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CHAPTER ONE

	Early Years and Formation

	(1820-1836)

	On February 8, 1820, in a modest frame house in Lancaster, Ohio, a child was born who would become one of the most controversial and innovative military commanders in American history. The boy arrived into a world far removed from the battlefields he would later dominate, born to a family of modest means in a frontier town that still bore the rough edges of America's westward expansion.

	His father, Charles Robert Sherman, was a lawyer and Ohio Supreme Court justice, a man of considerable local standing but limited wealth. Charles Sherman had moved to Ohio from Connecticut, part of that great migration of New Englanders who sought opportunity in the Northwest Territory following the Revolutionary War. He brought with him the Yankee values of hard work, education, and public service, values that would be imprinted on his children despite the brevity of his influence.

	The baby's mother, Mary Hoyt Sherman, was the daughter of a farmer, a woman who would face trials that few could endure with the fortitude she would be forced to summon. She had already borne several children, and more would follow. In the home on Main Street in Lancaster, the Sherman children grew up in circumstances that were comfortable by frontier standards but far from prosperous.

	The child was named Tecumseh, after the great Shawnee leader who had died just seven years earlier at the Battle of the Thames in 1813. The choice of name was telling. Tecumseh had been a formidable opponent of American expansion, a brilliant military strategist who had nearly succeeded in creating a confederacy of Native American tribes strong enough to resist the encroachment of white settlement. Charles Sherman, like many Americans of his generation, held a peculiar admiration for this enemy, respecting the warrior's courage, tactical brilliance, and leadership while supporting the very expansion that had destroyed him. This romanticization of the "noble savage" was common among educated Americans of the period, and the name reflected both Charles Sherman's classical education and his frontier environment.

	The name would prove prophetic in ways Charles Sherman could never have imagined. Like his namesake, young Tecumseh would become a master of warfare, though fighting for the opposite cause, the extension and preservation of American power rather than resistance to it. And like the Shawnee leader, he would employ innovative tactics that changed the nature of warfare itself.

	The Catastrophe That Shaped a Life

	In June 1829, when Tecumseh Sherman was just nine years old, catastrophe struck. Charles Sherman, riding the court circuit as was required of Ohio Supreme Court justices, fell ill with what was likely typhoid fever. Within days, he was dead, leaving Mary Sherman with eleven children and virtually no financial resources.

	The loss of a father is traumatic for any child, but for young Tecumseh, the impact went far beyond emotional grief. In the America of 1829, there was no social safety net, no life insurance, no government assistance for widows and orphans. Mary Sherman faced a crisis of survival. A lawyer's income died with the lawyer, and Charles Sherman had accumulated little property. The family home itself may have been mortgaged. Mary Sherman found herself in a position familiar to countless widows of the era: she had children to feed and no means to feed them.

	The solution, painful as it was, followed the customs of the time. The Sherman children would have to be distributed among relatives and family friends who had the means to support them. This was not adoption in the modern sense, the children retained their family name and their connection to their mother, but rather a form of fosterage that was common on the American frontier. Families looked after their own, and when one family fell on hard times, the burden was shared among the community.

	For young Tecumseh, fate took an unexpected turn. Thomas Ewing, one of the most prominent men in Lancaster and a close friend of Charles Sherman, agreed to take the boy into his home. This decision would alter the entire trajectory of Tecumseh Sherman's life, providing him with opportunities that would have been impossible had his father lived.

	The Ewing Household: A New World

	Thomas Ewing was everything that Charles Sherman had aspired to be. A self-made man who had risen from humble origins, Ewing had become one of Ohio's leading lawyers and politicians. He was a United States Senator, a man of considerable wealth, and a figure of influence in both state and national politics. His home was one of the finest in Lancaster, a far cry from the modest circumstances of the Sherman household.

	Ewing was also a devout Catholic, and his wife, Maria Boyle Ewing, was equally committed to the faith. This presented an immediate issue: young Tecumseh had not been baptized. His parents, while nominally Christian, had been lax in religious observances, perhaps another reflection of the frontier environment where formal religious institutions were often weak or absent. Maria Ewing insisted that the boy be baptized before fully joining the household.

	The local Catholic priest, Father Dominic Young, performed the baptism. But "Tecumseh" was not a proper Christian name for a Catholic child. A saint's name was required. The priest chose "William," and so the nine-year-old boy became William Tecumseh Sherman, acquiring the first name by which history would know him, though he would never fully shed his Indian name. Throughout his life, he would sign documents "W.T. Sherman" and would be known to friends and family as "Cump," a childhood nickname derived from Tecumseh.

	The Ewing household was a revelation to the young boy. Where the Sherman home had been crowded and financially strained, the Ewing house was spacious and prosperous. Thomas Ewing's library contained hundreds of books, a treasure trove for an intellectually curious child. The dinner table conversation revolved around politics, law, and current events. Important visitors from across Ohio and beyond passed through the home.

