


  1861


  “Our glorious union is now about to be severed.”


  IT HAD FINALLY ARRIVED.


  The crisis had been brewing since America’s earliest days, rumbling for decades beneath the surface the way volcanic pressure builds, out of sight but never out of mind. From the minute the first English settlers reached the Atlantic shore in the early seventeenth century, the country was pulled in opposite directions. Two distinct cultures developed. Slavery put a human face on the problem because one group permitted the practice and the other did not. But the differences that separated them ran far deeper than slavery alone.


  By the middle of the nineteenth century, America had, for all practical purposes, become two separate societies. Like a couple who had reached a crisis point in their marriage, they had to either find a way to move on together or permanently go their separate ways.


  One section chose the latter option. The other would not permit it to do so. Abraham Lincoln succinctly summed up what happened next.


  “And the war came.”
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  We begin in the final months of 1860. As that year’s presidential election drew near, people everywhere sensed that a monumental moment was at hand, making it one of history’s most dramatic political contests.


  The infant Republican Party, whose nominee was Abraham Lincoln, capitalized on several innovative attractions. They included marches by Wide Awake clubs consisting of uniformed and enthusiastic young male Lincoln supporters, mostly in their twenties, and raising Liberty Poles—sometimes called Lincoln Poles—topped by a U.S. flag (often emblazoned with the GOP ticket “Lincoln and Hamlin” in large letters) and followed by a picnic or other social gathering.


  A letter written by a young man identified only as Cornelius (unknown) to a friend captured the excitement of the campaign’s closing weeks.



   North Bloomfield, New York


  October 8, 1860


  Hurrah for Lincoln. I suppose you are a Lincoln man. I hope so, and a Wide Awake, too. We have a [Wide Awake] company of about 75 at this place. There is a company in every place where there is a dozen houses around here. Our club went to a pole raising yesterday about four miles from here. There was three companies there, about 200 people. We raised a pole 140 feet out of the ground. Put it eight feet in the ground. We had a gay old time. It is getting late and I do not know what to write more, so I will bid you goodbye with three cheers for Old Abe. Hurrah, Hurrah, Hurrah. From your humble servant and a Wide Awake, Cornelius




  Lincoln’s victory on November 6, 1860, was the tipping point.


  South Carolina had declared in advance that if Lincoln emerged victorious in the four-candidate contest, it would secede from the Union. It was widely believed that other Deep South states would quickly follow.


  Twelve days after the election, a man who signed himself simply Frank (unknown) wrote to a friend living in the South. He mentioned the Minutemen, a pro-secessionist paramilitary group founded in St. Louis earlier that year to counter the pro-Union Wide Awakes.



   St. Louis, Missouri


  November 18, 1860


  Have just this moment received news from California. Far as heard from 70,000 votes cast of which—Abraham Lincoln 27,000—Stephen A. Douglas 24,000—John C. Breckinridge 20,000 and John Bell 2,000. Awful, ain’t it? Every free state likely gone Lincoln. Well, I expect we will have to put up with it.


  Lincoln being elected, the Union may be dissolved. You, of course, would join the Minutemen and march on to glory and independence. Hurrah for the South, take off your hat and throw it up. Will you be so cowardly as to permit them to preside over this nation? No—you must go on there to Washington and help prevent his inauguration, do you hear? Do you hear?


  You who are away down South among strangers, you must expect to feel lonesome and homesick for a while, but it will wear away and only come over you at times. I think it will be a good thing for you, having had a long experience with the North, this living South will finish your education. And while educating yourself, you must educate others by writing us long letters, and, as you get better acquainted, tell us of their customs, their sociability, and hospitality. Also, of that “peculiar institution slavery” as seen by yourself. Your opinions would be worth having. Tell us what church you attend; Episcopal, of course.




  The usual postelection finger-pointing by the losing party followed. Democrats realized that their two-way split had made it possible for Lincoln to eke out a win with a scant just under 40 percent of the popular vote. Austin Lamonte (1837–1918) had voted for Democrat Stephen Douglas. The University of Michigan medical student scolded a friend, believing that Republicans were responsible for whatever came next.


  
     Ann Arbor, Michigan


  November 27, 1860


  You speak of the result of the election and of politics. I think it poorly becomes you and your party to glory over the victory which you have won. When you look at what the expense has been and what disaster it has brought on the land—and what greater disaster it is so very likely to bring. It is your party who have done this by the promulgation of their doctrines, who have irritated the South until they are ready to sever the ties of this Union.


  You cannot get rid of it, George; your party have done all this. You may try and throw it off on our party, but history and truth will do the Democratic Party justice. What it will come to, the future only can tell. I hope it will not prove to be as bad as now to all appearances it will be. We all think too much of our country to have it broken for a nigger. I have no doubts but that there are patriots who vote with the Republican Party who, when they come to think soberly at what they have done, will repent and will turn around and do all they can to remedy the matter, but it may be too late.




  It was, in fact, too late. Just days later, South Carolina followed through on its promise to secede from the Union. A special secession convention opened on December 17, with Americans in both the North and the South closely monitoring developments. That was especially true in the Deep South, as an unknown young teacher indicated to a friend in North Carolina.


 
    Selma, Alabama


  December 20, 1860


  We are looking every day for news from South Carolina. By this time, it is likely she has seceded. Alabama will follow her as soon as her convention meets unless something unexpected turns up. The election for delegates to the convention takes place next Monday.


  The ladies commenced today to make wreaths to dress up the church for Christmas. They turned out in full force, and to judge by the way they worked this morning, they will make quick work of it. I was reminded of old times in Fayetteville [North Carolina] when I used to help there.




