
  
    
      
    
  



Gilbert Moxley Sorrel


Recollections of a Confederate Staff Officer

Enriched edition. Civil War Memories Series
In this enriched edition, we have carefully created added value for your reading experience.

[image: ]

Introduction, Studies and Commentaries by Liam Hightower
Edited and published by Good Press, 2023


goodpress@okpublishing.info



    EAN 8596547773320
  


    Table of Contents

    
    
        Introduction

    

    
    
        Synopsis

    

    
    
        Historical Context

    

    
    
        Recollections of a Confederate Staff Officer

    

    
    
        Analysis

    

    
    
        Reflection

    

    
    
        Memorable Quotes

    

    
    
        Notes

    

    


Introduction




Table of Contents




    At its core, this memoir reveals how the unseen machinery of command—drafted orders, whispered consultations, hurried couriers, and the measured judgment of staff officers—rather than battlefield spectacle alone, drove Confederate armies and later framed the memories by which veterans, historians, and the public would interpret the war.

Recollections of a Confederate Staff Officer is a military memoir set amid the American Civil War, written by Gilbert Moxley Sorrel (1838–1901), a Confederate officer who served on the staff of General James Longstreet in the Army of Northern Virginia. First published posthumously in 1905, the book participates in the early twentieth-century wave of veteran reminiscence that sought to codify personal experience into public history. Its scenes unfold across the war’s principal theaters in the East and, during Longstreet’s temporary detachment, in the West, covering the period from the opening mobilizations through the conflict’s most demanding campaigns and the burdens of high command.

Sorrel’s premise is straightforward and distinctive: to record the war as it looked from headquarters tents, field desks, and the saddle of a staff officer entrusted with translating intent into action. He guides readers through the daily craft of command—drafting dispatches, transmitting orders, reconciling conflicting reports, and bridging the distances between commanding generals and the line. The voice is measured, candid, and often wry, attentive to character sketches as much as to movements on a map. The result is an intimate, strongly situational narrative that favors observation over flourish and lets incident and personality carry the weight of meaning.

Across these recollections, several themes recur with quiet insistence. The book traces how leadership is tested not only by enemy fire but by time, terrain, uncertainty, and the stubborn facts of logistics and communication. It probes the interplay between individual temperament and institutional procedure, asking how trust is earned, maintained, and sometimes broken within a command. It contrasts public legend with the private pressures of decision-making, showing how contingency and imperfect information shape outcomes. And it meditates on memory itself—how veterans assemble fragments into a story that explains, justifies, or simply endures.

As a primary source, Sorrel’s account has long been valued for its proximity to senior Confederate command, especially to Longstreet and the staff culture of the Army of Northern Virginia. The memoir provides texture to operations that can otherwise appear abstract on maps, capturing the friction that turns plans into action. Its portraits of officers, the rhythms of campaign life, and the procedures of orders and reports give historians and general readers alike a granular sense of how a nineteenth-century army functioned under pressure. It complements other wartime and postwar narratives by supplying an inside view of staff coordination.

Reading the book today invites both appreciation and scrutiny. Sorrel writes from a Confederate perspective shaped by his service and by the era in which he composed his recollections, and the memoir reflects the assumptions and rhetoric common to early twentieth-century veteran literature. A critical reader will note these frames while still finding substantial value in the work’s close observation, operational detail, and glimpses of personalities at work. Engaging it alongside other sources encourages reflection on how communities remember, how narratives harden into tradition, and how the processes of writing about war influence what later generations think they know.

For contemporary readers, the appeal lies in its disciplined focus on the connective tissue of war: the careful drafting of an order, the hurried ride across uncertain ground, the conference that translates intent into coordinated movement. Attend to the quiet scenes as much as the dramatic ones, to the pauses and revisions that reveal decision-making under stress. The book rewards patience with a deepened understanding of leadership, accountability, and institutional strain. It offers, above all, a study in how personal recollection can illuminate—and complicate—the public story of a conflict that continues to shape American historical consciousness.
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    Gilbert Moxley Sorrel, a young Georgian who entered Confederate service in 1861, frames his memoir as a plain record of duty on the staff of James Longstreet. He traces his path from volunteer to trusted aide, explaining how a staff organized, drafted orders, carried messages, and kept a corps moving. The narrative opens with the army gathering in Virginia and Sorrel learning the exacting routines of headquarters. He introduces the principal commanders he would serve and observe, emphasizing procedure over rhetoric. His stated aim is recollection rather than argument, offering a close view of operations as the Army of Northern Virginia takes shape.

Early chapters cover the Peninsula Campaign, when Longstreet’s command guarded Richmond’s approaches against McClellan. Sorrel describes field headquarters shifting with the lines, courier routes laid under fire, and the drafting of concise orders amid rain, mud, and confused reports. At Seven Pines and through the Seven Days battles, he notes how staff officers bridged gaps between generals and brigades, relayed timing for attacks, and corrected misdirected units. He records Lee’s emerging authority, Longstreet’s methodical style, and the dependence on reconnaissance and signal flags. The emphasis remains on process: how plans were conveyed and adjusted as conditions changed hour by hour.

