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			In loving memory of

			Major Elmer W. Ellsworth

			United States Army Air Corps

			1942–1946

			Helen Solberg Ellsworth

			United States Army Arctic, Desert,

			and Tropic Information Center

			1942–1945

			who faithfully served their country

			in a different hour of need

		

	
		
			A Note from the Author

			This is a book about how we almost lost our country.

			For twelve precarious months in 1864 and 1865, the fate of the United States of America lay in the balance.

			Some of this story you may already know. Other parts will likely be new to you.

			They certainly were to me.

			For the Civil War was not just a conflict between armies and generals but a fight for the very soul of the nation. It was fought by men and women, the famous and the infamous, the free and the unfree, on battlefields and in cities, in trenches and in hospitals, and in a redbrick theater located less than six blocks from the White House.

			Our story begins in Washington in the spring of 1864.

			The war is three years old.

			The curtain rises.

		

	
		
			Act One
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				-Chapter One-

				Something Big

			
			Hardly anyone could understand the boy.

			Clad in his child-sized Union army uniform, complete with shiny brass buttons, epaulets, and a silk sash, he cut a striking first impression. But his words, such as they were, came out as a flood of toneless syllables, inverted consonants, and dropped vowels. “Dear” became “day,” “Crook” was “Took,” and “missus” was mumbled as “mith.” “He had his own language,” recalled one of the bodyguards. Only there was more. Three weeks past his tenth birthday, Tad Lincoln still could not read, write, or dress himself, and he had such a hard time chewing that his food had to be mashed or chopped ahead of time. He was still grieving the loss of his older brother, Willie, to typhoid two years earlier, while his mother, beset with worries that she might lose him as well, had pulled him out of school. As a result, Tad wasn’t just the President’s youngest son. He was also a deeply lonesome boy growing up in the most famous house in America.

			Sensitive and highly emotional, Tad loved the men of the Pennsylvania Bucktails, the infantry regiment assigned to guard the Executive Mansion and the War Department, whom he sometimes drilled on the back lawn or marched through the White House. But he was also more than a little mischievous. Once he harnessed a pair of goats to an upturned wooden chair and, like a miniature Roman charioteer, drove them into the middle of a formal reception being held in the East Room. During cabinet meetings, Tad would burst into the room unannounced, give his father a furious hug, and then dash out again while the exasperated secretary of war, Edwin M. Stanton, the veins in his neck straining at his collar, sputtered on about what an outrage such behavior was. No vase, window, or piece of furniture was safe when Tad was on a tear.

			He could also be sweet and kind. Tad often borrowed a few coins from James Halliday, the White House carpenter, to give to a poor man or woman out on Pennsylvania Avenue. Late one afternoon, he invited a gang of street children to share his dinner. The cook, it was said, “tried to shoo them away, but Tad appealed to his father, who said they could stay.” He also possessed an uncanny way with animals. There was never a stray dog or cat that he couldn’t befriend, while his own personal White House menagerie included a dog named Jip, two cats, a rabbit, a horse, and a turkey named Jack. He also had the two goats, both of which often slept in the same bed with him.

			“Mr. Lincoln,” recalled Major William Henry Crook, a presidential bodyguard, “kept Tad with him almost constantly.” The President would hoist Tad upon his shoulders and gallop through the corridors like a horse or play blind man’s buff and other games. When his father was too busy to roughhouse, Tad would get as near to him as he could and play quietly by himself. “I believe he was the best companion Mr. Lincoln ever had,” Crook added, “one who always understood him and whom he always understood.”

			Despite his youth, Tad Lincoln was a keen judge of grown-ups. He could see right through those who paid him compliments or gave him gifts only to gain the good graces of his father. He absolutely despised Secretary Stanton and once doused him with water in the White House garden. And he could tell right off who among his endless stream of tutors were all about boring lessons and even more boring books and those who were game to fly a kite up by the unfinished Washington Monument on a blustery April morning. “For all of his baby tongue,” Major Crook recalled, “he had a man’s heart and in some things a man’s mind.” While Tad Lincoln couldn’t speak properly or make himself easily understood, he could hear just fine. And what he heard, as the fine spring weather enveloped the city in early 1864, were the sounds of impending change.
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			For days, there had been hints that something big was in the works.

			Stevedores at the Sixth Street Wharf had been unusually busy for weeks, while railroad flatcars loaded with troops had been regularly observed heading south out of Alexandria. In Washington itself, officers and enlisted men had been lining up outside of the city’s more than thirty photography studios to have daguerreotypes, ambrotypes, and tintypes taken to be mailed back home. There was even talk among the city’s more than five thousand prostitutes about pulling up stakes and heading to City Point, the massive naval port and Union supply depot along the James River in Virginia where the final spring offensive, which everyone knew was soon to commence, would surely be launched.

			Then, on April 25, from a balcony above the east entrance to Willard’s Hotel, located a block and a half from the White House, President Lincoln reviewed no less than twenty-five thousand Union troops, streaming like a great blue river down Fourteenth Street. “The rank and file were like their comrades on the Rapidan—worn, sunburned, high-spirited boys,” as writer Margaret Leech later captured that moment. “Their equipment was light: thin bundles, knapsacks, tin cups, frying pans, guns that shone like silver. Under their grime and sweat, these soldiers looked as hard and handy as mechanic’s tools, which have been used, and will be used again.” These soldiers were also a far cry from the unsteady, green troops that the Union had first pitched into battle when the war had begun. “Our army had learned to believe that it was sure of ultimate victory,” wrote one War Department official. “Rely upon it, the end is near as well.”