  Indeed, South Carolina seceded the very day that letter was written. (Alabama followed 22 days later.)


  Things rapidly escalated. A week later, on the night of December 26, the commander at Fort Moultrie at the entrance to Charleston Harbor quietly transferred his small garrison to the bigger and still unfinished Fort Sumter, located on a manmade island. Charlestonians were livid when they awoke the next morning to see the U.S. flag flying from atop the massive brick fort.


  In an instant, the situation transformed from a political crisis into a military one. Many people, including George Tracy (unknown), concluded that war was now inevitable, as he wrote to his mother.


 
    [Maryland; location unknown]


  December 30, 1860


  We are in the midst of considerable excitement. There is but one topic, and that is the trouble in and with South Carolina. Yesterday, the excitement was somewhat increased by a dispatch from Charleston announcing the evacuation of Fort Moultrie (situated at the mouth of Charleston Harbor) by the U.S. troops and the partial burning of the fort. Major Robert Anderson has been in command for nearly four weeks. Today’s telegraph says that he evacuated Fort Moultrie to take possession of Fort Sumter. The latter is a new fort but recently finished, said to be the strongest fort for its size in the U.S. This evening’s dispatch says that the citizens, together with the military, have taken possession of Fort Moultrie, the Custom House, and post office.


  It is impossible to conceive what will be the result of the present trouble. South Carolina proclaims herself to be out of the Union, an independent state, and is exerting herself to the utmost to drag the rest of the Cotton States with her. Our own state of Maryland is for Union on reasonable terms. But if the North makes no move to repeal their personal liberty bills nor make any concessions to the South, then Maryland will go with the South.


  The present trouble has been weighing heavily upon me. The financial trouble has caused a general stoppage in all kinds of business. Some of our largest bankers and merchants have been compelled to stop, and yet these troubles are passed by hardly noticed in consequence of the Southern trouble.


  Our politicians, both North and South, are bringing all this trouble upon us. It is sad to contemplate the result which must follow the breaking up of this glorious Union of states. If civil war must come, which all I think feel sure, the horrors of war can be but feebly estimated. Father against son and brother against brother—hands raised against our dearest friends.




  As 1861 dawned, America faced stark new realities. North and South were clouded in dark billows of uncertainty.


  As other Deep South states prepared to follow South Carolina into secession, Northern ire was focused on the state that had initiated the split. Dr. James Vandervort’s (1834–1911) reaction typified the feelings of many Unionists.



   Clarksville, Ohio


  January 7, 1861


  People about here talk of nothing now but pork and politics. Pork, however, will soon all be sold, and then we’ll hear of nothing but secession. South Carolina needs a good mauling. Nothing will bring her to her senses quicker than a little wholesale discipline of that kind. Although one of the least, poorest, and most contemptible of all the states, she has created more destruction than any other state in the Union. She is completely under the thumb of a few unprincipled men who think it better to “reign in Hell than to serve in Heaven” and consequently want to set up for themselves. If I think my services are required, I shall not hesitate to shoulder my musket “to maintain etc.” [the Union]. Would you?




  (Vandervort, whose wife died later that year after giving birth to their daughter, eventually served as an assistant surgeon in the 16th Ohio Infantry.)


  The situation was especially precarious for people living in the Border States of Maryland, Missouri, and Kentucky. Many had strong cultural and family ties to the South and equally strong financial ties to the North.


  Consider the perilous position of Baltimore’s Balderston, Ward & Co., “Commission merchants for the sale of Boots and Shoes.” Northern footwear manufacturers contracted with it to sell their products to shops and retailers around the country. Suddenly, the Southern market was in jeopardy. Uncertainty froze business in its tracks, as an unknown clerk revealed in a letter to Captain Clark Partridge, a boot maker in Medway, Massachusetts.



   Baltimore, Maryland


  January 12, 1861


  Our policy is to keep within bounds until things change for the better. Should there be civil war, there must follow a general suspension in trade. Should this be averted, things may continue unsettled, for the South will not come into the arrangement with kindly feelings for some time. There are no goods being sold. Our sales since the 1st of January only amount to $400. T&A have not sold $1. The jobbers [suppliers] are doing nothing either by orders or otherwise, and they do not know if their customers can pay up and will want spring goods. Those who go east will buy but very little indeed, and it would be the very worst thing for us to go on to make goods in the face of the present troubles.


  As to you saying we will have a better trade in consequence of the political troubles, it is all nonsense. Yankee boots will be damned in Baltimore just as much as they are in New York. Hill and Pastor and the Southern trade on them will be light. Do not make over 20 cases a week at the outside [most].




  Uncertainty dominated politics as well. Lincoln would not become president until March 4. The outgoing president, James Buchanan, sat in the White House and did nothing, allowing events to unfold without federal interference. For that, historians rate him as one of the worst of all presidents.


  Lewis S. Coryell (1788–1865) saw it differently. A wealthy businessman and fellow Pennsylvanian, he was Buchanan’s close friend and staunch supporter. A correspondent had asked Coryell’s opinion about what would happen next. His reply demonstrates that nobody could predict with certainty how events would play out.



   New Hope, Pennsylvania


  January 14, 1861


  Mr. Buchanan is the President of the whole people. They are the sovereigns. He holds the veto power for their equalized benefits, and most commendably, he has exercised that power. In fact, he is the “Noblest Roman” of them all. He has, with a view to conciliation to avoid violence, practiced the most masterly inactivity. Now, when no other alternative is left, he demonstrates to execute his duties, as in accordance to his oath of office, and history will assign a proud page to his merits.