	Yet the young Sherman's position in the household was complicated. He was not precisely a son, though Thomas and Maria Ewing treated him with genuine affection. He was not a servant, though he was expected to earn his keep through chores and labor. He occupied a liminal space, a foster child who retained his family name and his connection to his birth mother, who lived just across town with those siblings who had not been sent away. He could see her regularly, a constant reminder of what he had lost and what might have been.

	This experience of displacement, of belonging and not belonging, of being dependent on the charity of others, left an indelible mark on Sherman's character. It bred in him a fierce independence, a determination never to be dependent on anyone's goodwill again. It also created a deep-seated anxiety about financial security that would persist throughout his life, driving him to questionable business ventures and contributing to his decision to leave the Army in the 1850s in search of commercial success.

	Education and Intellectual Formation

	Thomas Ewing placed a high value on education, and young William benefited immensely from this priority. He attended the local Lancaster Academy, where he proved to be a bright if somewhat restless student. His mind was quick and retentive, capable of mastering subjects rapidly, but he lacked patience for tedium and could be rebellious against authority he did not respect.

	The curriculum of a frontier academy in the 1830s emphasized the classics, Latin, Greek, ancient history, along with mathematics, geography, and English composition. Sherman excelled particularly in mathematics and history, showing an early aptitude for the logical thinking and spatial reasoning that would serve him well in military planning. He was less enthusiastic about rote memorization and grammatical exercises, preferring to understand the underlying principles rather than merely memorize facts.

	In Thomas Ewing's library, Sherman received an education that went far beyond the academy curriculum. He read voraciously, consuming histories of ancient Rome and Greece, accounts of European wars, biographies of military leaders. The ancient world held a particular fascination for him, and he absorbed the lessons of Hannibal's campaigns, Caesar's conquests, and Alexander's strategies. These classical models of warfare would later inform his own thinking about military operations.

	The young Sherman also learned the art of conversation and debate at the Ewing dinner table. Thomas Ewing was a Whig, part of the political party that opposed Andrew Jackson's Democrats. Politics in the 1830s was a blood sport, and Ewing was a skilled practitioner. Sherman absorbed not just political opinions but the habits of argument: how to marshal facts, how to identify weaknesses in an opponent's position, how to press an advantage. These skills would serve him well in his future military career, where he would have to navigate complex relationships with political authorities, argue for his strategic vision, and defend his methods against critics.

	Character in Formation

	The boy who emerged from these formative years was recognizable as the man he would become. Friends and family noted his nervous energy, his inability to sit still, his rapid speech and quick movements. He was thin and wiry, all sharp angles and restless motion, his red hair seeming to crackle with the same energy that animated his body.

	Sherman's temperament was mercurial. He could be warm and generous, fiercely loyal to those he considered friends. But he could also be cutting and sarcastic, with a sharp tongue that wounded those on the receiving end. He had little patience for fools or for incompetence, and he did not suffer either gladly. This combination of brilliance and abrasiveness would be a constant throughout his life, earning him devoted followers and bitter enemies in roughly equal measure.

	The loss of his father and the displacement from his family home had instilled in Sherman a deep sense of life's precariousness. Nothing was secure, nothing could be taken for granted. This awareness made him simultaneously ambitious and pessimistic. He was driven to achieve, to make something of himself, to secure a position in the world that could not be taken away. Yet he was also prone to dark moods and anxiety, convinced that disaster lurked around every corner, that success was temporary and failure inevitable.

	Another characteristic that emerged early was Sherman's absolute honesty, sometimes to the point of bluntness. He could not or would not dissemble, could not flatter or engage in the social niceties that smoothed interactions in polite society. If he thought something was foolish, he said so. If he disagreed with you, he told you directly. This quality would serve him well in the Army, where straightforward communication was valued, but it would create problems in his dealings with politicians and the press, who expected a certain amount of diplomatic evasion.

	The Question of West Point

	As Sherman approached his sixteenth birthday, the question of his future became pressing. Thomas Ewing had provided for the boy's upbringing and education, but he had a large family of his own to support. William would need to make his own way in the world, and soon.

	Several possibilities presented themselves. He could read law in Ewing's office and eventually enter legal practice, as his father had done. He could enter business or commerce, options available to a young man of intelligence and connections. He could seek a position in government through Ewing's political network. But another option emerged that would change everything: appointment to the United States Military Academy at West Point.

	West Point appointments were controlled by members of Congress, who could nominate young men from their districts. As a United States Senator, Thomas Ewing had the influence to secure such an appointment. The Academy offered a free education to young men who might otherwise lack the means to attend college. Graduates received a commission in the United States Army and were assured of employment, even if at modest pay. For a young man of Sherman's circumstances, intelligent, ambitious, but without independent means, West Point offered a path to security and advancement.

	Sherman himself had no particular enthusiasm for a military career. He had not grown up playing at soldiers or dreaming of martial glory. His interests were more intellectual than martial. But the opportunity was too good to refuse. A West Point education was rigorous and prestigious. It would train his mind, provide discipline and structure, and open doors that would otherwise remain closed. And if he decided against an Army career after graduation, the West Point degree would serve him well in civilian life.