With the army reorganized, Sorrel follows Longstreet’s marches to the Second Manassas campaign. He outlines the movement through Thoroughfare Gap to join Jackson and the coordination that enabled the attack on Pope. The account then turns to the Maryland Campaign, the crossing of the Potomac, and the difficult fighting at Sharpsburg, where staff work meant constant risk on exposed roads. Fredericksburg brings a different task set, emphasizing defensive preparation, city evacuation measures, and postbattle order. The winter of 1862–63 is marked by picket routines, scarce supplies, and administrative detail, showing how persistence and paperwork sustained a large force between campaigns.

In spring 1863 Longstreet’s corps detaches toward Suffolk, a move Sorrel uses to document siege methods, foraging, and the collection of commissary stores along the railroads. After operations conclude and the corps rejoins Lee, the narrative follows preparations for the northern advance. Sorrel recounts route selection, march discipline, and the coordination of multiple divisions converging on Pennsylvania. At Gettysburg he presents the staff perspective on reconnaissance, synchronization of attacks, and the delivery of orders to Hood, McLaws, and Pickett under pressure. After the fighting, he traces the organized withdrawal across swollen rivers, emphasizing rear guards, wagon trains, and communication security.

Late in 1863 Sorrel accompanies Longstreet west by rail to reinforce the Army of Tennessee. He summarizes the complex transfers of units and supplies and the challenges of operating under General Bragg’s command. At Chickamauga, the staff concentrated on aligning corps, opening roads, and exploiting breaches as they occurred. The aftermath highlights missed coordination, friction among senior leaders, and the difficulties of sustaining momentum. The Knoxville campaign receives attention for its engineering demands, extended lines, and mounting shortages. Through these episodes, Sorrel keeps to sequence and function, illustrating how interarmy cooperation and logistics often determined outcomes as much as battlefield valor.

Returning to Virginia for 1864, the narrative enters the Overland Campaign, where continuous combat blurs traditional battle days. At the Wilderness and Spotsylvania, Sorrel details the strain of maintaining communications through fire and dense woods, especially after Longstreet is wounded. North Anna and Cold Harbor demonstrate a shift toward entrenchments and formalized staff procedures for trench duty, reliefs, and night marches. He notes Grant’s relentless maneuver and the Confederate response, recording routine but vital work: assigning fronts, moving artillery, rationing ammunition, and issuing succinct field orders. The emphasis remains on organization under attrition rather than on heroic set pieces.

The siege of Petersburg brings months of routine punctuated by sudden crises. Sorrel describes extended picket lines, countering enemy probes, and the widening reliance on telegraph and signal stations. He observes the aftermath of a great explosion and the constant effort to repair works, rotate brigades, and keep roads passable. Advanced from staff to brigade command late in the year, he recounts leading troops in sharp actions near the Boydton Plank Road and Hatcher’s Run. There he is severely wounded, and his duties pass to others. The shift from desk to line underscores the continuity of method from staff to command.

Convalescing as the war closes, Sorrel completes the story through reports from comrades and official notices. He sketches the thinning ranks, the evacuation of Petersburg and Richmond, and the retreat that ends in surrender. He closes the operational narrative with brief appraisals of principal figures he knew best, describing Lee’s self-possession, Longstreet’s steadiness, and the varied temperaments of corps and division chiefs. He records disagreements without adjudicating them, reproducing documents and recalling conversations primarily to show how orders were framed and executed. The outcome is presented as a matter of record, with emphasis on procedure through the army’s final movements.

In concluding reflections, Sorrel states the purpose of preserving a staff officer’s view, emphasizing accuracy in dates, routes, and orders over rhetoric. He underscores how communications, logistics, and clear directives governed success or failure, and how improvisation emerged under pressure. He notes the endurance of soldiers and the professionalism of many opponents, keeping the tone restrained. The overall message is that understanding the Army of Northern Virginia requires attention to its working parts as much as its celebrated battles. As such, the book offers a concise, sequential account that illuminates decision making, execution, and the human machinery of a nineteenth century army.
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    Set during the American Civil War (1861–1865), the narrative moves principally through the corridors and battle lines of the Confederate Army of Northern Virginia. Its geography stretches from Virginia’s Tidewater and the defensive lines before Richmond to Maryland and Pennsylvania, and then west to Tennessee and East Tennessee. The book’s perspective is anchored in the staff headquarters of Lieutenant General James Longstreet, with whom Gilbert Moxley Sorrel served before receiving brigade command late in the war. The time is one of rapid mobilization, industrial and logistical strain, and evolving war aims on both sides, culminating in hard campaigning, sieges, and the disintegration of Confederate military capacity by spring 1865.

The secession crisis of 1860–1861 and the formation of the Confederacy at Montgomery (February 1861) and later Richmond set the political frame. Virginia’s secession on April 17, 1861, made Richmond the Confederate capital and the focal point of the Eastern Theater. Sorrel, a Savannah, Georgia native (b. 1838), joined the Confederate service early and entered James Longstreet’s staff, soon becoming his trusted adjutant. The first clashes around Manassas—Blackburn’s Ford (July 18, 1861) and First Manassas/Bull Run (July 21, 1861)—introduced Sorrel to field operations and staff work. His recollections illuminate the early improvisation of Confederate command, the reliance on railroads, and the transition to more disciplined army structures.