  If the South will become prudent, what a glorious result might, perhaps, may be since we are to be divided. If they of the South adopt our present Constitution and peacefully unite in an administration as is now in practice, they would soon include southern New York, New Jersey, North Carolina, Louisiana, Delaware, South Carolina, Texas, Maryland, Georgia, Mississippi, Virginia, Florida, Arkansas, Kentucky, Florida, California, Missouri, and subsequently at least Pennsylvania, perhaps.


  This reconstruction would attach all, except those of western New York and the New England states, which might slide to Canada.


  All hope is now at an end for permanent future reconciliation, and we are now compelled to conjuncture [envision] the future in some changed aspect.




  South Carolina’s departure from the Union was swiftly repeated in 1861’s opening weeks. By January 21, four other states had also seceded. On that day, five U.S. senators—including Mississippi’s Jefferson Davis—resigned their seats. It was also when Mary A. Little (1817–1873) penned this observation to her cousin in Washington, D.C.


 
    Woodstock, Virginia


  January 21, 1861


  I suppose no one writes now without making the deplorable situation of our country their theme. Where it will end, God only knows. I find the people around us daily getting more excited by the refusal of the Republicans to  move one inch in measures to satisfy the South. And I fear if something is not quickly done, the Border States will follow the Cotton States out [of the Union]. Persons who are calm and moderate in their opinions and who at first were warm to the Union now say that without some guarantees from the North, they are for dissolving the Union. That the course of Congress has destroyed the confidence they felt in it. Many persons feel there will be trouble in the District of Columbia on the fourth of March [Inauguration Day], and I think all who can better get out of harm’s way.


  Mamma and I have been wishing for a long time we could urge some plea you could not resist to induce you to come and see us. I think now we have every inducement to urge you all to stay with us until the matter is settled one way or the other, so come. I will have the carriage in Warrenton any day you will desire.




  The Cotton States of Alabama, Georgia, Florida, Louisiana, Mississippi, South Carolina, and Texas sent delegates to Montgomery, Alabama. On February 4, they set about creating the Confederate States of America, with Davis as its president.


  While one new government was being formed, the other was waiting in the wings. Lincoln left his home in Springfield, Illinois, on February 11 for a three-week procession to his inauguration in Washington. There were speeches and receptions in major cities along the way, including a stop in Albany, New York, on February 18. Druggist William A. Rice (1820–1906) mentioned it to his elderly mother in Massachusetts.


 
    Albany, New York


  February 22, 1861


  Lincoln passed through here on his way to Washington and gave us an opportunity to see him. He is better-looking than has been represented. I hope he will prove wise enough to do right. He has a hard task before him, and I fear he is not equal to the emergency. If he trusts to moderate prudent men for advice, we may yet be saved. A few more days will decide, for well or for woe, the future prospects of our country.




  As Northerners and Southerners alike prayed for peace and hoped for the best, many accepted coming bloodshed as a forgone conclusion. Some even believed that they were living in the path of looming warfare, as this unknown Northern woman did. She also revealed how the mounting crisis was straining relationships, both personal and political.



   Blandinsville, Illinois


  February 16, 1861


  If this war goes on—and it no doubt will from the news brought last night—I’ll not stay in Illinois. I want you to hold yourself in readiness to send for me. We are right in the midst of traitors, and it is said that the war will be transferred from the South to Illinois, and blood will yet be seen running down the streets of Chicago. There are more people here and in Macomb for disunion than for the Union.


  They say that the Republicans don’t, or are afraid, to say anything anymore and that some of the Democratic storekeepers won’t stay in the store at night for fear he will hear something against the South. Some men got talking on the subject in Hardin’s barroom. Pap said something, and Hardin slipped up to him and whispered that his time was coming. Pap did not know what he meant, but he is going to ask him for an explanation.


  The intention and determination of the South is to bring the North under subjection to them. They are going to have an aristocratic form of government or have royalty, and enslaving the North is their aim. But I would a thousand times be subject to a foreign power than to such Rebels and traitors as the South.




  While America’s fate was being decided, the business of slavery went on as usual in the places where it was legal. J. C. Cross (unknown) was a partner in Price, Birch & Co., one of the biggest slave-trading firms in the country. In a business letter, he offered the equivalent of more than $36,000 in modern dollars to purchase one slave.


  
     Washington, D.C.


  February 28, 1861


  Mr. B. O. Sheckell had me a letter from you this morning that he got from you about a Negro man that you have got for sale. He gave me your letter thinking I could give a little more for your Negro at this time than he would like to pay as I shall start with a lot of Negroes out South in some few days from this. I shall have to take my Negroes South, as I can’t sell them this side of the South, and as I have got to go South, I will buy some few more than I have at this time. If the Negro you speak of is a good No. 1 boy, I will give you One Thousand Dollars for him. You will please answer this as soon as you get it.




  With emotions growing increasingly frayed daily, people became very careful about what they said. That was especially true for those from one section of the country while traveling in the other. An unknown woman from Philadelphia was keenly aware of that as she and her husband left to spend the winter in Florida. Describing their travels to a friend back home, she made it clear that the couple took special pains to think before they spoke.



   Magnolia, Florida


  March 23, 1861


  We went to Washington the first place and spent a week, which I enjoyed very much, there being so many places of interest to visit. We then went to Goldsboro, North Carolina, by way of Richmond and Petersburg, Virginia, spending a few days at each place.


  We spent more than a week at Goldsboro with Mr. Latta’s family. It is a pretty little place, larger than I expected to see. There are several families from the North, which makes it pleasant for the Lattas. It is the greatest secession place you ever saw. We dare not express our opinions publicly, but when we got with Mr. Latta in a room, we would close the door, look in the corners, under the chairs, etc., and then have a little talk on national affairs, but always fearful of someone hearing us.