	Thomas Ewing used his political influence, and in 1836, William Tecumseh Sherman received his appointment to the United States Military Academy. He was sixteen years old, still gangly and awkward, with no idea of the career that awaited him. In later years, he would sometimes wonder how different his life might have been had he chosen another path. But in the summer of 1836, he simply accepted the opportunity that fate and Thomas Ewing's patronage had provided.

	A Childhood's Legacy

	As Sherman prepared to leave Lancaster for West Point, he could look back on a childhood that had been marked by profound loss and unexpected opportunity. The death of his father had shattered the security of his early years, introducing him to hardship and uncertainty. The charity of the Ewing family had rescued him from poverty but had also created a complex web of obligation and dependence that shaped his character in lasting ways.

	He left Lancaster as a young man carrying heavy psychological baggage. The fear of financial insecurity would never leave him. The need to prove himself, to justify the faith that Thomas Ewing had placed in him, would drive him throughout his career. The experience of displacement, of being neither quite a Sherman nor quite an Ewing, had created in him a fierce independence coupled with a deep need for belonging and acceptance.

	Yet these same experiences had also forged strengths. Sherman's childhood had taught him resilience, the ability to adapt to radically changed circumstances. It had exposed him to a world of ideas and learning that few frontier children encountered. It had placed him in a household where national politics and public service were part of daily conversation. It had connected him to a network of influence that would serve him well in the decades ahead.

	Most importantly, perhaps, his childhood had instilled in him an understanding that life was hard, that security was an illusion, that one's circumstances could change in an instant. This dark wisdom, born of a nine-year-old boy's loss and displacement, would later inform his approach to warfare. Sherman would understand, in a way that more fortunate men might not, that war was not a game or a romantic adventure. It was a harsh reality where everything could be lost, where survival required ruthless pragmatism, where sentiment had no place.

	The boy who left for West Point in 1836 carried within him all the contradictions that would define the man: brilliant but anxious, generous but cutting, ambitious but pessimistic, loyal but independent. He was the product of a frontier America where opportunity and disaster existed in close proximity, where a man could rise from nothing or fall to nothing with equal speed. This was the crucible that had formed him, and he would carry its lessons to the battlefields of a war that would nearly destroy the nation he would fight to preserve.

	As the stagecoach carried him away from Lancaster toward New York and West Point, William Tecumseh Sherman could not have known that he was embarking on a journey that would make him one of the most important military figures in American history. He knew only that he was leaving behind the town where he had lost everything and gained everything, where he had been Tecumseh Sherman and William Sherman, where he had been both orphan and chosen son. West Point awaited, and with it, the beginning of transformation from a displaced frontier boy into a master of war.



	
CHAPTER TWO

	West Point and Military Foundation

	(1836-1840)

	In the summer of 1836, William Tecumseh Sherman arrived at West Point, a sixteen-year-old boy from the Ohio frontier entering one of America's most rigorous educational institutions. The journey from Lancaster to the Hudson River highlands had taken days by stagecoach and steamboat, carrying him from the familiar world of the Midwest to the imposing granite bluffs where the Military Academy perched above the river.

	West Point in 1836 was still a relatively young institution, having been established in 1802. Yet it had already developed a reputation as the premier engineering school in the United States and the nation's sole source of professionally trained military officers. The Academy occupied a dramatic site, with gray stone buildings arranged around a central parade ground, the entire complex overlooking a sharp bend in the Hudson River where, during the Revolutionary War, American forces had stretched a great chain across the water to prevent British ships from passing.

	Sherman's first impressions of the place were mixed. The natural setting was magnificent, the autumn foliage along the Hudson creating a spectacle unknown on the Ohio plains. But the Academy itself was austere and forbidding. The barracks were spartan, the discipline rigid, the atmosphere one of unrelenting seriousness. This was not a college in the conventional sense, where young men went to broaden their minds and enjoy a few years of relative freedom before entering adult life. This was a military institution, and from the moment of arrival, cadets were soldiers in training.

	The incoming class of 1840, those who would graduate four years hence if they survived the academic and disciplinary rigors, numbered 118 young men. They came from across the country, though the majority were from the North and West. Southern cadets were present in significant numbers, and the mix would prove important. At West Point, Sherman would form friendships with young men from Virginia, South Carolina, Georgia, and other states that would later form the Confederacy. These relationships, forged in the crucible of Academy life, would create both opportunities and agonies when the nation split apart twenty-five years later.

	The Plebe Year: Discipline and Hazing

	Sherman's first year at West Point was designed to break down civilian habits and rebuild cadets as military men. The process was systematic and unforgiving. New cadets, "plebes" in Academy slang, were subjected to a regime that controlled every aspect of their lives from reveille before dawn to taps at night.

	The daily schedule was punishing. Cadets rose at 5:00 AM to the sound of drums, dressed quickly in the dark, and formed up for morning roll call. Breakfast followed, eaten in silence in the cavernous mess hall. Then came morning classes, drill, afternoon classes, more drill, study time, evening parade, supper, and mandatory study hours before lights out at 10:00 PM. Deviation from this schedule, even by minutes, resulted in demerits.