The Peninsula Campaign (March–July 1862) and the Seven Days Battles (June 25–July 1, 1862) marked General Robert E. Lee’s assumption of command and the Army of Northern Virginia’s first great counteroffensive. Battles at Mechanicsville, Gaines’s Mill, and Frayser’s Farm tested Longstreet’s corps and Sorrel’s staff under fire. The subsequent Maryland Campaign brought Second Manassas (August 28–30, 1862) and Antietam/Sharpsburg (September 17, 1862), followed by Fredericksburg (December 13, 1862). Historically, these engagements fixed the war’s brutality and scale while shaping diplomacy. The Emancipation Proclamation (January 1, 1863), issued after Antietam, redefined Union war aims and narrowed prospects for European recognition—context Sorrel indirectly mirrors in noting shifting morale and expectations.

Chancellorsville (May 1–3, 1863) and Gettysburg (July 1–3, 1863) are the crucible of the narrative because they crystallize command dynamics within Lee’s high command and the strategic inflection of the war. At Chancellorsville, Lee and Jackson executed a daring flank march against Joseph Hooker’s Army of the Potomac, yielding a Confederate victory at considerable cost, including Jackson’s mortal wounding on May 2–10, 1863. Sorrel’s staff vantage captures the agility, risk, and communications that enabled the maneuver, and foreshadows the strains that would surface two months later. Gettysburg unfolded as a meeting engagement that escalated into a three-day battle involving roughly 93,000 Union and 71,000 Confederate troops; combined casualties exceeded 50,000. On July 2, Longstreet’s corps attacked the Union left at the Wheatfield, Devil’s Den, and Little Round Top, meeting fierce resistance from units under Gouverneur K. Warren’s alerted defense. Sorrel details the timing frictions, route of march issues, and the contested question of whether Longstreet’s assaults began too late in the day—issues central to postwar debates. On July 3, Pickett’s Charge against Cemetery Ridge failed with devastating losses to George E. Pickett’s division and supporting brigades. Sorrel’s recollections, grounded in staff orders, courier movements, and field observation, supply granular evidence about the coordination—and miscoordination—between corps, artillery preparation under Colonel E. Porter Alexander, and Lee’s expectations. He implicitly rebuts simplified narratives that assign singular blame to Longstreet, instead portraying a confluence of reconnaissance limits, topography, and command assumptions. Gettysburg’s defeat ended Lee’s northern invasion and, paired with the Union’s near-simultaneous victory at Vicksburg (July 4, 1863), marked a strategic turning point; Sorrel situates the battle within that broader hinge of fate from his insider’s post.

Longstreet’s detachments to the Western Theater in autumn 1863 extend the book’s scope to Chickamauga and Knoxville. At Chickamauga (September 19–20, 1863), after arriving from Virginia by rail, Longstreet led a powerful breakthrough on September 20 against William S. Rosecrans’s Army of the Cumberland, driving a wedge at the Brotherton Field. Despite Confederate tactical success under General Braxton Bragg, coordination failures stymied complete exploitation. Sorrel records the elation and subsequent frustrations as the Confederates failed to destroy the Union army, which regrouped at Chattanooga. The subsequent Knoxville Campaign (November–December 1863) faltered after a failed assault on Fort Sanders (November 29), highlighting westward logistical limits and fractious high command politics.

The Overland Campaign of 1864—Wilderness (May 5–7), Spotsylvania Court House (May 8–21), North Anna (May 23–26), and Cold Harbor (May 31–June 12)—ushered in Ulysses S. Grant’s strategy of continuous contact. Sorrel’s account traces the grinding attrition and staff burdens: establishing marches, entrenching lines, and coordinating between corps as casualties soared, notably at the Mule Shoe on May 12 and Cold Harbor on June 3. Strategic facts include Grant’s shift south of the James River and the opening of the Petersburg siege (June 1864). The book mirrors the Confederacy’s tightening resource noose—conscription (from April 16, 1862) matured into deeper manpower levies, while the Union blockade strained ammunition, clothing, and rations.

The Siege of Petersburg (June 1864–April 1865) frames the Confederacy’s terminal phase. The Battle of the Crater (July 30, 1864) exposed weaknesses in Confederate defensive depth but also Union execution flaws; Sorrel notes the shock of the mine explosion and the rapid Confederate counterattacks. Through late 1864, actions at the Weldon Railroad (August 18–21), Fort Harrison/Chaffin’s Farm (September 29–30), and Boydton Plank Road (October 27) bled Confederate strength. Sorrel was promoted to brigadier general in late 1864 and given a brigade in William Mahone’s division; he was severely wounded at Hatcher’s Run (February 5–7, 1865). His observations emphasize siege privation, deteriorating rail logistics into Richmond, and war-weariness as the army unraveled toward Appomattox.