  When we arrived in Charleston, South Carolina, we found the weather quite cold and concluded to go directly to Florida. As we were coming out of Charleston Harbor, in passing Fort Sumter, Mr. Stephenson and I got behind our umbrella so no one on the boat could see us and waved our handkerchiefs to some officers we saw on the fort. They acknowledged it by waving theirs in return. Of course, we imagined one of them to be the gallant Major Anderson.


  Arriving in Magnolia last Monday, we found the hotel quite full, but we have a very pleasant room in Dr. Benedict’s house. The boarders are all Northerners, and several families are from Philadelphia, which makes it very pleasant. We are not afraid to speak as we are when in the company of Southerners.




  Conditions were even more volatile where North and South met in the Border States. As bad as business conditions had been at the start of the year, they were now getting worse. An unknown clerk at the Balderston, Ward & Co. in Baltimore updated boot maker Partridge in Massachusetts on the latest.



   Baltimore, Maryland


  April 6, 1861


  Our opinion is that you had better not increase the boot manufacturing for this month. Keep on at 25 cases a week until May, and by that time, we may be able to form some idea of what it will be best to do. Business is almost ruined. The aspect of affairs is very gloomy, and we do not know what a day may bring forth.




  By the time spring arrived, everyone—Union, Confederate, and undecided alike—realized that the war would soon commence at Fort Sumter. The Confederacy insisted that all Federal troops be withdrawn from fortifications located within its territory, especially those near major ports. There was much debate within the cabinet of the newly inaugurated Lincoln about whether they should be abandoned or resupplied. Lincoln ultimately adopted the latter course.


  However, things didn’t go exactly as planned, prompting presidential irritation, as naval Captain Hiram Paulding (1797–1878) wrote to his wife.



   Washington, D.C.


  April 7, 1861


  The order was sent from the War Department to the officer commanding the artillerists on board the [USS] Brooklyn to land with his men at Fort Pickens [at Pensacola, Florida]. But as no order was sent to the captain of the Brooklyn, he would not land them. The President was much chagrined and will send a messenger overland and orders by water.


  I suppose the expedition that sailed yesterday from New York is destined for the relief of Fort Sumpter [sic]. I fear they have waited so long that they [the fort’s garrison] are not strong enough. The government should risk nothing but always strike with an irresistible hand. I think we may now consider that peace is at an end. The people of the North have compelled the President to go forward and are ready to march with a host whenever the first blow is struck. There will be a new era in the future, which is sad enough to contemplate. The Navy—with the exception of the African Squadron—will be withdrawn except here and there a ship, and all will be employed at home if necessary.


  Great secrecy is observed, but almost everything seems to leak out. I will try and bring about a new order of things as soon as I am acknowledged as one of the [president’s] kitchen cabinet.




  As noted above, Lincoln ordered supplies to be sent to Anderson’s 85-man garrison but did not send actual reinforcements. Davis then called for the fort’s surrender. When Anderson refused, Confederate batteries opened fire shortly before dawn on April 12. In faraway New England, teenager Almon Gowing Pierce (1843–1864) was closely following the first combat. (He would later die of disease while serving in the Union army.)


 
    Dublin, New Hampshire


  April 14, 1861


  They are having queer times at the South. I think they will find out soon if they are not careful. They have demanded a surrender of Fort Sumter. But Anderson refused to surrender. They have begun to fight. So father heard at Peterborough Friday. The news came on the telegraph.


  I guess they will find out before long whether they can do as they are a mind to or not. Lincoln said on April 3rd that they would see whether we have any government or not before this month was out. I believe Lincoln is the best man we could have for this time.




  The reaction was equally impassioned below the Mason-Dixon line. Henry Stoner Kupp (1821–1866) was a Pennsylvanian engaged in constructing a railroad in Virginia. Writing the same day as the previous letter, he described the situation to his wife.


 
    Spotswood House [Hotel]


  Richmond, Virginia


  April 14, 1861


  Here I am surrounded by all the excitement imaginable—the result of the fight and firing at Charleston on Fort Sumpter [sic]. This is a war of brothers, and I cannot say when it will end. I would not be surprised from the excitement here that Virginia will join the Southern armies and at once march upon Washington this week. All business is prostrated here. Mr. Fish has not reached here yet, and so I cannot say what will be the result of our railroad and my work.




  As both those letters were being penned, Fort Sumter was being evacuated, having surrendered the day before. The very next day, April 15, Lincoln called for 75,000 volunteers to serve 90 days to put down the rebellion. The response was immediate and intense. In the North, men flooded recruiting offices. Rallies were held to mobilize support for the war effort by encouraging men to enlist. R. J. Willevy (unknown) mentioned one of them to an acquaintance.



   East Saginaw, Michigan


  April 20, 1861


  There is to be a Union street meeting this afternoon. Many express sympathy for the South but are bound to stick to the Union. There is a company of seventy getting ready to go south. Hiram, we witness the commencement of a war between brothers and coworkers in government. But I fear it will be left to other generations to record the close.




  Lincoln’s call for troops created an instant backlash in the Mid-South. In the Upper South, vitally important Missouri, Kentucky, and Maryland dangled in the balance. All were slave states, and all were led by pro-secessionist governors. Consider Missouri Governor Claiborne Fox Jackson’s reply to Lincoln: “Your requisition, in my judgment, is illegal, unconstitutional, and revolutionary in its objection, inhuman, and diabolical and cannot be complied with. Not one man will the State of Missouri furnish to carry on any such unholy crusade.”