	The demerit system was West Point's primary tool of discipline. Every infraction, from having a wrinkled uniform to being late for formation to failing to properly clean one's room, earned demerits. Accumulate too many demerits in a year, and dismissal followed automatically. The system was designed to instill absolute attention to detail, instant obedience to orders, and the understanding that in military life, small failures could have catastrophic consequences.

	Sherman struggled with the petty regulations. His naturally rebellious spirit chafed at rules that seemed arbitrary or pointless. Why did it matter if a button was slightly tarnished? Why must one walk rather than run between buildings? Why such emphasis on trivial matters of appearance and procedure? He accumulated demerits at a rate that alarmed him, though never quite enough to threaten his place at the Academy. In later years, he would understand that the regulations themselves were less important than the habits of mind they created: attention to detail, consistency, reliability. But as a plebe, he simply found them annoying.

	Beyond the official discipline, plebes faced the unofficial hazing imposed by upperclassmen. The culture of hazing at West Point in the 1830s was well-established, though perhaps not as brutal as it would later become. Upperclassmen enjoyed the privilege of making plebes' lives difficult through arbitrary commands, pointless tasks, and petty humiliations. Sherman endured his share of this treatment, but his sharp tongue sometimes made things worse. When an upperclassman gave him a particularly stupid order, he was liable to point out its stupidity, a response that was satisfying in the moment but resulted in additional persecution.

	The Academic Curriculum: Engineering and Science

	West Point's academic program was unlike anything else in American education. The curriculum was heavily weighted toward mathematics, engineering, and the physical sciences, with relatively little attention paid to the humanities that dominated traditional college education. This reflected the Academy's dual purpose: it was training both military officers and civil engineers, the latter being desperately needed in a rapidly developing nation with few technical schools.

	Sherman's first year focused on mathematics, particularly algebra and geometry. The instruction was rigorous and the pace unforgiving. Classes were small, and cadets were called upon daily to demonstrate their knowledge at the blackboard in front of their classmates and instructor. There was no place to hide, no way to coast on charm or bluff one's way through ignorance. Either you understood the material or you did not, and failure was immediately apparent.

	For Sherman, mathematics came relatively easily. His quick mind grasped abstract concepts readily, and he enjoyed the logical clarity of mathematical problems. They had definite answers, unlike the ambiguities of politics or human relations. Work the problem correctly, and the solution emerged. This appealed to his temperament. He ranked well in mathematics throughout his time at the Academy, though never at the very top of his class.

	The second year brought more advanced mathematics, trigonometry and analytical geometry, along with French, which was considered essential for officers who would need to read European military texts, most of which were written in French. The Academy maintained an extensive library of French military treatises, and cadets were expected to become proficient enough to translate them. Sherman found French tedious and never developed real fluency, though he could read technical military French adequately by graduation.

	The third year introduced engineering proper: drawing, surveying, and the principles of fortification and construction. Here the purpose of all that mathematics became clear. Engineering was applied mathematics, and the calculations that had seemed abstract in first-year algebra now served concrete purposes: determining the angle of a fortification's wall, calculating the load-bearing capacity of a bridge, surveying the terrain for road construction.

	Sherman excelled in drawing and surveying. He had a good eye for spatial relationships and could visualize in three dimensions how structures would appear from different angles. His drawings were neat and precise, his survey calculations accurate. He found satisfaction in this work, appreciating its practical utility. Unlike some cadets who viewed engineering as mere drudgery, Sherman recognized that these skills would be essential in actual military service, whether in constructing fortifications, building roads for troop movements, or laying out camps.

	The fourth year brought the culmination of the military education: the study of tactics, strategy, and military history. This was what all the previous years had been building toward. Cadets studied the campaigns of Frederick the Great, Napoleon, and the great captains of history. They learned the principles of infantry, cavalry, and artillery tactics. They studied fortification design and siege warfare. They examined logistics and supply systems. The instruction was based largely on French military theory, particularly the works of Antoine-Henri Jomini, whose systematic approach to warfare dominated military thinking in the pre-Civil War era.

	Sherman absorbed these lessons with intense interest. Military history fascinated him, and he could see patterns in the campaigns of the great commanders. Napoleon's use of interior lines, Frederick's oblique order, Hannibal's envelopment at Cannae, these were not just historical curiosities but potentially applicable principles. He began to think like a military professional, analyzing situations in terms of objectives, obstacles, and available resources.

	Cadet Life and Social Formation

	Life at West Point was not all drill and study. Cadets had limited free time, but in those hours, relationships formed that would last lifetimes. The Academy created bonds among its graduates that transcended later political differences. The shared hardship of the experience, the common struggle against the Academy's demands, created a brotherhood that would persist even when former classmates faced each other across Civil War battlefields.

	Sherman formed several important friendships during his West Point years. His roommates changed from year to year, as was Academy practice, and each brought different influences. He became close with George Thomas of Virginia, a stolid and reliable cadet who would later earn fame as "the Rock of Chickamauga" fighting for the Union despite his Southern origins. He knew Braxton Bragg of North Carolina, a brilliant but difficult personality who would become one of the Confederacy's most controversial generals. He befriended Stewart Van Vliet, who would serve as his quartermaster during the Civil War.

