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      William Barker Cushing packed an extraordinary amount of activity, danger, and heroism into his short life. He began his Civil War career as a disgraced midshipman and finished it as a national hero and the youngest lieutenant commander in the history of the United States Navy. Among the Union naval officers of the war, only Admiral David Farragut and, perhaps, Admiral David Dixon Porter stood as high in the public esteem.


      Romantics can find hints aplenty of Cushing’s bravery and thirst for fame among the distant progenitors of the Cushing clan as identified by Warren Cushing of the University of California at Irvine. The earliest common ancestor was the Viking warrior Hrolf Nefja, born about AD 826. A follower of Harald Fairhair, he was named earl of Throndjem and Maeras following Harald’s unification of Norway in 872. Among Hrolf’s grandsons and great-

      grandsons were some of the most famous warriors of the Viking Age. Eric Thorvaldsen, commonly known as Eric the Red, discovered Greenland in 982, subsequently colonizing what was then a temperate seacoast. His son, Leif Erikson, reached Newfoundland about 1000. Another of Hrolf’s grandsons Gongu Hrolf, known to history as Rollo, led the Viking conquest of Normandy. Rollo’s illegitimate son William invaded England in 1066, trading in his nickname William the Bastard for the more attractive William the Conqueror. A third of Hrolf’s grandsons was Cu, who invaded southwestern Ireland. His descendants, through his son Cuson, continued to hold sway in Cork, Tipperary, and Limerick until the time of Cromwell. Eventually the name Cuson became Cushing.
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          Lieutenant William Barker Cushing in 1864.


          The original photograph is in the collections of the U.S. National Archives. Naval History and Heritage Command.

        

      


      Had Will Cushing known of his famous ancestors—and that is doubtful at best—he would probably have found their history attractive. For all the grimness of the Civil War, it was in the beginning a romantic enterprise for many who rushed to defend the banners of Union or Confederacy in the spring of 1861. The literate among them had wiled away many hours on city block, rural farm, army post, or patrolling ship reading the works of Sir Walter Scott, James Fenimore Cooper, Alexandre Dumas, and the other popular romantic novelists of the first half of the nineteenth century. The hard lessons of war would disabuse most of the young soldiers and sailors of their romantic preconceptions. Yet for some, and Will Cushing seems to have been among them, the war remained a high adventure from beginning to end.


      The first of Will Cushing’s direct ancestors to immigrate to America was Matthew Cushing (1588–1660). Born in Hingham, Norfolk, he sailed aboard the Diligent from Gravesend for Massachusetts with his wife and five children in 1638. He was already fifty years old, and his reasons for leaving England were apparently religious rather than economic. Most of the passengers aboard were members of the Anglican parish in Hingham and supporters of their puritan rector in an ecclesiastical dispute with his high-church bishop. From Boston, the party traveled to Hingham, Massachusetts, founded a few years before by neighbors from home. (In 1637, a young weaver’s apprentice, Samuel Lincoln, had also settled in Hingham, where he would marry and become Abraham Lincoln’s great-great-grandfather.) Matthew Cushing set up a shop, farmed, and took a modest part in public affairs. Whatever inclination Matthew’s descendents had to take to the sea or to seek fame, fortune, or anything else on far fields and seas was apparently well suppressed for the next several generations. In the main they were farmers and tradesmen, living within ten or twenty miles of the ancestral home in Hingham, which would remain in the family until 1887.


      Will’s paternal grandfather, Zattu, born in Plymouth, Massachusetts, in 1770, revealed a more adventuresome bent. The Cushing family sided with the Revolutionary cause, and Zattu celebrated the American victory at Saratoga in the autumn of 1777 by slipping out of his school in Plymouth after dark and “walking, running, and leaping with joy” as he carried the news to the family farm ten miles away.