  Yet there were also thousands of equally fervent Union supporters in those three terribly divided states, such as John McGee (unknown) in St. Louis, who wrote to a friend with close ties to Union Secretary of War Simon Cameron.


 
    St. Louis, Missouri


  April 19, 1861


  I have just written to Cameron requesting him to use his influence or to accept one hundred men as a company I have enrolled. They are now ready to march under the Stars and Stripes as our Gov. Jackson has refused to respond to the call of Pres. Lincoln for troops to put down the present rebellion. We wish Gov. Jackson and the balance of his section coadjutors to know that there is still a Union spirit that exists in Missouri, and we are ready and determined to serve the Union. If the government will accept us our services we freely offer. We wish arms and equipments, and for this reason, I write to you to use your influence to have us accepted. We are ready at ten days’ notice after receiving proper orders to march to any point the government may order. The war spirit is assuming a high feeling in St. Louis in favor of the South, and a riot is expected hourly.




  A second wave of secession followed Lincoln’s call for troops. It commenced on April 17, when Virginia severed its ties to the United States. Just like their counterparts in the North, women of the Old Dominion eagerly showed their support, as seen in this letter written a few days later by Richmond pastor Lyman W. Seely (1815–1884) to Governor John Letcher.



   Richmond, Virginia


  April 22, 1861


  I have the pleasure to inform you that at a meeting of the ladies of the congregation of 2nd Baptist Church this morning, a Soldiers Relief Association was formed whose services are hereby respectfully tendered to you for the aid of our country in this crisis. Eighty-five names were handed to me, and as the association is patriotic and not denominational, I am confident that the number will soon be doubled, not only from members of my own congregation but from others in this vicinity.


  I hope that their labors will not be confined to the preparation of lint bandages, clothing, etc., and although we may not furnish you with a Florence Nightingale, there will be many emulations of her example.




  Secessionists swarmed around the Gosport Navy Yard near Norfolk, Virginia. It held several Federal warships, critically important dry docks, and a treasure trove of artillery. Washington ordered naval Captain Hiram Paulding (1797–1878) to rush there. He updated his wife on the situation.


 
    Barnum’s Hotel


  Baltimore, Maryland


  10 a.m., Thursday, April 18, 1861


  I arrived here this morning. Great excitement prevails at Norfolk and about Portsmouth, and it was reported as I heard on the boat that an attack would be made last night on the [Navy] Yard. The [USS] Cumberland’s heavy battery was bearing upon it, and full authority was given to defend it. We want [lack] sailors and soldiers there to secure the ships and other property. I have just telegraphed that no time may be lost. They have blocked the channel with vessels sunk, but that can be removed later.


  There is from a thousand to fifteen hundred guns [cannons] and immense quantities of stores at the Yard. We may have to fight for them. Virginia is going out. The Southern officers will nearly all go with their states because, in many instances, their friends and families are there. They express regret and wish they could stand by the flag. Sinclair and another lieutenant resigned yesterday whilst I was at the Yard. He came to the boat before I left to see me with his wife and child. He says he loves Virginia better than his wife, and his wife loves Virginia better than she does him. He expects to join the Southern army at the head of a battery of flying artillery.


  I have told [Post Captain Charles] McCauley to burn what he cannot defend at the Yard.




  McCauley did just that on April 20. After having the powerful Cumberland towed to safety, he then ordered everything else put to the torch, as Paulding described in another letter to his wife.


 
    Washington City


  April 24, 1861


  I returned from Norfolk yesterday, having with the [USS] Pawnee burnt the buildings and ships at the Navy Yard there. We sent a steamer to New York today for provisions—nothing comes through by mail and has not for four days.


  The city [Washington] is very quiet under martial law. We have four or five thousand soldiers at last, and more are coming, but they advance slowly. We have a feeble government of feeble men—feeble for want of knowledge—perhaps they will improve as they get wiser. How fortunate it is that you are all at home and away from the scenes of confusion and violence.




  Losing the Navy Yard was a major setback for the Federals. Nearly one dozen vessels were left behind, burned and sinking. One, the USS Merrimack, would be rebuilt as the ironclad CSS Virginia and would make naval warfare history the following March. Also abandoned were more than 1,000 cannons, some of which ultimately made their way as far west as Vicksburg, Mississippi, and Little Rock, Arkansas, along with various coastal forts and defenses.


  In Baltimore, tensions finally turned into deadly street violence. On April 19, protestors attacked the 6th Massachusetts Infantry as it passed through city streets en route to Washington. Bricks and rocks were thrown. The troops opened fire on the crowd. When the smoke had cleared, four soldiers were dead and 36 others wounded; 12 civilians had been killed, with more than a hundred others injured. Amy Galusha (1825–1869), a textile millworker in New England, was swept up in the excitement as she wrote to her mother and sister.



   Lowell, Massachusetts


  April 19, 1861


  Today noon, a dispatch came that the Baltimoreans were fighting among themselves, and great fears are entertained that Maryland will secede. If she does, it will be the “unkindest cut of all,” but we can do nothing but pray.


  All our worst fears are more than realized concerning the immoral and unChristian character of the people of the Southern states and the inevitable prospect of an entire suspension of business at the North. I do not know how long the Merrimack River mills will run, but do not think long. I don’t know whether I shall stay here or go south as a nurse. I told Charlie that if they had hard battles and so many got wounded so as to need my assistance, I would go with all my heart, but I hope and trust they will not need me for any such purpose. But it is hoping against hope, for if it was true Jeff Davis was within 24 hours of Washington last night, there has probably been fighting there before now. I never deplored the incompatibility of my sex for war until now, but I feel as though a woman was a worthless being in such a time as this.