	Most importantly, perhaps, Sherman became acquainted with cadets who would become the Confederate military leadership. He knew P.G.T. Beauregard, though Beauregard graduated a year ahead of him. He knew Jubal Early. He observed the class ahead of him, which included Joseph Hooker and Irvin McDowell, and the classes behind him, which would produce Ulysses S. Grant, James Longstreet, and many others who would achieve fame or infamy in the coming war.

	These relationships were not particularly close at West Point, the Academy's rigid structure limited casual interaction, but they established a network of professional acquaintance. When these men later commanded armies, they knew each other's characters, strengths, and weaknesses. Sherman would use this knowledge to great advantage, understanding how opponents like Joseph Johnston would think and react based on personality traits observed at West Point.

	The social atmosphere at the Academy was complicated by sectional tensions that were already beginning to fray the national fabric. The 1830s saw increasing conflict over slavery, tariffs, and states' rights. Southern cadets and Northern cadets sometimes clashed over these issues, though the Academy's discipline generally prevented open confrontation. Sherman, as an Ohioan, was firmly in the Northern camp on most issues, but his years in Thomas Ewing's household had taught him to navigate political disagreement. He could be friends with Southerners without endorsing their political positions, a flexibility that would serve him well.

	Cadet entertainment was limited but valued. The Academy allowed occasional dances, where young women from nearby towns and the daughters of Academy officers provided female company that was otherwise entirely absent from cadet life. Sherman attended these events but was not particularly successful with women. He was awkward in social situations, too intense and serious for the light flirtation that such occasions demanded. His sharp tongue and impatience with small talk did not help. He would not develop ease in mixed company until much later in life.

	Military Training and Practical Skills

	Alongside the academic curriculum, West Point provided intensive military training designed to turn civilians into soldiers and officers. Cadets learned to march, drill, handle weapons, and execute the complex maneuvers that mid-nineteenth-century warfare demanded.

	The basic building block was infantry drill. Cadets spent hours on the parade ground learning to march in formation, execute facing movements, advance and retreat in line, and perform the intricate choreography of linear tactics. This was the warfare of the Napoleonic era, adapted to American conditions. Infantry fought in lines or columns, firing volleys in unison, conducting bayonet charges in massed formation. The drill was designed to create instinctive obedience, so that men would maintain formation even under the stress of battle.

	Sherman found infantry drill tedious but recognized its purpose. In battle, the ability to maneuver troops quickly and maintain unit cohesion could mean the difference between victory and defeat. The hours of repetitive drill created muscle memory that would function even when the mind was overwhelmed by the chaos of combat. Later, as a general commanding large formations, he would appreciate the value of this training even more. Troops that could execute complex maneuvers reliably gave a commander options that poorly drilled troops could not provide.

	Artillery drill was more interesting, involving as it did the science of gunnery, calculating elevation angles, estimating distances, and understanding ballistic trajectories. Sherman enjoyed this aspect of military training, finding it intellectually engaging in a way that infantry drill was not. The artillery instruction at West Point was thorough, covering both field artillery (light, mobile guns that moved with the army) and siege artillery (heavy guns used to reduce fortifications).

	Cavalry training was limited, as West Point had few horses and most cadets would enter the infantry or artillery upon graduation. Sherman received basic instruction in horsemanship but never became an exceptional rider. His later career would be primarily with infantry forces, so this limitation mattered little.

	Engineering practice was extensive. Cadets spent time in the field conducting surveys, constructing temporary fortifications, and laying out camps according to military principles. They learned to read terrain, identifying good defensive positions and routes of advance. They practiced military sketching, the ability to quickly draw an accurate map of unfamiliar terrain. These practical skills would prove invaluable in actual military service.

	Academic Standing and Personal Development

	Sherman graduated from West Point in 1840, finishing sixth in a class of 42 cadets. This was a respectable but not outstanding performance. The cadets who graduated ahead of him included some who would achieve military distinction and others who would fade into obscurity. Class standing at West Point was determined by cumulative grades across all subjects, weighted by perceived importance, plus demerits subtracted from the total. Sherman's academic performance was solid, but his demerit accumulation kept him from ranking higher.

	His sixth-place finish tells us something important about Sherman as a young man. He was clearly intelligent and capable, graduating in the top seventh of his class at America's most demanding school was no small achievement. But he was not obsessively focused on rank or driven to be the absolute best. He did what was required, did it well, but did not sacrifice everything else to achieve a higher standing. This pattern would persist throughout his career: Sherman was capable of extraordinary achievement when fully engaged, but he was not naturally competitive in the way that drove some men to constant striving for superiority.

	More importantly, perhaps, his class standing demonstrates the limitation of West Point's evaluation system. Academic grades and deportment scores measured certain qualities, mathematical ability, memory, conformity to regulations, but not others. They did not measure creativity, strategic vision, or the ability to think independently. They did not measure leadership in the sense of inspiring loyalty or maintaining morale under hardship. They did not measure moral courage or the willingness to take calculated risks. On these dimensions, Sherman possessed qualities that would later prove more valuable than the ability to solve trigonometry problems or maintain a spotless uniform.