			It certainly had been a long time coming. The last three long and bloody years had seen a near-constant succession of campaigns and battles, complex maneuvers, and unfulfilled promises. Once-obscure towns and place-names, like Bull Run, Chickamauga, Chancellorsville, Antietam, and Gettysburg, were now known by all. And with them had come a revolving cast of generals—Winfield Scott, Ambrose Burnside, George B. McClellan, and George Meade—none of whom had been able to end the war with a resounding Union victory.

			Now there was a new one.
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			He certainly didn’t look the part.

			Short in stature and often dressed in a plain, soiled uniform, Ulysses S. Grant fit no one’s conception of the ideal military man. He wore dentures, hated military drills, didn’t give a whit about style, and cared even less about pomp and ceremony. A middling West Pointer who had spent much of his spare time reading romantic novels in the academy library, he had fought in the Mexican War, was billeted out to Fort Vancouver, Washington Territory, lost his savings in the gambling dens of Portland, and resigned from the army. When the first shots were fired at Fort Sumter, Grant was working as a salesclerk in his father’s leather goods store in Galena, Illinois. But fate had different plans. Recommissioned into the Union army, he rose quickly in the ranks and won much-needed victories at Fort Henry and Fort Donelson. He stumbled at Shiloh in 1862, but Lincoln had refused to demote him, noting, “I can’t spare this man. He fights.”

			One year later, Grant had been given perhaps the hardest and most treacherous assignment of the western theater of the war: that of taking Vicksburg, Mississippi. Perched on a high bluff above the Mississippi River and bristling with artillery and well-trained sharpshooters, the Confederate citadel had become a Union graveyard. Wave after wave of blue-clad infantrymen had been cut down on its approaches, while the nearby river bottom was littered with the hulls of sunken Union ships. A renewed frontal assault, Grant reckoned, would produce the same results. So, instead, he countermarched his soldiers hundreds of miles through the Mississippi backcountry, hacking trails through the wilderness, and besieged the city from the rear. Deprived of fresh food and ammunition, Vicksburg fell on July 4, 1863. It was a momentous victory. Within a week, the Mississippi River was completely under Union control, and the Confederacy had been split in two.

			Lincoln had found who he was looking for.
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			Grant arrived in Washington on March 8, 1864, a chilly Tuesday after weeks of dry weather. Early that evening, Grant slipped into the dining room at Willard’s Hotel for a quiet supper, hoping to be just another army officer in a sea of Union blue. But shortly after he had sat down, a rising chorus of whisperings began to wash back and forth across the room. Men and women shifted in their seats, craned their necks, or made some excuse to stand in order to get a better look at the rather diminutive, bearded officer eating alone. Finally, one of the diners couldn’t wait any longer. Standing bolt upright upon his chair in the middle of the dining room, he yelled out, “Three cheers for Lieutenant-General Grant!”

			The room erupted into a torrent of cheering and applause, recalled Noah Brooks, the Washington correspondent for the Sacramento Daily Union, “amid a pounding on the tables that which made everything dance.” The shouting went on for minutes until, at last, Grant “rose to his feet, awkwardly rubbed his moustache with his napkin, bowed, and resumed his seat and attempted to finish his dinner.” But the cat had been let out of the bag. Grant was mobbed by admirers as he attempted to steal out of the front doors of the hotel, and again later that evening, at a reception at the White House. “So great was the crowd, and so wild the rush to get near the general,” Brooks wrote, “that he was obliged at last to mount a sofa, where he could be seen, and where he was secure, at least for a time, from the madness of the multitude.”

			Grant, for his part, wanted none of this. Uncomfortable in the spotlight and a bust at small talk, he slipped out of Washington the next day and headed for Culpeper, Virginia, winter quarters for the Army of the Potomac. Seven and a half weeks later, he departed Culpeper with 120,000 troops, the largest army ever assembled in the Western Hemisphere, and pointed them south.

			It was time to break the back of the Confederacy.

			It was time to end the war.

		

	
		
			
				-Chapter Two-

				The Secret Agent

			
			There were four of them this time.

			With him were the two Irish oarsmen and William, his valet, enslaved. It was near dark when they pushed the keelboat from beneath the brushy overhang in the creek, their breaths steaming. The first stars were just coming out, and the April air was thick and cool. When they made it to the river, they left the sail unfurled and, lifting the oars off the burden boards, pushed off from the Virginia shore. The Potomac was nearly three miles wide here, a vast, shimmering plain beneath a darkening sky. Keeping their eyes peeled for the unwelcome appearance of a Union gunboat drifting around the bend, they headed north, accompanied by the dull wash of the muffled oars and the gentle slap of the waves against the hull.

			Once they made it to the Maryland side, they hauled the boat into the woods and quickly covered it with leaves and branches. He sent William on ahead to scout for pickets, instructing him to say that he was a runaway if he was detained. William came back within the hour, made his report, and then joined the Irishmen for the return crossing. Then he helped them push off.

			He was on his own now.

			More than likely, he’d be walking all night. Sticking to the back traces and avoiding, as best he could, farmhouses and stray dogs, with a little luck he’d make it past Mattawoman Creek. Then, sometime before dawn, he’d find a grove of ash or oak, thick with bayberry or holly, and, pulling his hat down over his brow, lay low all day. A second night of walking would take him to Surrattsville. He had friends there. They would bring him brandy, feed him by the fire, and tell him the latest news. In the morning he could borrow or rent a horse. The next night he would be back in Washington. But, for now, he had many miles and a long night ahead.