As a staff officer’s memoir, the book functions as a political and social critique by exposing the mechanics—and limits—of Confederate governance at war. Sorrel’s portrayals of command friction (Lee–Longstreet tensions, Bragg–Longstreet disputes), conscription inequities, and supply shortfalls implicate structural weaknesses, from the 1862–1864 exemption regime to dependence on tenuous railroads under blockade. He registers the human cost of strategic miscalculation at Fredericksburg, Chancellorsville, and Gettysburg, and the moral-political consequences of fighting to preserve a slaveholding republic in the face of emancipation and mass mobilization. Written within the postwar memory culture, his detailed operational record nevertheless critiques class privilege, bureaucratic infighting, and the grinding attrition that Confederate society could not sustain.
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A few months ago I entered a room where a group of five or six gentlemen were seated around a table in conversation. As I took my seat to join them, one of the number, a distinguished Northern Senator, of high cultivation and who is a great reader of history, made this remark to his companions: "The Army of Northern Virginia[1] was in my opinion the strongest body of men of equal numbers that ever stood together upon the earth." As an ex-Confederate soldier I could not feel otherwise than pleased to hear such an observation from a gentleman of the North who was a student of military history. As the conversation continued there seemed to be a general concurrence in the opinion he stated, and I doubt if any man of intelligence who would give sedate consideration to the subject, would express a different sentiment.

The Army of the Potomac, the valiant and powerful antagonist of the Army of Northern Virginia, was indeed of much larger numbers, and better equipped and fed; but it would have nevertheless failed but for its high quality of soldiership which are by none more respected than by its former foes. Both armies were worthy of any steel that was ever forged for the business of war, and when General Grant in his "Memoirs" describes the meeting after the surrender of the officers of both sides around the McLean House, he says that they seemed to "enjoy the meeting as much as though they had been friends separated for a long time while fighting battles under the same flag." He prophesied in his last illness that "we are on the eve of a new era when there is to be great harmony between the Federal and Confederate."

That era came to meridian when the Federal Government magnanimously returned to the States of the South the captured battle-flags of their regiments. The story of the war will be told no longer at soldiers' camp-fires with the feelings of bygone years, or with even stifled reproach, but solely with a design to cultivate friendship and to unfold the truth as to one of the most stupendous conflicts of arms that ever evoked the heroism of the human race.

"Recollections of a Confederate Staff Officer," by Brigadier-General G. Moxley Sorrel, of the Army of Northern Virginia, is a valuable contribution to this great history. Its author received his "baptism of fire" in the First Battle of Manassas, July 21, 1861, while serving on the staff of Brigadier-General James Longstreet as a volunteer aid, with the complimentary rank of captain.

The forces under General Beauregard at Bull Run were known at that time as "The Army of the Potomac." The name of the antagonist of the Federal "Army of the Potomac" was soon changed to the "Army of Northern Virginia"; and Longstreet, the senior brigadier, became major-general and then lieutenant-general.

Sorrel followed the fortunes of his chief, serving as adjutant-general of his brigade, division, and corps, with rank successively as captain, major, and lieutenant-colonel, and distinguished himself many times by his gallantry and efficiency. During the siege of Petersburg the tardy promotion which he had long deserved and for which he had been time and again recommended, came to him and he succeeded Brigadier-General Girardey, a gallant soldier, who had been killed in battle, as commander of a brigade in Mahone's division, A. P. Hill's Third Corps.

When promoted he showed the right spirit by making a faithful and brave courier his aide-de-camp. As a general, as well as while on the staff, Sorrel often had his "place near the flashing of the guns." At Sharpsburg he leaped from his horse, with Fairfax, Goree, Manning, and Walton, of Longstreet's staff, to serve as cannoneers at the guns of the Washington Artillery, whose soldiers had been struck down. While he was carrying a message to a brigade commander his horse was shot under him, and still later on the same field a fragment of a shell struck him senseless and he was for a while disabled. He passed through the maelstrom of Gettysburg, here and there upon that field of blood; the hind legs of his horse were swept away by a cannon ball, and at the same time he and Latrobe, of Longstreet's staff, were carrying in their arms saddles taken from horses slain under them.

At the Wilderness, May 6, 1864, he was at the side of his chief when that officer was badly wounded, and when General Jenkins, of South Carolina, and Captain Dobie of the staff were killed. He won his general's wreath that day, although it was some time before it reached him. At the crisis when Longstreet's corps was going to the rescue he was entrusted with marshalling three brigades to flank the advancing forces of General Hancock. Moving forward with the line of the Twelfth Virginia Infantry, of Mahone's brigade, he endeavored to take its colors as it advanced to the onset, but Ben May, the stout-hearted standard-bearer, refused him that honor and himself carried them to victory. When this battle was over General Lee saluted him as "General Sorrel."

He was wounded in the leg while commanding his brigade on the right of the Confederate line near Petersburg; and again he was shot in the lungs at Hatcher's Run in January, 1865, the same action in which fell the brave General John Pegram, then commanding Early's old division.

During the illness resulting from this wound, General Sorrel was cared for by relatives in Roanoke County, Virginia, and having recovered sufficiently returned to the field. He was in Lynchburg, Virginia, on his way back to his command when the surrender at Appomattox ended the career of the Army of Northern Virginia.

Scarcely any figure in that army was more familiar to its soldiers than that of General Sorrel, and certainly none more so to the soldiers of the First Corps. Tall, slender, and graceful, with a keen dark eye, a trim military figure, and an engaging countenance, he was a dashing and fearless rider, and he attracted attention in march and battle by his constant devotion to his duties as adjutant-general, and became as well known as any of the commanders.

