her relatives, but she missed her husband. He could not leave the South yet—and even though the Civil War was over, it still divided them. The half dozen Kinzie servants left her little to do, and Nellie’s active mind shifted from domestic life to national politics. Never a shrinking violet, Nellie traveled alone to Washington, staying with Aunt Maria and Uncle David Hunter. She meant to seek redress for the cotton belonging to her that Union forces had seized in Savannah.12

Exploiting family ties helped her gain reimbursement from the federal government, but it set her starkly against her Confederate husband. A man with a less finely honed sense of honor than Willie Gordon might have been glad of his wife’s ability to employ her network of family and friends to recoup money owed, but Willie wrote her wrathfully that he “would be humiliated beyond endurance” at receiving “favors… through your influence and the Federal authorities, military or civil.” He wanted nothing to do with those who defeated the South. Tension mounted between husband and wife.13

Nellie accused him of not trusting her. He could not make her understand his position, and her collusion was like a viper in his gut. Desperate to disprove her complicity, hoping he had misunderstood her, Willie opened Nellie’s letters to his business partner, William Hayes Tison, and the children’s nursemaid’s notes to her sister. These confirmed that General Hunter had helped Nellie in her quest for federal compensation. Willie’s scorn was stinging: “Pardon me, I humbly beseech you. I constantly forget that I am subjected and barely realize that besides country, cause, [and] hope, I seem about to lose (or have already lost) the love, honor and obedience once pledged me. What a pity that one so talented and so highly connected should have thrown herself away on a creature so stupid as to prefer honor and principle to interest and success!”14

As he suggested, Willie’s trials went beyond his wife’s disloyalty. The Confederate surrender in April 1865 would prey on Willie’s mind for decades. His pride in his military labor and the bonds formed with his fellow soldiers never dissipated, but the mortification of defeat hung about him like a dark cloud. Through it, he had to reestablish his business and reunite with his family. He let Nellie know in May that she and the children should remain in Chicago, “for I don’t know where to get bread for my mouth and for the present am helpless to fill four or even one more.” His depression colored everything, and the forced separation from Nellie and the girls increased his suspicions about their love for him. “Kiss the chicks and never let them forget,” he warned, “that the word ‘rebel’ means an unfortunate man whom success would have made a hero and a patriot.” Their daughter remained true, Nellie assured him: “Daisy says, she loves her dear Papa, she is a rebel, and he is a rebel….”15

Willie, at least, had a home. He was lucky to be ensconced in his mother’s house while she was with relatives in Macon, though he shared it with his fellow veteran David Waldhauer, and a destitute Savannah family, the Tatnalls. Waldhauer and the Tatnalls were without “a cent in the world, liv[ing] on rations received from the City,” and without any future prospects, he told his mother sorrowfully. Sarah did not concur with her son’s charitable view on the Tatnalls. She was frantic, lest she find herself unable to dislodge them all when it was time for her to return. The Tatnalls, she fretted, were “a slow family.… They stick like leeches.” She wanted to be in Savannah, but Willie persuaded her to remain in Macon. “There is positively no money here….,” he averred. “You have no conception of things
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