			Of course, if they caught him, he’d hang.
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			Though he was but twenty-two years old, Thomas Nelson Conrad was already one of the most valuable spies for the Confederate States of America. A former teacher at a private academy in Georgetown, Conrad had planned on murdering Winfield Scott when the war broke out, as the aged commander of the Union army rode in his carriage along Pennsylvania Avenue. But when the new Confederate authorities caught wind of his plan, they nixed it. They weren’t opposed to assassination. It was just that they worried that Scott would be replaced by a younger, more able commander. But Conrad had caught their eye and soon joined the Rebel intelligence network.

			He was a good choice. Not only did he know Washington well, but he was inventive, charming, fearless, and determined. Once, during the lunch hour, Conrad slipped inside War Department headquarters and lifted a copy of a Union battle plan off a clerk’s desk. Soon he was secretly escorting potential European allies from Washington to Richmond, while in the evenings he loved to visit saloons frequented by Union officers, where he’d pick up clues about the enemy’s intentions.

			A master of disguise, Conrad frequently altered his facial hair and varied his wardrobe. On some days, he would dress as a preacher, complete with a long black frock coat and a copy of Scripture tucked beneath his arm. On others he might wear an English-cut felt jacket with velvet pants, or the simple wool suit of a farmer on an errand to the big city. Shoes were of particular importance. “The detectives at the capital could tell a Southern-made shoe the moment their trained eyes fell upon it,” Conrad later explained. “In fact, they could spot a piece of ‘Secesh’ foot-gear more quickly than a cavalry-man could a missing horse shoe and, had I retained my late style, arrest would have been a foregone conclusion.” Shoes carried with them an additional value as well. With the assistance of a local, pro-Southern cobbler, Conrad’s bootheels had been hollowed out in order to hold secret documents and directives from Richmond.

			But now, in the early spring of 1864, he would have to be especially careful.

			A friend had tipped him off earlier that a description of him was on file at the National Detective Bureau and that federal agents were on the lookout. He’d have to steer clear of Georgetown altogether, as he might be recognized there. And he could probably go out only at night. Too much was at stake.

			In the end, getting into Washington didn’t prove to be too difficult. Riding a borrowed grey mare, he crossed the Navy Yard Bridge at twilight, when it was hard for the sentries to get a good look at him. Passing the guardhouse at the end of the bridge, he turned the grey north on Eleventh Street, then headed northwest on Virginia Avenue, with the nearly finished dome of the Capitol looming ahead like an anchored moon. Spring had arrived in full in Washington and the air smelled of woodsmoke, wisteria, and horse manure. The gas lamps had been lit, casting odd shadows on the muddy streets, while streetwalkers, pickpockets, and policemen, none of whom meant him any good, had started their nightly sidewalk parade.

			Luckily, he didn’t have far to go.
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			Rising up just off the Mall at Seventeenth and D Streets, the Van Ness Mansion was one of the grandest private residences in all of Washington. Designed by Benjamin Henry Latrobe, the architect of the White House, the home featured six spacious bedrooms, a library, marble floors, scagliola columns, and the largest wine cellar in America. In decades past, it had entertained the likes of Dolley Madison, George Washington Parke Custis, and President James Monroe. Senators and congressmen, foreign dignitaries and socialites, had dined on its fine china, drunk toasts with crystal goblets, and danced quadrilles and cotillions in the golden glow of its candles. The Marquis de Lafayette, the hero of the Revolution, ate there on his return visit to the United States. Completed in 1816, less than two years after the British had burned down the White House, the Van Ness Mansion had been for decades a centerpiece in the social life of the young nation.

			Its new owners, however, had different priorities.

			Instead of hosting presidents and first ladies, the Van Ness Mansion had become a nexus in the Confederate spy network in Washington, a safe house where letters changed hands, information was given and received, and couriers, spies, and secret agents could find sanctuary. Located only three blocks from the White House and the War Department, it could not have been better situated. Thomas Conrad knew it well.

			Riding through the front gate, he handed the grey to the stable hand, entered the mansion, and got to work. That very night he met with some of his most important contacts. But they couldn’t tell him what Jefferson Davis and the Confederate high command needed to know. “I spent one night in Washington making vigorous inquiries,” Conrad later recalled, “but at best could secure no definite information.”

			It was time to take a chance. A big one.

			The next morning Conrad departed the Van Ness house dressed in the dark blue uniform of a chaplain in the Union army. “I also reduced my countenance to a more clerical cast,” he wrote, “by removing the moustache—which made me look ten years younger, but more sedate and grave—and leaving the side-whiskers to add conviction on the score of my scriptural tendencies, should any inquisitive Yankee officer have doubts about me.” Then, armed with a Bible, prayer book, and forged orders, he made a beeline for the Union army camp outside Annapolis. Three days later he had found out what was needed.

			They are going to like this in Richmond, he thought to himself.

			Thomas Conrad left Washington the following day. As he passed through the gates of the Van Ness Mansion, he looked back and to his left toward the White House. Not a soldier was in sight. Just like the last time.

		

	
		
			
				-Chapter Three-

				The Wilderness

			
			Midnight, the fourth of May, 1864. Along the Rapidan River in northern Virginia.