	During his four years at West Point, Sherman matured from a gangly sixteen-year-old frontier boy into a young officer. The physical change was obvious, he grew taller and filled out, though he remained thin and wiry throughout his life. But the mental and emotional changes were more profound. The Academy had given him a framework for thinking about the world, a set of analytical tools, and a professional identity.

	He had learned to think systematically about complex problems, breaking them down into component parts and analyzing them methodically. He had learned the value of logistics and planning, understanding that successful military operations required extensive preparation and careful attention to supply and support. He had learned that leadership required both authority and respect, that men would follow orders but would fight harder for officers they believed in.

	Perhaps most importantly, he had learned the limits of theory. West Point taught military science, but Sherman understood that science alone would not determine victory. War was also art, requiring improvisation, adaptation, and the ability to respond to unexpected circumstances. The great captains whose campaigns he had studied had succeeded not just because they knew the principles of warfare but because they knew when to violate those principles, when circumstances demanded deviation from standard practice.

	Commission and Early Assignment

	Upon graduation in June 1840, Sherman received his commission as a second lieutenant in the Third United States Artillery. This was a prestigious assignment, the artillery was considered the technical branch, requiring the most education and scientific knowledge. Sherman's strong performance in mathematics and engineering had suited him for this placement.

	However, his assignment would send him not to one of the Army's major posts but to Florida, where the Second Seminole War was dragging on. This conflict, which had begun in 1835, was a frustrating guerrilla war against Native American forces led by the brilliant tactician Osceola (before his capture) and other leaders who refused to accept forced removal from Florida to western territories. It was a war of ambushes and raids, of swamps and heat, of disease and hardship, nothing like the conventional warfare that West Point had prepared cadets to fight.

	Sherman did not know it yet, but this assignment would provide him with his first real lessons in warfare, lessons quite different from those learned on the parade ground at West Point. He would learn that war was not neat formations and textbook tactics but chaos, confusion, and improvisation. He would learn that fighting an enemy who refused to fight on your terms required different thinking than defeating an army that would meet you in open battle. He would learn that in unconventional warfare, the traditional rules often did not apply.

	The West Point Legacy

	As Sherman departed West Point in the summer of 1840, he carried with him both the Academy's gifts and its limitations. On the positive side, he had received an education superior to almost anything available in civilian life. He understood mathematics, engineering, and the physical sciences at a level that few Americans of his generation achieved. He had studied military history and theory systematically, absorbing the lessons of two thousand years of warfare. He had learned discipline, organization, and the habits of professional military life.

	The Academy had also given him a professional identity and a sense of belonging to an institution larger than himself. For a young man who had lost his father and been displaced from his family, this was psychologically important. The Army offered structure, purpose, and a clear path forward. It was a meritocracy where performance mattered more than birth or wealth. For someone of Sherman's circumstances, this was liberating.

	But West Point also carried limitations. Its curriculum was narrowly focused on conventional European-style warfare. It taught cadets to think in terms of fortifications, sieges, and set-piece battles between massed armies. It did not prepare them for the guerrilla warfare they would encounter in Florida, Mexico, or later in parts of the Civil War. It emphasized engineering and technical knowledge but gave relatively little attention to the psychological and political dimensions of warfare.

	More fundamentally, West Point in 1840 was teaching a style of warfare that was already becoming obsolete. The Academy's tactical instruction was based on Napoleonic-era concepts of linear formations and massed volleys. But new technologies, particularly the rifled musket, would soon make these tactics suicidal. West Point graduates would have to unlearn much of what they had been taught and adapt to new realities. Some would make this transition successfully. Others would not, leading to the terrible casualties of the Civil War's early battles.

	Sherman would prove to be one of those who could adapt. His four years at West Point had given him a foundation, but he was not imprisoned by Academy doctrine. His natural tendency toward independent thinking, which had caused him trouble as a cadet, would serve him well as a commander. He would respect military principles but not worship them, follow established practice when appropriate but deviate when necessary.

	Reflections on the Academy Years

	Looking back on his West Point years later in life, Sherman had mixed feelings. He appreciated the education he had received and the opportunities it had created. He valued the friendships formed and the professional network established. He recognized that the Academy had shaped him in fundamental ways, giving him the tools he would later use to reshape American warfare.

	But he also recognized the Academy's limitations and sometimes spoke critically of its rigid culture and narrow focus. He believed that West Point placed too much emphasis on engineering and not enough on the broader aspects of military leadership. He thought the discipline was sometimes petty and counterproductive, breeding conformity rather than initiative. He questioned whether the Academy's European focus adequately prepared officers for the kind of warfare they would actually face in America.

	These criticisms were fair but perhaps overlooked the essential point: West Point was not designed to produce finished generals at age twenty-two. It was designed to produce junior officers with a solid foundation who would continue learning through experience. In this, it succeeded admirably. Sherman graduated with the knowledge and skills appropriate to a second lieutenant. The wisdom, strategic vision, and innovative thinking that would make him one of history's great commanders would come later, developed through years of service, study, and hard-won experience on campaign and in battle.