      Zattu was apprenticed to a shipbuilder in his teens. At twenty-one, he left Massachusetts for the frontier of upstate New York. He married Rachel Buckingham in Ballston Spa north of Albany in 1795. The young couple settled in Paris, south of Troy, New York. He apparently took up the shipbuilding trade again, superintending the construction of the vessel Good Hope on an island near Erie, Pennsylvania, in 1799. In the winter of 1805, Zattu and Rachel loaded their five children and household possessions aboard a sledge, trekking through the snowy woods and across the lake ice to Fredonia, New York. Among the children was five-year-old Milton Buckingham Cushing, who would become William B. Cushing’s father. Zattu prospered in Fredonia, engaging in business and becoming a justice of the Niagara County Court. Retiring from the court in 1825, he organized a company and built the canal boat Fredonia Enterprise to ply the recently completed Erie Canal. The venture was a success, and the family became modestly wealthy. Zattu’s prosperity enabled him to send Milton to Hamilton Literary and Theological Institute (today’s Colgate) for a degree in medicine.


      Milton Cushing established his medical practice in Zanesville, Ohio, where he married Abigail Tupper in 1823. They had four children together before her death in 1833. The younger of Will’s half sisters, Abigail, died in infancy. The remaining half sister, Rowena (b. 1829), and his half brothers Benjamin (b. 1825) and Edward (b. 1827) were still part of the Cushing household at the time of Will’s birth in 1842. Dr. Cushing married Mary Baker Smith in 1836. Their first child, Milton, was born in 1837, the year the family moved to Milwaukee, Wisconsin, then a town of about eight hundred. Another son, Howard, was born in 1838 and a third, Walter (who did not survive infancy), in 1839. Mrs. Cushing disliked Milwaukee, and that year the family moved to a log cabin twenty-five miles west of Milwaukee and a few miles north of Waukesha (then known as Prairieville) where a village was springing up on the shores of Lake Nagawicka. The coming of a doctor was very welcome, and the Cushings’ new neighbors elected him justice of the peace and chairman of the board of supervisors of the township of Nemahbin. In 1848, years after the Cushings had departed, the village was renamed Delafield, the name by which it is known today.


      Dr. and Mrs. Cushing added another son to the family in January 1841 with the birth of Alonzo, who would become Will’s constant childhood companion. Will was born on November 4, 1842, the last of the Cushing boys. Two sisters would follow. Mary Rachel was born in 1845 but lived less than a year. Mary Isabel was born in 1847. By then the family had moved on to Chicago, where Dr. Cushing set up his practice near the waterfront.


      Nearly all the biographies of Will’s early years recount a tale told by his sister Mary Isabel many years after his death. At age three, Will donned his father’s top hat and set off to explore. Seeing a boat leaving from one of the nearby wharves, Will scurried to get aboard. Whether he was late, clumsy, or too stubborn to accept defeat, Will’s pursuit took him over the end of the wharf. A sailor on the dock jumped in and rescued him. Queried about his name, Will answered, “Will Coon,” the family’s nickname for him. Unable to get more from the soaking child, the sailor took him home to his wife and then set about making inquiries. Meanwhile, the Cushing home was in a frenzy, the blame for Will’s disappearance settling on his half sister Rowena, who had let him escape her care. Twenty-four hours later, Rowena salvaged some self-respect when she discovered Will at the sailor’s house, his ambitions of world travel abandoned for the moment but otherwise not unhappy with his adventure.


      The family’s perambulations were about to resume in any event, though the cause would be unwelcome. Dr. Cushing’s frail health was failing, and in the fall of 1846 he decided to investigate a move south. He spent the winter with a cousin in Vicksburg, Mississippi. Feeling somewhat restored, he returned north in the spring, stopping in Columbus, Ohio, to talk to an acquaintance, the rising lawyer and antislavery orator Salmon P. Chase. Dr. Cushing, also a passionate abolitionist, convinced Chase to take his son, Benjamin, into his law office. Getting his eldest son situated was Dr. Cushing’s final accomplishment. On his way to rejoin his family in Chicago, he sickened, dying in a hotel room in Gallipolis, Ohio, on April 22, 1847, at the age of forty-six. His widow came to take his body home to Fredonia for burial in the family plot.