			Both a meandering waterway and a tributary to the Rappahannock, the river was named for both its rapids and for Anne, England’s shy and sickly former queen. Speckled trout hovered and darted above its gravel bottoms, while marsh grass lined its lower banks. But on this spring night, rich with the smells of new growth, the Virginia river was to become the jumping-off place for what would be the largest military campaign of the war.

			The cavalry were the first to move. Plunging their nervous steeds into the darkened river, the water rising up to their stifles, the Union riders located the Rebel pickets on the other side by the embers of their campfires and drove them off. Then came the Engineers. Working by lanternlight, they unloaded wagonloads of planked lumber, canvas sheeting, and long, canoe-shaped boats by the river’s edge and got to work, hammering and sawing in the damp night air. By dawn they had constructed no less than five sturdy pontoon bridges across the Rapidan.

			“It was a beautiful morning, cool and pleasant,” remembered one enlisted man. A Union officer, aide-de-camp Horace Porter, later wrote, “The crisp, bracing air seemed to impart to all a sense of exhilaration. As far as the eye could reach the troops were wending their way to the front. Their war banners, bullet-riddled and battle-stained, floated proudly in the morning breeze.” In long columns that stretched for hundreds of yards down to the riverbank, the Army of the Potomac was on the move. The long-awaited campaign had at last begun.

			Grant’s plan was simple and direct: after crossing the Rapidan, he would drive his troops south and to the east in order to swing behind Robert E. Lee’s Army of Northern Virginia. Such a move would not only put Union soldiers within striking distance of Richmond, the Rebel capital, but, more importantly, it would compromise the Confederate lines of supply. “Grant’s design was to get in the rear of Lee,” wrote Régis de Trobriand, an officer with the U.S. Volunteers. But whether Lee would allow that to happen remained to be seen. For the Confederates were on the move as well. And Lee, it had to be remembered, had never lost a battle in his home state of Virginia.

			The wheel had begun to turn.
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			The next morning, while searching for the whereabouts of the Confederate army, advance units of the Union army’s Fifth Corps entered a mysterious, underpopulated region that was simply marked as “Wilderness” or “The Wilderness”—or not marked at all—on most Virginia maps. Dense with stands of pine, cedar, oak, and hickory, and choked with underbrush, it was a gloomy, nearly roadless labyrinth marked by sinkholes and rock outcroppings. Here, full sunlight never reached the forest floor. Few people lived there. A ruined tavern was one of the few signs of human habitation. Shadows were everywhere.

			In the Wilderness, Union officers soon realized, it would be impossible to maintain strict military order, as the trees and tangled underbrush would soon disrupt any attempts at precise, parade ground–worthy formations. What maps they did have were practically useless, while individual soldiers moving forward could rarely see more than a few yards in front of them. And moving forward is exactly what the troops of the Union Fifth Corps were doing when the first murderous volleys from Lee’s army suddenly tore into their ranks.
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			Like most generals and military planners, Ulysses S. Grant was not fond of reporters. Despite the public’s need—and right—to know what was happening on the battlefields, Union commanders worried that detailed newspaper reports might provide the enemy with valuable information. As a result, on the eve of Grant’s great push beyond the Rapidan, Secretary of War Stanton forbade any civilians, including journalists, from accompanying the Army of the Potomac on its march south.

			That did not overly concern Henry E. Wing. A twenty-five-year-old reporter for the New York Tribune, Wing was himself an army veteran. Eighteen months earlier, as an enlisted infantryman in the 27th Connecticut, he had been wounded badly enough at the battle of Fredericksburg to be given up for dead. Shot in the arm, leg, and hand, he refused amputation. But when he also refused the offer by a Catholic nurse to fetch a priest to administer last rites, she calmly cut off the stubs of two fingers on his left hand with a pair of scissors. Mustered out of the army, he joined the staff of the Tribune. And as soon as he ferreted out the fact that Grant had launched his campaign, Wing slipped across Union lines and joined the army on the move. By Thursday evening, May 5, 1864, both Wing and the other Tribune reporters who’d snuck in had seen enough of the fighting in the Wilderness to know that they needed to try and get a report to their readers back home. Wing, the smallest and youngest of the group, was selected for the mission.

			Ditching his buckskin jacket, corduroy knickerbockers, and fine leather boots for “the rough butternut garb of a Virginia plantation hand,” Wing set out at four o’clock the next morning. It was, to say the least, a hair-raising journey, as the countryside that he had to traverse was now inhabited by Rebel irregulars. Talking his way past two sets of Confederate soldiers, he then outrode and was fired upon by a detachment of Mosby’s Rangers, hid his mount in the woods, and made it, alone and on foot, to the Union army encampment at Union Mills, where, after further difficulties, he was finally able to file his report back to New York via telegraph.
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			The Saturday, May 7, 1864, edition of the New York Tribune said it all.

			A huge map, taking up half of the front page, titled “The Scene of the Impending Conflict,” stretched from the Rapidan all the way to Richmond. And while various cautions were buried in agate type about rumors and a general lack of hard information, the first reports out of the Wilderness were roundly and wildly optimistic. The Advance of the Army, Our Troops in Glorious Spirits, and Hopeful Anticipations of Victory, ran the headlines. Henry Wing himself made an even rosier prediction. “There ought to be no doubt that there has been a grand victory,” he wrote. “I am on my way to Washington with more complete reports, that I will send to-morrow.”