General Sorrel has not attempted a military history. He has simply related the things he saw and of which he was a part. He says of his writings, "that they are rough jottings from memory without access to any data or books of reference and with little attempt at sequence." What his book will therefore lack in the precision and detail as to military strategy or movement, will be compensated for by the naturalness and freshness which are found in the free, picturesque, and salient character of his work.

General Sorrel was of French descent on his father's side. His grandfather, Antoine Sorrel Des Riviere, had been a colonel of engineers in the French Army, and afterwards held estates in San Domingo, from which he was driven by the insurrection of the negroes in the early part of the nineteenth century. He then moved to Louisiana.

His father, Francis Sorrel, became a successful business man in Savannah, Georgia, and his mother was a lady of Virginia. If he inherited from one those distinctively American qualities which were so attractive in his character, we can but fancy that he inherited in some degree at least from his sire the delicate touch with the pen which is so characteristic of the French. They have written more entertaining memoirs than any other people, and this memoir of General Sorrel is full of sketches, incidents, anecdotes, and of vivid portraitures and scenes which remind the reader no little of the military literature of the French.

No military writer has yet undertaken to produce a complete history of either the Army of the Potomac or the Army of Northern Virginia. Indeed, it has scarce been practicable to write such a history. The rolls of the two armies have not yet been published, and while the War Records have furnished a great body of most valuable matter and there are many volumes of biography and autobiography which shed light on campaigns and battles, the deposit of historical material will not be finished before the whole generation who fought the war has passed from earth. This volume will be useful to the historian in giving him an insight to the very image and body of the times. It will carry him to the general's headquarters and from there to the picket-line; from the kitchen camp-fire and baking-oven to the hospital and ordnance wagon; from the devices of the commissary and quarter-master to the trenches in the battlefield; from the long march to the marshalled battle line; from the anxieties of the rear-guard of the retreat to the stern array of the charging columns. He will find some graphic accounts of leading characters, such as Longstreet, Ewell, D. H. Hill, A. P. Hill, Jeb Stuart, Early, Anderson, Mahone, Van Dorn, Polk, Bragg, and many others who shone in the lists of the great tourney. The private soldier is justly recognized, and appears in his true light all along the line, of which he was the enduring figure. Lee, great and incomparable, shines as he always does, in the endearing majesty of his matchless character and genius.

General Sorrel's book is written in the temper and spirit which we might expect of the accomplished and gallant soldier that he was. It is without rancor, as he himself declares, and it is without disposition unduly to exalt one personage or belittle another. It bespeaks the catholic mind of an honest man. It tells things as he saw them, and he was one who did his deed from the highest and purest motives.

The staff of the Army of Northern Virginia (of which G. M. Sorrel, assistant adjutant-general, was a bright, particular star) was for the most part an improvised affair, as for the most part was the whole Confederate Army, and indeed the Federal Army was almost as much so. It showed, as did the line of civilians turned quickly into soldiers, the aptitude of our American people for military service and accomplishment. Even the younger officers of military training were needed in armies of raw and inexperienced recruits for many commands. The staff had to be made up for the most part of alert young men, some of them yet in their teens, and it is remarkable that they were so readily found and so well performed their duties.

At twenty-two years of age Sorrel was a clerk in a Savannah bank, and a private in a volunteer company of Savannah. He slipped away from his business to see the bombardment of Fort Sumter in April, 1861, and a little later we then find him at his father's country estate some ten miles from Manassas Junction, looking forward to a second lieutenancy as the fulfilment of his then ambition.

An introduction from Col. Thomas Jordan, the adjutant-general of Beauregard, to General Longstreet fixed his career with that officer, and he was by his side transacting his business and carrying his orders from the start to well-nigh the finish. On the Peninsula, and in the trenches at Yorktown, at Williamsburg and Seven Pines, in the Seven Days Battle around Richmond, at Second Manassas and Sharpsburg, at Suffolk in southeast Virginia, at Gettysburg, Chickamauga, at Knoxville, at the Wilderness, and in many combats along the Richmond and Petersburg lines, General Sorrel shared in many adventures and was a part of many matters of great pith and moment. Like Sandy Pendleton, the adjutant of Jackson, of Ewell, and of Early as commanders of the Second Corps of the Army of Northern Virginia, and like W. H. Palmer, of Richmond, the adjutant of A. P. Hill, he had no special preparation for his military career; and all three of these valuable officers, like many others who might be mentioned, are simply illustrations of the fine inherent qualities that pertain to the scions of a free people.

I have not written this introduction in the hope that I could add anything to the attractiveness of General Sorrel's recollections, nor have I undertaken to edit them or to pass upon the opinions which he expressed concerning men or things or battles. My part is simply that of a friend who belonged also to the staff of the Army of Northern Virginia, and of one who, from opportunities to observe General Sorrel on many occasions and to know him personally, learned to honor and admire him. I deem it fitting, however, to say that in some respects I differ from General Sorrel's opinions and would vary some of his observations respecting Ewell, Stuart, Early, and a few other conspicuous leaders.