  The red, white, and blue is the order of the day here. It is worn blended in many fanciful ways, and I have even seen it twisted in the inside of bonnets of our beautiful national flag. The streets and shops present a very gay appearance. There are flags waving from every public building, and the shops have red, white, and blue in every variety of shade intertwined and hanging in graceful folds over the fronts of the shops and reaching the whole length of the street. The city has a much more gay appearance than on the Fourth of July, but countenances are sad, and eyes are tearful.


  Write as soon as you can and tell me if L. has any idea of going to the war. I hope to have you here this summer, but hopes are like flowers beneath the iron wheel of war.




  “The first gun is fired,” newspapers proclaimed after the fighting at Fort Sumter. People on both sides were driven to a level of intensity bordering on hysteria in the war’s opening weeks. Misinformation that sounds wildly absurd in hindsight was passed on as gospel truth. Consider the “news” that Polly Giddings (1822–1864) related to her son in Pittsburgh.


 
    Maple Grove Farm


  Cherry Valley, Ohio


  April 22, 1861


  There is so much excitement all over the country. Yesterday, while at church, Esq. Abel Krum, our representative in Columbus [the state capital], entered the church direct from that city with exciting war news. He went into the pulpit to announce that when he left Columbus, Jeff Davis was marching to take Washington and probably now they were engaged with the Federal troops fighting. He then requested that our citizens would call a meeting and see who would volunteer for the defense of the southern part of our state, where they had already been skirmishing. Tomorrow evening, the citizens meet.


  The cannons have been heard here this morning and again since three o’clock, the wind very strong in the east and the air filled with smoke ever since sunrise. Shouldn’t be surprised if it’s from the fire of our public buildings. And so, the antagonist factions have succeeded in drawing us conservatives into the perils and horrors of civil war. If the fire eaters [secessionists] of the South and ultraists [abolitionists] of the North alone could meet and both get whipped, it might cool off their excited blood. But here we are in a family quarrel like naughty children trying to break the will of a deceased parent. So we of the South and North, trying to break the Constitution, having lost in a manner respect for the opinions of the Fathers who, with wisdom, framed it and adopted the motto, “United we stand, divided we fall.” Well, politicians have their plans, military men theirs, and Jeff Davis his. But above all, God will reign.


  Your Grandma fears you may be so enthusiastic that you may be persuaded to volunteer. I trust not. I should not be willing except you have first given your heart to God and then, if prepared to die and it was necessary to thus take your life in your hands and go to defend your country’s honor, I should not object.


  John Brown, Junior is in Canada. Has been all winter drilling the colored people (for active service somewhere—so say the abolition friends here). The professed purpose has been to help and persuade them to emigrate to Haiti.




  Misinformation wasn’t limited to the North, as Reverend William H. Vernor (1829–1890), a Presbyterian minister who later became a Confederate chaplain, passed along in a letter to a parishioner written in the style of newspaper headlines of the era.



   Shelbyville, Tennessee


  April 25, 1861


  Great Excitement


  War News


  The Coercer Lincoln


  Jeff Davis


  The greatest excitement prevails in Middle Tennessee since the war fever has commenced raging. A dispatch says that the Confederacy has taken Fort Pickens with great loss. Doubtful. It is said Jeff Davis intends being in New York City in 15 days and will conquer the United States and the balance of mankind.


  Lincoln has done for the Secessionists what they could not do for themselves.


  The legislature meets today. The state will go out [of the Union].




  Events were now escalating even faster as the country came apart. Hetty A. Barclay (1801–1881), a spinster living with relatives, recounted the breathtaking speed at which developments were unfolding to her nephew, a young lawyer in Iowa.



   Bedford, Pennsylvania


  April 23, 1861


  The telegraph daily announces to us some startling event such as “Virginia is out—All the border slave states refuse volunteers—Harpers Ferry Armory Arsenal blown up and its small force withdrawn almost in the presence of 2,500 Virginians advancing to demand its surrender.” These and similar [news] dispatches are constantly passing.


  The Free State volunteers are rushing to Washington, some fighting their way through Baltimore. Others (unarmed Massachusetts regiment) attacked and driven back by a vile mob. All troops are now ordered round by Annapolis. I suppose that route will be guarded. Devoted Maryland! She will follow Virginia in [secession] despite of her patriotic citizens, and her soil will be the battleground. It is not known where the Southern army will make the first attack—reports are conflicting. [State Representative John] Cessna and Tate are out calling on the Democrats to support the government.


  I suppose you enjoyed the description of the reception of the heroes of Ft. Sumter [in New York City after the surrender], and we have ours paid to the gallant Major Anderson. How they fought and suffered—every man is a hero.


  I am glad you are so far north of this excited border. The Border and Slave States have played a deep game with their pretended compromises, all intended to lull the unsuspicious Free States into a false security. We have so honored them that this war seems to be with dear friends and is truly terrible. But they have chosen for themselves. “The die is cast,” and the government must be supported.




  People originally from one section of the country who lived in the other suddenly found themselves behind enemy lines. The experience was often unpleasant. Consider Katherine Pinckard Greenleaf (1835–1905). A distant relative of President James Monroe and a Southerner, she and her toddler daughter were living with her in-laws in Indiana when the war began. As she wrote to her sister in New Orleans, hers was a miserable situation.