      At five, Will was old enough to grieve for the good man who had been his father. The loss of his father and the specter of an uncertain longevity may well have inculcated a certain fatalism in Will from an early age. His reckless disregard for personal safety and his thirst for military glory were, if we accept this theory, a compensation for what he expected to be—and indeed proved to be—a short life. Dr. Cushing’s children were a short-lived brood even by the standards of the nineteenth century. Both of Will’s half brothers and his remaining half sister would die well before he began his Civil War service: Benjamin in 1850, Edward in 1852, and Rowena in 1858. In all, Dr. Cushing sired eleven children, outliving his first wife and three of his children. Only Milton, his eldest by his second wife, Mary, would live to a greater age than Dr. Cushing, dying at fifty. The redoubtable Mary Cushing would outlive all of them except her daughter Mary Isabel, who would die at the age of forty-five in 1892, a year after her mother passed away at eighty-four.


      Will’s half brother Benjamin went to work in Chase’s office, as his father had planned. With Chase as a patron, he might have risen to great heights, but he died of tuberculosis less than three years later. Chase went on to become a prominent senator and a candidate for the Republican nomination for president in 1856 and 1860. Lincoln made him secretary of the treasury, placing on him the heavy burden of financing the fight to preserve the Union. In 1864, Lincoln appointed him chief justice of the Supreme Court, an office he would fill with great distinction.


      During his time in the Lincoln administration, Chase extended his patronage to several prominent officers, including the brilliant but erratic William S. Rosecrans. It does not appear that Will sought to capitalize on his family’s connection with Chase, although Chase did fondly recall Benjamin when he met Will during the war. Will would never share his father’s and Chase’s deep commitment to the abolitionist cause. His personal correspondence before and during the war contains some negative comments and more than a few crudely playful characterizations of African Americans, but on the whole he does not seem to have been any more racially insensitive than the majority of white Northerners of his time.


      Like many soldiers and sailors, Cushing appears to have moderated his views as he had more contact with “contrabands,” “the peculiar institution,” and the growing number of African Americans in Northern uniform. The navy itself was partially integrated, African Americans serving as coal heavers and occasionally as deckhands. In southern waters, a few served as pilots on Union vessels. Among them was the renowned Robert Smalls, a twenty-two-year-old slave who smuggled his wife and children and several other African American families aboard the Confederate transport ship Planter at Charleston in the early morning hours of May 13, 1862. Donning the captain’s broad-brimmed hat to disguise his silhouette, Smalls steamed the Planter boldly past Fort Sumter and Confederate picket vessels to surrender the ship and its cargo of munitions to an astounded Union blockading squadron. (Later, General Quincy Gilmore would dismiss the white officer who was subsequently given command of the Planter, appointing Smalls in his place.) Cushing would certainly have heard of the Planter’s escape, and no doubt would have admired Smalls’s daring. Some indication of Cushing’s changing attitude about race seems indicated by his avoidance of the terms “nigger” and “darky” (with a few exceptions of the latter) in favor of “negro” in his postwar memoir. Nor is there evidence that he ever treated African Americans in service or out with anything but fairness.


      In the summer after her husband’s death, Will’s mother, Mary, moved the family from Chicago to Fredonia. Her father-in-law, Zattu, had died in 1839. His estate was divided among his numerous offspring, most of whom were raising their own families in Fredonia and its vicinity. With the small estate left by her husband, a modest collection raised by her in-laws, and some money from her father, Mrs. Cushing purchased a home and opened a school, the Fredonia Academy. The school quickly became a success, providing the income she would need to raise her children and stepchildren.


      Cushing wrote nothing of his early years in his memoir, but elsewhere his recollections of his Fredonia childhood were fond. The town of three thousand, some three miles south of Lake Erie, must have seemed quiet after the bustle of booming Chicago. But Will and his slightly older brother Alonzo found plenty of adventures nevertheless. Will, the more confident and assertive of the two, became the leader of the neighborhood boys. He organized their games, led fishing, apple-stealing, and berrying expeditions, and concocted their practical jokes. For a time, he had them organized along military lines as “the Muss Company.”


      Will enjoyed the companionship of girls, particularly that of his cousin Mary Edwards, who became his lifelong friend and correspondent. He charmed adult women. His first teacher was so taken with Will that she called him a “hero in embryo.” Even his strong and resolute mother could never quite find it in her heart to punish Will as severely as his transgressions warranted. Will’s fondness for females might have opened a less pugnacious boy to derision by his male classmates, but Will was a prodigious fighter, whipping any boy who challenged his character or right to lead. His victories came not from physical superiority—like all the Cushing men he was slight—but from the suddenness of his fury and the ferocity of his attack.