"Fortunate indeed is the man who like General Sorrel is entitled to remind those around his death-bed that he did his best to do his duty and to serve his country with heart and soul. The records of his life tell us how well, how faithfully he did serve her, and if anything can console you and others for his loss it must be that fact."

These are the words of Field Marshal Wolseley, written to Mrs. Sorrel, the widow of the General upon his death at "The Barrens" near Roanoke, Va., the home of his brother, Dr. Francis Sorrel.

They are worthy of repetition in connection with General Sorrel's name by reason of their just estimate of his worth as a patriot and a soldier, and of the high spirit which they breathe; and that they are uttered by a soldier and a man of such character and ability as Field Marshal Wolseley impresses all the more their inherent merit.

They better introduce the volume of General Sorrel's composition than anything I can say, for they reveal in short compass the nature of the man, the principle that actuated his life, and the estimate formed of him by an eminent soldier who had no partial relation to him or his deeds.

John W. Daniel.

Washington, D. C., May 1, 1905.
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My forbears were French on my father's side. His father, Antoine Sorrel des Riviere, Colonel du Genie (Engineer Corps) in the French Army, was on his estates in the island of San Domingo when the bloody insurrection of the blacks broke out at the opening of the century. He had the tragic horror of witnessing the massacre of many relatives and friends. His property was destroyed, and his life barely saved by concealment and flight to Cuba, thence to Louisiana, where a refuge was found among friendly kindred. There he died at a great age.

His son Francis, my father, was saved from the rage of bloodthirsty blacks by the faithful devotion of the household slaves, and some years later succeeded in reaching Maryland, where he was educated. He married in Virginia, engaging in business in the early part of the century at Savannah, Georgia.

My maternal great-grandfather, Alvin Moxley, was from Westmoreland County, Virginia. He was one of the signers of what is known as the Richard Henry Lee Bill of Rights, 1765, the first recorded protest in America against taxation without representation, and which twelve years later led directly to the Revolutionary War. The original document is now preserved and framed in the Virginia Historical Society at Richmond.

Death bereft my father of his wife in time's flight.[1q] An eminent merchant, successful and prominent, we find him in the Civil War in health and ease, happy in the love of many children and the esteem of hosts of friends. As a child he had seen some horrors of the insurrection, but never could he be persuaded to speak of them, so deep and painful were even their distant memories. At the culmination of the political troubles in 1861 I was a young chap just twenty-two, at home in my native city, Savannah, peacefully employed with the juniors of the banking force of the Central Railroad.

When Sumter was bombarded at Charleston in April, I slipped away for a day or two and witnessed the scenes of wild excitement that attended its fall. It spread everywhere, and like all the youth of the country I was quickly drawn in. For a year or two before, like many of my associates in Savannah, I was a member, a private, of the Georgia Hussars, a fine volunteer cavalry company, with a creditable history of almost a century.

On the secession of Georgia, now soon following, Fort Pulaski was seized and the various military commands did their tour of duty there, the Hussars among them.

This was my first service. The company also immediately offered itself to the Confederate Government just organized at Montgomery, Alabama, and was eager to get into the field; but delay ensued, although it was mustered in for thirty days' service on the coast of Skidaway Island, near Savannah. There I served again as private until mustered out. A Confederate army was being collected in Virginia under Beauregard, the capital having been settled in Richmond. Becoming impatient of inaction at Savannah, our company apparently not being wanted, I decided to go to Virginia and seek employment there.

Richmond looked like a camp when I arrived, in July. It was full of officers in their smart uniforms, all busy with their duties, and the greatest efforts were made for equipping and arming the men now pouring in from the South. They were posted first in camps of instruction, where, by means of younger officers, they attained some drill before being sent to the army. How happy should I be could I get a commission as second lieutenant and plunge into work with the men.

My brother, Dr. Francis Sorrel, had just arrived from California and was gazetted to a high position in the Surgeon-General's Department. He aided me all possible, but I got nothing, and so about July 15, my cash running down, betook myself to my father's pretty country place at Greenwich, about ten miles north of Warrenton, Fauquier County. It was also about ten miles from Manassas Junction, the headquarters of General Beauregard, now in command of the army that was to fight McDowell and defend Richmond. My father said it was unfortunate I had not come a day or two earlier, because he had driven his daughters across the country for a visit to the camps, where they met many friends. Among these was Col. Thomas Jordon, the all-powerful adjutant-general of Beauregard's army, then termed the Army of the Potomac. Many years before, Jordon, when a lieutenant, had been stationed in Savannah, and enjoyed my father's generous hospitality. This was my opportunity.

I asked for just a few lines of introduction to Jordon, and a horse out of the stables. I knew them well and could get a good mount for the field. My dear father willingly acceded, and parted from me cheerfully but with moist eyes. On the way to the camp I came up with Meredith, a relation (not long ago United States Congressman from Virginia), and soon I found Colonel Jordon. He had been doing an enormous amount of work and was almost exhausted.

Jordon was considered a brilliant staff officer, and justly so; but there appeared something lacking in his make-up as a whole that disappointed his friends. At all events, his subsequent military career failed and he sank out of prominent notice. He was kind to me, read my note, said nothing could be done then; but—"Come again to-morrow."