	The young man who left West Point in 1840 was not yet the general who would march through Georgia twenty-four years later. But he was prepared to begin the journey that would eventually lead him there. The Academy had given him the foundation. Life would provide the rest.



	
CHAPTER THREE

	The Peacetime Soldier

	(1840-1861)

	Second Lieutenant William Tecumseh Sherman arrived in Florida in late 1840, stepping into a conflict that bore no resemblance to the warfare he had studied at West Point. The Second Seminole War was entering its sixth year, a grinding conflict of ambushes, raids, and frustration that would ultimately cost the United States more than any conflict between the War of 1812 and the Civil War.

	The Seminoles, led by chiefs who understood that removal to western territories meant cultural destruction and probable death, had chosen to fight rather than submit to forced relocation. They employed guerrilla tactics brilliantly, striking American columns from concealment in the swamps and pine forests, then melting away before regular forces could respond. They avoided set-piece battles, knowing that American firepower and discipline would destroy them in conventional engagements. Instead, they made Florida itself the weapon, the heat, disease, difficult terrain, and vast distances wore down American forces more effectively than combat.

	Sherman's posting was to Fort Pierce, a small outpost on Florida's Atlantic coast. The "fort" was little more than a collection of palmetto-log buildings surrounded by a stockade, positioned in malarial swampland where mosquitoes were more dangerous than Seminole warriors. Life there was monotonous and uncomfortable. The heat was oppressive, particularly for a young man from Ohio unused to subtropical conditions. Disease was rampant, yellow fever, malaria, dysentery, and other ailments that the medicine of the 1840s could barely address.

	Sherman's duties consisted largely of administrative work, supply management, and occasional patrols through territory that might or might not contain hostile forces. It was poor training for conventional warfare but excellent education in logistics, the importance of supply lines, and the challenges of operating in hostile territory where the enemy controlled the initiative. He learned that moving troops through difficult terrain required extensive planning, that supply problems could cripple operations faster than enemy action, and that soldiers weakened by disease could not fight effectively regardless of their training or courage.

	The futility of the war impressed itself upon the young lieutenant. American forces could march through Florida at will, but they could not bring the Seminoles to decisive battle. When they did encounter Seminole fighters, the results were typically inconclusive, a brief firefight, a few casualties on each side, then the Seminoles would disappear into swamps where regular troops could not follow. The Americans could occupy territory but could not pacify it. The Seminoles could resist but could not drive out the invaders.

	This experience planted seeds that would flower years later in Sherman's strategic thinking. He observed that will, not just military capacity, determined outcomes. The Seminoles could not defeat the United States Army in conventional terms, but they could make conquest so expensive in blood, treasure, and time that the American government would eventually settle for less than total victory. He also learned that in irregular warfare, the distinction between combatants and non-combatants became blurred, that supplies and support from the civilian population sustained guerrilla forces, and that disrupting that support was more effective than pursuing elusive fighters.

	Sherman saw limited actual combat in Florida. The war was winding down through a combination of military pressure and negotiated settlements. By 1842, most of the Seminole population had been removed westward, though a remnant remained in the Everglades, never formally surrendering. For Sherman, the experience was valuable not for the battles he fought but for the lessons he absorbed about the nature of irregular warfare, lessons he would later apply on a much larger scale.

	Southern Postings and Cultural Exposure

	After Florida, Sherman's military career took him to various posts across the South. He served at Fort Morgan in Alabama, at installations in South Carolina and Georgia, and at other locations throughout the region. These postings, stretching through the 1840s, gave him extensive exposure to Southern society, culture, and institutions at a crucial period in American history.

	Sherman developed genuine affection for many aspects of Southern life. He appreciated the hospitality, the more relaxed pace compared to Northern business culture, and the social graces that characterized the Southern planter class. He made friends among Southern officers and civilians. He understood the Southern perspective on states' rights, constitutional interpretation, and regional autonomy, even if he did not fully agree with it.

	Most significantly for his future role in history, he observed slavery directly and extensively. Unlike many Northerners whose opposition to slavery was abstract, based on moral principle but without personal experience of the institution, Sherman saw slavery as it actually functioned in the Southern economy and society. He observed the relationship between masters and slaves, the mechanics of plantation agriculture, the social structures that supported the system.

	Sherman's views on slavery were complex and, by modern standards, deeply flawed. He believed slavery was ultimately doomed by economic forces and that it was holding back Southern development. He thought the institution morally wrong but was not an abolitionist in the radical sense. He did not believe in racial equality and thought immediate emancipation would lead to chaos. His views were roughly aligned with moderate Northern opinion of the period, slavery should be contained and eventually eliminated but through gradual processes, not revolutionary upheaval.

	These views would later be cited by critics as evidence of moral inadequacy, and by modern ethical standards, they certainly were inadequate. But from a military historical perspective, Sherman's time in the South and his observations on slavery had important consequences. When he later waged war against the Confederacy, he understood Southern society from the inside. He knew that slavery was not peripheral to the Southern economy but absolutely central to it. He understood that destroying the economic basis of the Confederacy meant attacking the slave system itself. This knowledge would inform his strategic thinking during the Civil War in crucial ways.