			In Washington, the city’s newspapers followed suit. “Victory!” declared the National Republican, on Monday, May 9. “Lee’s Army in Full Retreat.” Two days later, the Evening Star announced, “General Grant Resumes His Advance Toward Richmond.” Anxious crowds hovered from dawn to dusk outside the offices of the city’s daily newspapers, the National Intelligencer, the Evening Star, the National Republican, the Globe, and the Morning Chronicle, as well as the Weekly Constitutional Union, snatching extras out of newsboys’ hands before the ink had dried. Dodging the spring thunderstorms and gathering in parks and in front of the White House, the citizens of the nation’s capital could barely restrain their enthusiasm. The air was alive with promise.

			“Washington had broken loose with a tremendous demonstration of joy,” remembered Noah Brooks. “There was something like delirium in the air.” On Monday, May 9, a huge crowd had gathered in front of the White House. A regimental band from Ohio gave an impromptu concert, and there were calls for the President to make a speech. Finally, and somewhat reluctantly, Lincoln appeared and, trying to moderate some of the spiraling expectations, said, “I will volunteer to say that I am very glad of what happened; but there is a great deal still to be done.”

			It didn’t matter. The crowds heard what they wanted to hear. Three days later, the Washington Evening Star declared in an extra, Great and Glorious News from the Front! Hancock Achieves a Glorious Victory!

			“For a time,” wrote Brooks, “it appeared as if most people thought that Grant would close the war and enter Richmond before the leaves began to fall.”

			The end was near. You could just feel it.

			The news was intoxicating. It also wasn’t true.
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			For the Wilderness wasn’t just a hole on a map. It was also a trap.

			In this maze of trees and brush, cavalry and artillery were practically useless, entire regiments became lost, and infantry lines were constantly being broken by the dense vegetation. “Bear in mind that it was in no respect like any other battle. The men fought, as it were, feeling their way,” wrote one Union officer. “The adversaries came upon each other twenty or thirty paces apart—further than that, they could not see each other—and on both sides they fired desperately until they saw no one in front of them.”

			Infantry charges, such as they were, were nearly suicidal. “We are again ready for the charge. The order comes to forward, and we go in, thinking to surprise the Johnnies, but they are up and waiting for us in the thick chaparral,” wrote Daniel G. Crotty of the 3rd Michigan Volunteers. Survivors described the enemy’s firepower as “one vast sheet of flame,” of air filled with bullets and Minié balls “whistling by like mad hornets,” and of “trees turned white as the streams of bullets stripped them of their bark.”

			The carnage was immense, almost unbelievably so. “The Regiment melted away like snow,” wrote a veteran of a charge by the 155th Pennsylvania. “Men disappeared as if the earth had swallowed them up. Every officer about me was shot down.” Of the five hundred and twenty-nine men of the 140th New York Volunteers who reported for duty on the morning of May 5, more than half were declared dead, wounded, or missing by the end of the day. For three long, bitter days, the armies of Grant and Lee clawed at each other.

			“What awful, sickening scenes,” wrote one Union army chaplain. Only they soon got even worse. The intense rifle and musket fire soon ignited dead leaves and brush on the forest floor. “The wind carried the smoke and flames against the end of our line, which was soon enveloped,” a New York volunteer recalled. “To add to the horrors of this battlefield,” a Pennsylvanian wrote, “the woods took fire and many of the dead and wounded left between the lines were cremated.” The Army of the Potomac hadn’t just found Lee’s army. In the Virginia countryside, they had also marched straight into a southern version of hell.
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			Amanda Akin well knew the cost.

			A native New Yorker, she had come to Washington one year earlier to do her part in her nation’s great struggle. “I could not remain at home inactive,” she scribbled in her diary, “when there was so much need of service.” Akin was assigned to work in the Armory Square Hospital, a massive military hospital complex consisting of a dozen freestanding wards that stretched across the Mall just to the east of the Smithsonian Castle. Energetic and uncomplaining, Akin dove right in. “The work took hold of me so firmly,” she wrote, “that my own identity seemed lost.”

			Working from six o’clock in the morning until a quarter before nine in the evening, Akin assisted with surgeries, served meals to wounded soldiers, maintained medical records, and dispensed medications, from salves and castor oil to pills and opium. She sat with patients for hours, checking the dressings on their wounds, bringing them something to drink when they were thirsty, wiping their brows when they were hot. She read them poetry and novels, wrote letters to their families, and played music for them on a piano that she had rented.

			The psychic cost that she endured was raw, real, and nearly constant.

			Her heart broke over false hopes and amputations, over immigrant soldiers dying far from home, and for family members who didn’t make it to Washington in time. “The poor boy with typhus fever died a few days after the fever turned, when we thought his life was to be spared,” Akin wrote in her diary during the last summer weeks of 1863. “His father arrived only in time to take his lifeless body home.” Three months later she wrote of Lieutenant Waite of the 6th Maine, “wounded near the lungs, breathes as if his hours were numbered.” But the next day, Akin recorded in her diary that “I was excited and delighted this morning to find Lieutenant Waite much more comfortable, conscious, and able to take nourishment; his cousin who is in the Quartermaster General’s office is staying with him. He showed me this evening the carte de visite of the Lieutenant’s sister and the lady to whom he is engaged, both beautiful.” Then, two days later, came one more entry: “Lieutenant Waite died at six o’clock this morning.”