This turned me loose in the camp. The soldiers from the Valley under J. E. Johnston and J. E. B. Stuart began to make an appearance in small numbers, principally cavalry. We slept that night at Meredith's, about three miles from camp. Jordon, the next day, was still unable to do anything for me, and I began to be doubtful of success, but could at least go as a private with a good horse under me.

Again at Meredith's and awakened very early by cannon, we were up in a moment and galloping to Beauregard's.

There I was made happy on the 21st day of July. The adjutant-general handed me three lines of introduction to Longstreet, commanding a brigade at Blackburn's Ford several miles distant. With a good-by to Meredith I was swiftly off. Approaching the ford, shot and shell were flying close overhead; and feeling a bit nervous, my first time under fire, I began to inquire what folly had brought me into such disturbing scenes.

The feeling passed, however, and Longstreet, who had called on Beauregard for staff officers, received me cordially.

His acting adjutant-general, Lieutenant Frank Armistead, a West Point graduate and of some service in the United States Army, was ordered to announce me to the brigade as captain and volunteer aide-de-camp. Brig.-Gen. James Longstreet was then a most striking figure, about forty years of age, a soldier every inch, and very handsome, tall and well proportioned, strong and active, a superb horseman and with an unsurpassed soldierly bearing, his features and expression fairly matched; eyes, glint steel blue, deep and piercing; a full brown beard, head well shaped and poised. The worst feature was the mouth, rather coarse; it was partly hidden, however, by his ample beard. His career had not been without mark. Graduating from West Point in 1842, he was assigned to the Fourth Infantry, the regiment which Grant joined one year later. The Mexican War coming on, Longstreet had opportunity of service and distinction which he did not fail to make the most of; wounds awaited him, and brevets to console such hurts. After peace with Mexico he was in the Indian troubles, had a long tour of duty in Texas, and eventually received the appointment of major and paymaster. It was from that rank and duty that he went at the call of his State to arm and battle for the Confederacy. History will tell how well he did it. He brought to our army a high reputation as an energetic, capable, and experienced soldier. At West Point he was fast friends with Grant, and was his best man at the latter's marriage. Grant, true as steel to his friends, never in all his subsequent marvelous career failed Longstreet when there was need.

Such was the brigadier-general commanding four regiments of Virginia infantry, the First, Eleventh, Seventeenth, and Twenty-fourth, and a section of the Washington Artillery of New Orleans. The Eighteenth Virginia Infantry was afterwards added.

Three days previously, Longstreet, just joined his command, had opportunity of showing his mettle. His position at the ford was fiercely assailed by the Federals, and his coolness, good disposition, and contagious courage brought about their defeat, and was the beginning of that devotion which his men gave him up to Appomattox. His staff officers at the time were Lieutenant Armistead, Lieutenant Manning of Mississippi, ordnance officer; Captain Walton of Mississippi, aid; Captain Goree of Texas, aid; and some quartermasters and commissaries detailed from the regiments.

The army had scarcely made an attempt yet at good organization.

At Manassas Junction, while waiting on Jordon, I first saw Gen. Joseph E. Johnston and J. E. B. Stuart. The first was full bearded, dusty, and worn from long marching; a high-bred, stern-looking soldier of faultless seat and bearing in the saddle. I had the good fortune to know him well and most happily in the coming years. Once long after the close of the war I was chatting with him in his best humor. We were speaking of his varied military life and the several wounds he had received in Mexico, with Indians, and in the recent Confederate War. He had many, and as he sat in face of me the General's splendid, dome-like head was something to admire. Quite bald, it was scarred in several places, and looking at the mark of an ugly gash I inquired, "And, General, where did you get that one?" The smile that irradiated that strong, expressive face was brilliant and contagious as he answered, "I got that, sir, out of a cherry tree!" and then followed a laughing account of what a fall he had, and how he had been chased by the farmer.

Stuart, red bearded, ruddy faced, alert and ever active, was dirtier even than Johnston; but there stood the tireless cavalryman, the future right arm of the great Lee, the eyes and ears to his army. Alas! that his pure soldier's life, crowned with such splendid fame, should have ended so needlessly, late in the war, by a stray shot.

I should say here there is to be no attempt at describing battles—the military works are full of them. I shall content myself with bare outlines, and some observations of men and things, adding such incidents and personal happenings as may, I hope, prove of interest.

Longstreet's brigade had practically no part in the battle of Manassas. It sustained some desultory artillery fire, and there was a demonstration against it, but it amounted to nothing. Blackburn's Ford was on the right, where the attack was expected, but McDowell found his way to Beauregard's left and nearly smashed him until Johnston and Jackson "ventre a terre" and turned the doubtful tide of battle into a ruinous rout of the enemy.

It was late in the afternoon, but we soon heard of it at our ford, and Longstreet, waiting for no man, was immediately in pursuit. He was halted first by Bonham, who ranked him, to permit his brigade to take the lead. Then resuming the march hot-footed, after the flying foe, we were again stopped, this time by Major Whiting, of Johnston's staff, with orders from Beauregard to attempt no pursuit. Painful was this order. We knew the Federals were in full flight, and we had only to show ourselves to bag the whole outfit.