 
    Out at Mrs. Greenleaf’s


  [Near Indianapolis, Indiana]


  April 23, 1861


  Oh, how thankful I am you are not here. Never in my life put together did I ever suffer such exquisite torture as I have since the news from Fort Sumter came; for I am living among a set of hungry wolves—I can call them nothing better, who are actually thirsting for the blood of those who are dearer to me than all the world beside, and they all take the greatest delight in letting me know the state of their feelings and insulting me in every possible way. The people have gone perfectly mad. I never imagined savages could be so bloodthirsty—Cousin Annie and Will as bad, if not worse than any. All our relations and all the Greenleafs and Espys. So you see, I am in the midst of a hornet’s nest, and the worst of it is, here I have to stay, and all whom I once cared for here have taken every means to let me know they stood in that position. Anyone would be in danger of their life who was known to have any sympathy with the South and is a true Southerner in every feeling.


  Oh! it would make the blood boil in your very veins to hear some of them talk. Others are so deplorably ignorant, it only awakens a feeling of perfect contempt. No one is allowed to even wish for peace without danger of being mobbed, and if we dare say a word in favor of the South, we are to be hung. There are said to be 9,000 men (I cannot call them soldiers) here now encamped on the fairgrounds, and I have heard several say they never in their lives saw such a godless set of men congregated together. You know they ran the first battle in the Mexican War, but they can bluster and braggart. That is about as much as the people here know about bravery. They have no idea of true, manly courage. The Southerners have that yet to teach them. May the lesson be one they will never forget.


  I feel when the struggle comes, I must be with you all down there, for if you suffer, I must suffer. And if need be, die with you. I just feel like going right to see everyone I hear favors the South, for my heart goes right out to them.


  Someone gave Katie [age four] a Union flag the other day, and I told her she should not have it. But she begged so hard, and I could not explain to her then why I did not wish her to carry it, so I let her have it. As we were going home, she was running along before me. I noticed some lady stop Katie. She says, “So, little girl, you are for the Union, are you?” “No ma’am,” says Katie, “My mamma said I should not carry this flag at first, but a little girl gave it to me and I begged her to let me keep it, but I am a Southerner.” “I ain’t for Lincoln,” she always says whenever she hears his name mentioned.




  There was an immediate rush to the colors on both sides as men volunteered to serve. Military life required an adjustment for some volunteers, as David M. Simpson (1844–unknown), a teenage private in 4th South Carolina State Troops, wrote to a friend at home.



   Headquarters


  Columbia, South Carolina


  April 25, 1861


  My mind is full of war. We hear nothing but war. I have not much of a chance to write as there are so many men walking about and talking—it confuses me. Some of our men are eating, drinking, smoking, talking war, playing the fiddle, dancing, and doing something of anything you could think of.


  It would do you good to see some of the boys cooking—Jude McLees for instance. We are all divided off in messes. Tom Holland, Isaac Shirah, S. Horton, and John Clinkscales are in a mess and have a Negro to cook for us, but he is going home, and then we will see sights for not one of us can cook a bit.


  The general opinion is that the fighting will now be in Virginia, and we are only state volunteers and are not bound to go. There is, at this time, two regiments in this place numbering 2,200. There was a call made today for volunteers from here for the Confederate army, but they only got one entire company. How many more they will get, I can’t tell. The call is for 8,000, but I don’t think they will get 300, and if they fail, you men who are not volunteers may look out. Jeff Davis is bound to have troops for his army. Don’t you volunteer.




  A rush of fierce nationalism swept over both North and South. In both sections, people made public displays of their patriotism. A young woman identified only as Dalia (unknown) described the atmosphere in New England to a friend.


 
    Dover, New Hampshire


  April 27, 1861


  Oh, is it not dreadful Allie, to have our country in such a confusion? Here in Dover, there is very great excitement. All are bound that our flag shall not be taken down if they can help it. Most all of the ladies and gentlemen wear the red, white, and blue badge. I have a very pretty one. Many say it is as handsome as any in the city. Flags are upon every pole hung from people’s windows and festooned over their doors. We have to have our flag on our newspaper also. There is a company to leave Dover on Monday, and another company is about ready to go. The ladies have been at work the past week fitting the soldiers out [with uniforms]. Tomorrow morn, they are each to be presented with a Testament. They go with good courage, and say they will fight for the Union as long as they have life enough to do so. And if they die, it will be for their country.


  I hope the battle will come soon. Most people think that it will be a hot and quick war. All I hope is that the Southerners will get a good whipping, which I think they will. I suppose you know that they have got a great many men to work on the Navy Yard now fitting out vessels, also to command the forts. I think they are right in arming the forts there. It seems too bad that those men in Kittery, Maine, have got to go away now when they could be at work on the Navy Yard and be with their friends at home. But enough of war. I think of it as little as possible, always hoping for the best.




  Arkansas followed in secession on May 6. Three days later, young attorney John W. Hodges (1838–1862) wrote about it to his sister in Maryland.


 
    Benton, Arkansas


  May 9, 1861


  Everything is excitement here. Our state has gone out of the Union. One thousand men expect to start from Little Rock today for Virginia for the purpose of assisting them in their struggle with the fanatics of the North guided by that prince of impious double-dealing scoundrels Lincoln. I hope that he may utterly fail in his attempts to gain honor and applause by making war upon the South and to deprive us of our equal rights. Arkansas is all “up in arms.” About 400 soldiers have passed through here on their way to Little Rock to serve their country, however, duty calls them. My name is down on a list to form a cavalry company. I will not go unless there is a certainty that our state will be invaded. If I go, I think I can get a good office and have a chance to serve my country and distinguish myself at the same time. I have made several speeches for Southern rights and Southern honor which were received with great applause.




  People living on the West Coast were frustrated by the long delay in keeping up with rapidly escalating events back east. The first transcontinental telegraph line would not be completed for another six months. The fastest news came on horseback and took 10 days of nonstop relay riding across the Great Plains, as B. R. Horton (unknown) explained to a friend in Michigan.