			“Perhaps I ought not to write you these sad details,” Akin wrote to her sister back home, “but they have absorbed my mind completely, and I know your thoughts and hearts are equally and deeply interested in this fearful war.”
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			By Saturday, May 7, the battle of the Wilderness was over. No matter what the press had said, neither Grant nor Lee could claim victory.

			The dead were everywhere.

			They lay beneath towering oaks and dwarf pines, hidden in the underbrush, and in windrows on patches of bare ground. In their pockets they carried ammunition and tobacco, letters and miniature Bibles, and tintypes and locks of hair from their beloveds. Some had pieces of paper pinned to their uniforms with their name and regiment written upon them, in order that they might be identified should they not survive. Most were in their late teens, twenties, and thirties, though there were mere boys and old men scattered throughout their ranks. They were New Yorkers and Pennsylvanians, Michiganders and Connecticut Yankees, Germans and Irish, Virginians and North Carolinians, Georgians and South Carolinians.

			Some, like Major Henry Livermore Abbott of Boston, came from wealth and privilege. The son of a former congressman from a distinguished New England family, Abbott had entered Harvard College at the tender age of fourteen and lived in one of the finest boardinghouses off campus. Enlisting in the volunteer militia, in July 1861 he accepted a commission with the 20th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment. He was assigned to a company made up of tough fishermen and sailors from Cape Cod and Nantucket, proving to be both a gifted leader and a determined fighter. Rising through the ranks, he steered men into the Battle of Ball’s Bluff and the Seven Days’ Battles. At Fredericksburg in 1862, he helped lead the murderous charge on Marye’s Heights. At Gettysburg, he stood with his infantry on Cemetery Ridge, where they fought off Pickett’s Charge. Somehow, while other officers fell right and left, Abbott remained unwounded.

			His luck ran out in the Wilderness. While directing fire against Confederate troops hidden among “a dense thicket of saplings,” he caught a bullet in the stomach. Henry Livermore Abbott died a couple of hours later. “He vanished in the starless night,” wrote Oliver Wendell Holmes Jr., “and we saw but the shining of his luminous wake.” His remains were buried back home in Massachusetts. The words Sans peur et sans reproche—“Without fear and without reproach”—were engraved on the lid of his coffin.

			Others, like the corpses of more than a few of the Confederate dead, would receive no such treatment. “They were poorly clad,” recalled Frank Wilkeson, a Union soldier who passed by many such deceased Rebels in the Wilderness. “They were poorly shod. The direful poverty of the Confederacy was plainly indicated by its dead soldiers.” Barefoot or wearing scraps of carpet tied about their feet, dressed in threadbare, mismatched uniforms, and carrying tattered knapsacks, many of these were men who had never owned slaves, had never opened a bank account, and never had half of what they needed. Some were literate, while many others could neither read nor sign their own names. “They were volunteers, not hired or recruited from the slums of the great cities of the country, but at the call of their respective States they came from every walk of life,” read one later tribute. They had fought, it was said, for liberty and self-determination, for their country and their families and their way of life. But they had also fought, whether they voiced it or not, for slavery, and for all its unholy manifestations. And in the gloom of the Wilderness, they had died for it as well.

			But the fighting wasn’t over yet.

			Still hoping to get behind the Rebel army, Grant again wheeled to the left, sending his troops streaming toward an obscure country crossroads marked on maps as the Spotsylvania Court House. Robert E. Lee, correctly anticipating Grant’s next move, got there first. Finding the ground—a mix of mature forest and open fields—to their liking, the Rebel troops dug in, hauling earth and logs to create fortified battlements, and patiently waited for the despised Northerners to arrive.

		

	
		
			
				-Chapter Four-

				Spotsylvania

			
			Emory Upton could see it all.

			A twenty-four-year-old major with the Sixth Corps, Upton was a rising star within the Union army. A devout Christian and a dedicated abolitionist, his deepest loyalties were to the Union and the U.S. Constitution. “It was bone of his bone,” wrote a fellow officer, “and blood of his blood.” Spartan in his habits, Upton would never sleep on a pillow for fear that it would make him round-shouldered or crack a nut with his teeth. As a child growing up in far western New York State, even his schoolwork was notably austere. “He had no taste for useless ornament in his writings, and never allowed himself to seek for frequent adjectives and high-sounding words, as young writers are wont to do,” wrote a friend. “If he were told, ‘That sentence sounds poetical,’ he would change it to a more prosy form.”

			But Upton, who won an appointment to West Point, graduating in the class of 1860, was also open to change. After leading men into battle at Bull Run, Antietam, and Fredericksburg, he had grown increasingly appalled by military tactics that had resulted in so many deaths. Most infantry “charges” up until then featured broad lines of soldiers marching shoulder to shoulder against enemy positions. Along the way, the attacking troops might also stop, fire, and reload—all of which made them prime stationary targets for deadly volleys from the ranks of the enemy. Upton was convinced that there was a better way.

			At Spotsylvania, he would get his chance to prove it.
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			Tuesday afternoon, May 10, 1864.

			By five o’clock, more than four thousand Union troops had moved into the woods to the northwest of the main body of Rebel troops. The day had been warm and dusty, with the feel of an oncoming rain. The men were ordered to fix bayonets, lie down, and not talk. “I felt my gorge rise, and my stomach and intestines shrink together in a knot, and a thousand things rushed through my mind,” recalled one officer. “I looked about the faces of the boys around me, and they told the tale of expected death.”