	Marriage and Family Life

	In 1850, Sherman married Ellen Ewing, the daughter of Thomas Ewing, his foster father. The marriage united two people who had known each other since childhood, having grown up in the same household. Ellen had been like a sister to Sherman during his years with the Ewing family, and their relationship evolved slowly from familial affection to romantic love.

	The marriage was both a blessing and a complication. Ellen was deeply religious, far more devout in her Catholicism than Sherman, who retained the faith in name but was never particularly observant. She wanted a large family and expected Sherman to provide a stable home and prosperous lifestyle. She preferred living near her family in Lancaster, Ohio, while Sherman's military career took him to remote posts across the country. These differences created tensions that would persist throughout their marriage.

	Ellen bore eight children over the course of their marriage, and Sherman was a devoted if often absent father. His family responsibilities increased his already acute anxiety about financial security. An Army lieutenant's pay was modest, and as his family grew, the gap between his income and expenses widened. The fear of not being able to provide adequately for his wife and children gnawed at him, contributing to the decision he would eventually make to leave the Army in search of greater financial rewards.

	The marriage also tied Sherman more firmly to Thomas Ewing's political network. Ewing had become Secretary of the Interior in the Taylor administration and later served in the Senate. Through Ewing, Sherman had connections to political power that most Army officers lacked. But these connections also created expectations, Ellen and her family hoped Sherman would leverage these relationships for advancement, either in the Army or in civilian life. Sherman's independent streak made him resist this pressure, creating another source of family tension.

	California and the Gold Rush Era

	In 1847, Sherman received orders that would change his perspective dramatically: assignment to California. He sailed from New York around Cape Horn, a voyage of several months that took him to a California that was on the verge of transformation. He arrived just as the Mexican War was concluding, with California newly acquired by the United States but not yet a state, still more Mexican than American in character.

	Sherman served in administrative roles, primarily in Monterey and San Francisco, dealing with the complexities of military governance in newly acquired territory. Then, in 1848, gold was discovered at Sutter's Mill, and California exploded. Sherman had a front-row seat to one of the most dramatic episodes in American history, the Gold Rush that brought hundreds of thousands of people to California in a matter of months.

	The Gold Rush was chaos on a grand scale. The military struggled to maintain any semblance of order as soldiers deserted to seek gold, civilian authority barely existed, and San Francisco transformed from a sleepy port to a booming city almost overnight. Sherman observed how instant wealth created social disruption, how the absence of established institutions led to vigilante justice, and how difficult it was to maintain military discipline when privates could desert and potentially earn in a day what they made in a month of Army service.

	Sherman himself did not succumb to gold fever. His temperament was too cautious, too skeptical of get-rich-quick schemes. But he saw opportunity in a different form. He recognized that in a boom economy, those who provided services to miners, banking, supply, transportation, could grow rich with less risk than those actually digging for gold. This observation would later influence his decision to enter the banking business.

	California also gave Sherman valuable experience in administration and logistics on a large scale. The problem of supplying American forces in California, thousands of miles from established supply bases, required innovative solutions. Ships had to be chartered, supply depots established, transportation routes secured. Sherman learned how military operations depended absolutely on logistical support, a lesson that would serve him well when he later commanded armies that had to be supplied across hundreds of miles of hostile territory.

	The California years expanded Sherman's worldview considerably. He saw how quickly societies could form and transform, how traditional structures meant little on the frontier, how opportunity and disaster existed in close proximity. He also developed a lifelong affection for California and would later consider settling there permanently.

	The Decision to Resign: Banking and Business Failure

	In 1853, Sherman made a decision that seemed to close the door on his military career: he resigned his commission to enter civilian life. The decision was driven primarily by financial concerns. He was now the father of several children, with more likely to come, and an Army captain's pay, he had been promoted from lieutenant, was simply insufficient to provide the kind of life he wanted for his family.

	A group of businessmen in San Francisco offered him a position managing a bank they were establishing. The salary was significantly higher than his Army pay, and the potential for advancement seemed promising. California's booming economy created opportunities for those with administrative skills and connections. Sherman, with his West Point education, his experience in California, and his family's political connections, seemed well-positioned to succeed.

	The decision to resign was agonizing. The Army had been his life since age sixteen. It gave him identity, purpose, and community. His friends were Army officers, his habits were military habits, his way of thinking was shaped by military training. But financial anxiety and family pressure ultimately won out. In September 1853, he submitted his resignation and entered the business world.

	The banking venture initially showed promise. Sherman proved competent at administrative tasks, and his integrity and attention to detail served him well. But he lacked the aggressive instincts and tolerance for risk that characterized successful businessmen. More fundamentally, he had entered the California market at its peak. The Gold Rush boom was already beginning to fade, and financial panics would soon rock the economy.

	By 1857, the California economy was in recession, and Sherman's bank failed. It was not his fault, the parent bank in New York had made poor decisions, and the broader economic panic would have doomed the venture regardless of Sherman's management. But the failure was personally devastating. He had left the Army

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	