We dismounted among some young pines to await further orders, and I saw Longstreet in a fine rage. He dashed his hat furiously on the ground, stamped, and bitter words escaped him. However, the night was on us, some food was picked up by hook or crook, and we slept well under the stars. The soundness of the order stopping pursuit has been viewed in many different ways, and I shall not add my own opinion, except to suggest that while in the condition of our army it was practically impossible to seize Washington, it was yet the proper thing to keep on the heels of those frightened soldiers until they reached the Potomac. Many thousand prisoners, and much loot and stores, ammunition, guns, colors, and other material would have fallen into our hands.

Next day the field and highways showed the terrible battle that had raged, and the ground was covered with the debris of the panic-stricken army. Our brigade moved leisurely on, and halted for some time at Centerville. The army was concentrated in the neighborhood, and about Fairfax Court House and Fairfax Station, our headquarters being for some time at the former place. About this time Longstreet was joined by two noted scouts and rangers whom he had known in Texas—the celebrated Frank Terry and Tom Lubbock, powerful men, both of them, in the prime of life. Scouting and fighting had been their part from boyhood. They were of much use to Longstreet. From Fairfax Court House and vicinity we sent regular details, called the advanced forces, to occupy Mason's and Munson's hills, only a few miles from Washington. At night the dome of the Capitol could be seen from those positions, lighted up with great splendor. There was sharp sniping in front of the hills, and Terry and Lubbock generally bagged their man apiece, each day, besides bringing in valuable information. Both men soon returned to Texas and organized a regiment of cavalry in the Confederate service under Terry. It was said to be the finest body of horsemen and fighters imaginable, and subsequently did great service in the West. Terry fell among them at their head.

It was while we lay in the neighborhood that I saw Prince Jerome Napoleon, "Plon Plon." It seems he was making a short visit of curiosity (he was no friend of the South), and was at Beauregard's headquarters some distance off.

The General sent notice to Longstreet that he was coming with his staff and guest to call on him, and suggested that he try to get up something in the way of a small review of our best-clad soldiers. Longstreet started me off at once to borrow a regiment from Stonewall Jackson and one from D. R. Jones (South Carolina), both commands being near by. The First Virginia Infantry, the Richmond regiment, was the contingent from our own brigade. I soon found myself saluting General T. J. Jackson, the first time I had seen the soldier. He was seated in a low, comfortable chair in front of his quarters, quite shabbily dressed, but neat and clean—little military ornament about him. It was the eye full of fire and the firm, set face that drew attention. His hand was held upright; a ball at the recent battle had cut off a piece of his finger, and that position eased it. He was all courtesy to the young subaltern awaiting his answer.

"Say to General Longstreet, with my compliments, that he shall have my best-looking regiment, and that immediately. The colonel will report at the point you may designate." This done, Jones gave up his best, some good-looking Carolinians, with palmetto badges, and then spurring back to meet Beauregard and party to guide them to the reviewing ground, he presented me to His Highness the Prince, who, well mounted, was riding by his side. I could not keep my eyes off the Frenchman's face. It was almost a replica of the great Napoleon, his uncle, but unpleasantly so; skin pasty and flabby, bags under the eyes, and beefy all over. A large man, tall, but without dignity of movement or attitude. The review was soon over. The three picked regiments, with a good band, looked well, although the Richmond boys were a bit out at the seat; but, as old Skinner, the Colonel, said to the Frenchman as they marched by, "The enemy won't see that part of them.[2q]"

The spot was on a nice piece of turf near an old wooden church, and we had gathered a few refreshments for the occasion, but the Prince would have nothing. Coldly and impassively he raised his hat in parting salute, entered the carriage that was awaiting him, and, escorted by a lieutenant of cavalry and a half dozen men under a flag of truce, we willingly sent him back to his friends, the enemy. On returning to France he published what ill he could find to say of us. "Plon Plon's" abuse was not to hurt or disturb honest men with brave hearts.

A word about Old Skinner, Colonel of the First Virginia. He was an old Maryland fox hunter, handsome and distinguished looking, and had lived long in France, almost domiciled there. He was connected with many of the best people of Maryland and Virginia, and had hosts of friends. Fond of good liquor, it was almost every night that he was a bit full, and then there were wild scenes with his well-known hunter, who could do anything or go anywhere with the Colonel on him. Skinner was a fine swordsman, and had brought from France a long, straight, well-balanced double-edged cuirassier's saber. In his cups the fine old Colonel would swear he should die happy could he have one chance to use that steel on the enemy.

The chance came and Skinner was ready for it. At the second battle of Manassas a battery of six guns was mauling some of our infantry horribly. His regiment, the gallant First Virginia, was thrown at it, "Old Fred," as the men affectionately called him, leading well in advance. Out flashed the French saber, and he was among the gunners in a trice. His execution was wonderful; sabering right and left he seemed invulnerable, but down he came at last, just as his men swept over the guns in a fine charge. It was the end of the Colonel's soldiering, but although frightfully wounded in the chest and body he survived for many years. So lively was the old beau sabreur, that only a few years ago he came to New York to fight John Wise because of some fancied slight to a member of his family—Wise, too, his lifelong friend! As there could be no fighting, Wise had to do some nice diplomatic work to soothe the irate Colonel and smooth over the affair.
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