			Upton had been ordered to launch an attack on a prominent salient that stuck out like a ragged tooth from the Confederate line. Reinforced with huge logs, palisades, and rows of sharpened branches, the Rebel battlements were heavily defended. But if they fell, Union troops could then flank either side of the Confederate positions, potentially win a decisive victory, and hasten the end of the war. Upton’s plan was to form his twelve handpicked regiments into three narrow columns. Speed was to be of the essence. There would be no stopping to stand and fire. Instead, the troops would cross the two hundred yards of open ground separating them from the enemy at a quick run.

			Shortly after six o’clock, following an excruciating wait, the order to advance was given. The lead columns, composed of seasoned troops from New York, Vermont, Pennsylvania, Maine, and Wisconsin, erupted out of the woods and made a beeline for the Rebel position. “The lines rose,” Upton later recalled, “moved noiselessly to the edge of the wood, and, with a wild cheer and face averted, rushed for the works.” Inside the salient, and now suddenly facing thousands of blue-coated Union troops speeding right toward them, the stunned Confederate officers tried to rouse and rally their troops. “Make ready boys,” screamed a Georgian, “they are charging!” Instantly, the breastworks sprung to life, and Rebel riflemen opened fire on the surging Union columns, cutting down soldier after soldier.

			But they couldn’t hold back the tide.

			Union troops stormed over the battlements and, after a brief but deadly close-quarters fight, opened a breach in the Rebel line and poured into the captured works. Upton had been right. Speed and troops arranged in tight columns could win the day. Maybe even the war.

			Then the day was lost.

			For as the Virginia sun began to dip toward the western horizon, the promised reinforcements never arrived. Their commander, it was later rumored, had been drunk. And when the furious Confederate counterattack came, Upton had no choice but to withdraw his now outnumbered troops, and the salient returned to Rebel hands. The cost had been enormous. As evening fell, Union dead lay scattered in the woods, along the open fields leading up to the Confederate battlements, and among the breastworks themselves. “Our loss in this assault was about one thousand in killed, missing, and wounded,” wrote a Sixth Corps officer. But Upton’s brilliant tactic had, at least at first, succeeded.
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			Two days later. Thursday morning, May 12, 1864.

			Dawn broke grey and rainy. Inside the Confederate lines, rumor had it that the army was to move again, that the Yankees were going to retreat. Most of the Rebel artillery had already been pulled off the front. But as the sky changed from charcoal to fish belly white, an ominous development began to form to the north, past the still-bloody field where so many of Emory Upton’s troops had fallen two days earlier. For in the woods a mile distant, a new, massive Union force under the command of Major General Winfield S. Hancock, a charismatic and talented forty-year-old Pennsylvanian, was quietly falling into line.

			“It was the largest body of men ever organized on the continent for a single blow,” wrote Brevet Lieutenant Colonel George A. Bruce. “In it were twenty thousand men, five thousand more than Pickett led up Cemetery Hill at Gettysburg.” Fully seventy-two battle flags, representing units from more than ten states, hung heavily on their staffs, dripping rainwater. Most were shot and torn, while some were stained with the blood of their previous bearers.

			At 4:32 a.m., the command was given to advance.

			With skirmishers from the 66th New York leading the way, the columns of troops crossed the Ni River and filed through a treeless corridor that stretched for nearly one-third of a mile between two patches of woods. Groups of army pioneers, armed with axes and saws, were interspersed among the infantry regiments. Once through the corridor, they would have a straight shot through gently rising fields to the Rebel battlements. Quietly, the Union troops moved forward.

			For the handful of Confederate pickets who were stationed roughly four hundred yards in front on the salient, it had been a rough night. The off-and-on rain had made sleeping difficult and turned their positions into mud. Even more disturbing, there had been weird sounds, like a kind of dull roar, coming from beyond the Union lines. Some of the men had wondered if they were about to be attacked. But none were prepared for what they saw next. For as the fog broke, there suddenly appeared thousands and thousands of Yankee soldiers heading straight toward them. The pickets each fired off one shot and then hightailed it out of there.

			Once past the former picket line, the Union soldiers hastened their step to a double-quick. They had been ordered to remain silent, but one outfit, likely the Irish Brigade, let out a raucous cheer. It was then picked up by units to the left and right, forward and back, combining into a rough chorus of more than fifteen thousand voices. They were running now, running toward the salient, running toward the heart of Robert E. Lee’s fearsome army, crashing over the palisades like an unstoppable blue wave.

			Hancock’s troops swept into the salient, quickly overwhelming the outnumbered Rebel defenders. Then something unplanned happened. For as thousands more Union soldiers pushed forward, the salient became more and more crowded. Regiments became mixed, and organized movement became impossible. “The officers commanding the divisions were capable men and knew what the situation demanded, but they were almost powerless,” wrote Mason Whiting Tyler, of the 37th Massachusetts. “There was no one to carry out their orders quickly or assist much in executing them.” And when the frenzied and determined Confederate counterattack came later that day, recalled a sergeant with the 3rd Michigan, “half the time the men are fighting on their own responsibility.”

			The result was, in the eyes of Tyler, “the fiercest battle of modern times.”

			For twenty-two hours straight, men of the two armies fought and clawed and killed each other, firing into each other’s faces, running swords and bayonets through their abdomens. Five times the Rebels stormed the massed Union troops, and five times the Northerners held. “I don’t expect to go to hell,” recalled David Holt, a survivor from the 16th Mississippi, “but if I do, I am sure that Hell can’t beat that terrible scene.” Soldiers were picked off both at the front and at the rear, while some Rebel soldiers trying to surrender were shot by both the enemy and their own side.