      Although Will does not appear to have been a great reader of the popular romantic fiction of his time, there seems something almost chivalric about his gallantry toward women, love of single combat, and the rigorous—indeed knightly—standards he used to take the measure of men and boys. Age, education, and position meant little to him if a man could not otherwise demonstrate character worthy of respect. Those lacking became fair game for derision and practical jokes. In Fredonia, a schoolmaster in the neighborhood was one of those whom Will found unworthy. Leaving his mother’s academy, where he’d spent the morning confined, nine-year-old Will would arrive at the other school during noon recess, climb a fence, and summon the boys he had organized as the “Muss Company” with a loud whistle. Ignoring the schoolmaster’s shouts, the boys would rush to form in ranks, and Will would march them away on an adventure. When the distraught schoolmaster objected to Mrs. Cushing, she chided the man for allowing a child to wreck the discipline of his school. Nevertheless, she forbade Will to harass the schoolmaster further and ordered him to disband the Muss Company.


      He did not, however, abandon his strict standards for measuring other men and boys. The family’s scholarly minister preferred to study late and sleep late. He hired Will to feed the chickens and drive in the cows, cautioning the boy not to arrive too early. Will, however, considered the minister a slugabed, a state not to be tolerated even in a man of the cloth. Not long after daylight, Will would arrive singing and clattering a stick along the fence. The minister’s remonstrances had no more effect than the schoolmaster’s had, and the household had to alter its schedule to fit Will’s standards. Will was not rehired the following summer.


      It wasn’t that Will resented authority so much as he refused to accept it when wielded by those he considered lacking in manly virtue. That attitude would cost him dearly at the Naval Academy and frequently put him at odds with his seniors during the Civil War. But when Will judged a boy or a man worthy of his respect, his loyalty became absolute. He ignored his cautious brother Alonzo’s protests, visiting a playmate quarantined with smallpox by climbing to his second-floor window. The visits continued for days until the boy’s father marched him home and complained to Mrs. Cushing that he couldn’t keep Will out. (Fortunately, none of the Cushings came down with the disease.) That loyalty would carry over into adulthood. In his early service in the Civil War, Will served under one of his former instructors, Lieutenant Charles W. Flusser, aboard the USS Commodore Perry. He idolized Flusser and was distraught when he heard of the older man’s death in battle against the CSS Albemarle, vowing, “I shall never rest until I have avenged his death.” That promise would lead Will to his most famous and dangerous raid.


      Will’s path to naval fame began when his uncle Francis Smith Edwards was elected to Congress in 1854. In the summer of 1855, Edwards visited the Cushing home to tell Will and his mother that he had procured Will a position as a congressional page for the fall of 1856. He was also trying to secure Alonzo an appointment to West Point, and there was a possibility he could manage a similar appointment for Will at one of the nation’s service academies in a year or two.


      Will was delighted with the prospect of escaping small-town Fredonia and its provincial attitudes for the wider world. He buckled down to his studies. Always happier in the outdoors, he was never particularly studious, but he had a quick mind and could master a subject if he saw utility in it. He was good at mathematics, appreciated history, and wrote well in a clear hand. He detested Latin but managed to absorb enough to graduate from the Fredonia Academy in the spring of 1856.


      By the time Will struggled through his last lessons in Latin, tensions between North and South had risen to a new and disturbing level. The Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, a well-meaning compromise that had codified the concept of popular sovereignty, was proving a catastrophe for the political parties, the country, and especially Kansas, where pro- and antislavery forces were turning increasingly violent in the battle to determine if the territory would become a slave or free state. In January 1856, the prominent abolitionist preacher Henry Ward Beecher announced that the Sharps rifle had the moral force of the Bible in Kansas. In upstate New York, where abolitionist sympathies ran strong, Beecher’s supporters gathered subscriptions to send Sharps rifles—“Beecher Bibles”—to antislavery Jayhawkers in Kansas. Proslavery sympathizers in the South responded with fund drives to finance proslavery settlers and gangs of border ruffians from Missouri.


      Will was only thirteen and had little interest in politics, but in the spring
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