			The firing was earsplitting, incessant. Soldiers likened the sounds of the Minié balls to musical instruments, bees, or screeching cats. “I am told that our men fired, during that time, between three hundred and fifty and four hundred rounds to each man,” a lieutenant in the 1st Maine wrote. “Multiply this by fifty thousand men, and it conveys a little idea of the accompanying buzz of bullets.” Horses, mules, and men were blasted beyond recognition, while a mature red oak tree, standing above a Confederate rifle pit, was constantly riddled with rifle fire. “After keeping up this fire for several hours the men saw the tree begin to waver and it soon after fell with a crash upon those near it,” wrote Isaac Oliver Best of the 121st New York. Its trunk was later determined to have been twenty-two inches in diameter.

			Death was everywhere.

			J. F. J. Caldwell, a South Carolinian, recalled the last moments of one eighteen-year-old Rebel soldier. “He was a handsome boy, tall and slender, with eyes as tender as a woman’s, and a smooth, fair cheek, just darkening with the first downy beard,” Caldwell wrote. “Seeming to be weary, about sunset, he sat down in the cross-trench to rest. He was hardly down, when a ball glanced from a tree and struck him just behind the right ear. He struggled up and shook with a brief convulsion. Some one caught him in his arms. He raised his eyes, with the sweetest, saddest smile I think I ever saw on earth, and died almost on the instant.”

			In the afternoon the rain turned into a thunderstorm, and when the men of the two armies couldn’t get their now soaked ammunition to fire, they stabbed and clubbed each other to death or strangled their foes in the mud. In the salient, Northerners and Southerners fought like men had fought in the Trojan War. Private Henry London of the 32nd North Carolina wrote that the scene at the salient, which some men called the Bloody Angle, was “the most desperate fighting during the war” and that the fighting there “has never been surpassed in any battle of ancient or modern times.” Even when night fell, the battle raged on until, wrote an officer with the U.S. Volunteers, “the enemy, finally discouraged as much as exhausted, abandoned the strife, and retired.”

			When dawn broke on May 13, the carnage was practically unfathomable.

			“The whole scene was such that no pen can or ever will describe it,” wrote one Confederate infantryman. “I have seen many fields after severe conflicts, but nowhere have I ever seen anything half so ghastly.” Bodies of Union and Rebel dead were piled five deep in some places, while in the trenches “the water was red, almost black with blood.” A Rhode Island soldier recalled that the dead could only be distinguished from the wounded by their unnatural positions. “The bodies of a father and a son lying side by side is especially remembered.”

			The gravediggers would be busy for months.

			Meanwhile, the armies moved on.

			Grant continued to move south, hoping to get behind the Rebel forces, but Lee continued to frustrate him. Finally, on June 9, a little over a month since it had crossed the Rapidan, the Army of the Potomac pulled to a halt outside of the city of Petersburg, an important Confederate supply center, and dug in for another siege. The war wouldn’t be ending anytime soon.
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			Back in Washington, the joyful delirium of early May had given way to a new, soul-crushing reality. Hundreds of anxious family members, many of whom had traveled for days to get to the capital, now gathered along the Sixth Street Wharf, waiting for the ships carrying the wounded from Virginia to arrive, torn between hoping and not hoping that their husbands, sons, brothers, and fathers were on one of the boats, yet terrified of what had become of them if they were not.

			At the Armory Square Hospital, injured soldiers came in droves. “The wounded were coming in all day,” Amanda Akin recorded in her diary on May 11. “One ward received fifty, and a thousand more are expected tomorrow.” Two days later she wrote, “Our attendants, etc., were up all night bringing in and taking care of the wounded, who have been coming in all day.” Six days after that, it was “The wounded came in at all hours.” On the night of May 29–30, she wrote, “Kept no record of these two days’ doings, having neither the time nor the strength.” Akin was hardly alone in her exhaustion and bone-tired fatigue. On May 30, another nurse, Helen Griggs of Ward A, wrote to a friend, “I cannot write a connected letter; I lost my senses two weeks ago and haven’t known my own name for a week. I cannot begin to tell you of what we are going through.”

			Then came the casualty lists.

			In column after column, page after page, newspapers in New York and Philadelphia, Boston and Providence, Hartford and Portland, and beyond, published the names of Union officers and enlisted men who had been killed or captured in the Wilderness or Spotsylvania. The fortunate ones, those with money and influence, arranged for the remains of their loved ones to be returned to them and buried in the family crypt or mausoleum. But most simply had to confront the news that their son, brother, or father was gone. And all across the states of the North, brokenhearted mothers, sisters, and daughters pinned black ribbons and crepe rosettes to their dresses, praying that their loved ones had not unduly suffered.

			May 1864 had been the deadliest month of the entire war.

			In the Wilderness, more than 17,000 Union soldiers had been killed, wounded, captured, or reported as missing, while Rebel losses were upward of 12,000. At Spotsylvania, the numbers were 18,000 and 12,000, respectively. Taken together as one single conflict, the bloody side-by-side battles of the Wilderness and Spotsylvania was the largest battle ever to occur in the Americas. For a war that many had thought was winding down, the appalling casualty figures were a stark and shocking reminder of how far
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