 
    San Francisco, California


  May 9, 1861


  We have no news of importance except that sent by Pony Express. Have dates up to the 28th of April. I will not attempt to draw any pictures of our once glorious Union now about to be severed by a band of traitors. Suffice it to say my feelings are as yours and all true lovers of the Stars and Stripes. The traitors in this city sometimes get very noisy. It generally ends in their going home with sore heads. There was some dozen or more of the above-named that went from Montgomery Street a few nights ago, so a report says. Union clubs are forming throughout the state. To what extent it will affect California time alone can tell.




  The explosion of patriotism made some people go to great lengths to show their support for the troops, even when it involved getting up in the middle of the night, as Elizabeth A. Foster (1814–1883) wrote to a friend.


 
    Meriden, Connecticut


  May 11, 1861


  We have been in the most intense excitement here since the President called for troops to sustain the federal government and protect the capital. For about a week, we did not eat, sleep, nor work with any regularity. Troops passed through here about five thousand in four days. The trains mostly passed in the night so as not to interfere with the regular trains in the daytime, but it made no difference. People went to the depot at midnight by hundreds to await the arrival of the train, which sometimes would not come till four o’clock. People all along the line of the road would rise from their beds and cheer the brave men who voluntarily offered their lives for the country.


  Two hundred have gone from this place, and more are enlisting. Two regiments from this state started for Washington last week. They carried off the last male boarder I had. We women are all engaged in making clothes for the volunteers. Some 129 are at work at the town hall, and many work at their homes. Have either of your sons enlisted, and if so, do you feel willing to offer them up on the shrine of patriotism?


  Uncle Albert is in Salem. He is full of war. Attended the inauguration of President Lincoln. Stopped here, both going and returning. Had a number of relics from the tomb of Washington.




  The violence that had rocked Baltimore now shifted to St. Louis. Anunknown student at nearby Shurtleff College across the Mississippi River in neighboring Illinois saw it happen. The pro-secessionist Missouri Volunteer Militia was camped outside the city for its annual muster and drill. It was widely suspected its leaders were secretly planning to seize the St. Louis Arsenal and its extensive stores of guns and ammunition.


  
     Shurtleff College, Illinois


  May 15, 1861


  There is quite an excitement here in relation to war news. Situated as we are so near St. Louis, the present seat of war, you no doubt ere this have heard of the surrender of the Secession forces at St. Louis and the great excitement therefore. I chanced to be in the city on that day and had the unspeakable pleasure of seeing the whole Secession army taken prisoners of war.


  The United States forces presented a grand appearance. They marched out of the Arsenal, some 6,000 to 8,000 of them, then formed in 3 columns and marched to the Secession encampment. The artillery was at the head of the columns while the long line of soldiers stretched back as far as the eye could reach, and the bright muskets and bayonets as they glistened in the sun at once presented a sublime and imposing scene. They drew up in line around the encampment with two divisions farther back as a reserve, the artillery was placed on a little knoll where they could rake the whole ground occupied by the Secession encampment.


  While the U.S. troops were thus forming, I went down into the park where I could get a good view of the enemy’s encampment and the position of their troops. They were in great confusion, but the cannoneers were standing at their guns, ready to apply their wrath whenever the word was given. Some of the many spectators that came out of the city were expecting to see a battle fought before their friends, the Secessionists, would surrender. I had no such expectation. Although one of the Secession officers had told me in the forenoon while I was on a visit to their encampment that they would not give up their arms without a fight, yet I had no idea that they would offer resistance.


  General Nathaniel Lyon, the commander of the U.S. troops, sent in his demand for an unconditional surrender, allowing General Daniel Frost 15 minutes in which to make up his mind. After a brief consultation with his officers, Frost complied, and the whole force stacked their arms and marched out prisoners of war preceded by one division of the U.S. army. The surrendered troops came out cheering Jeff Davis and General Frost at the top of their lungs. The U.S. troops were abused in the most violent manner by the Secession citizens in the crowd, and finally, one more reckless than the rest stepped forward and shot one of the soldiers, killing him instantly. Then, others of the mob commenced to throw stones and fire pistols into the ranks, killing some and wounding others. Then, some 5 or 6 of the soldiers opened fire.




  Almost 30 people—including a baby and its mother—were killed, and nearly 100 others were seriously injured.


  An unknown clerk at the Balderston, Ward & Co. in Baltimore detailed the deteriorating business situation in a final letter to boot supplier Partridge in Massachusetts.



   Baltimore, Maryland


  May 13, 1861


  Tucker and Smith stopped working on Friday last. This leaves Carroll and Adams alone among jobbers [suppliers] as paying, but they say they cannot tell how long they can go on. All communications are now cut off from Virginia. We had a letter that took 8 days getting to Richmond. The express company will not take money except at the risk of the owner [sender], and of course, the jobbers are getting no money. Banks only direct to take paper [cash].




  Emotions were nearing the breaking point. Colonel Elmer Ellsworth, a 24-year-old Federal officer and close friend of the Lincoln family, was fatally shot on May 24, minutes after removing a Confederate flag from a hotel rooftop in Alexandria, Virginia. His assailant, the hotel owner, was immediately shot, though not in the grisly manner described the next day by this unidentified soldier in the 8th Massachusetts Infantry (nor was the city burned).


 
    Elkridge Landing, Maryland


  May 25, 1861


  Yesterday, we received news of the assassination of Colonel Ellsworth of the New York Zouaves in Alexandria and that his regiment had set the town on fire and that they put twenty bullets through James Jackson, the one that shot him. Next came the news that we were ordered to hold ourselves in readiness to start at a moment’s notice. Last night, at ten o’clock, we were all turned out, all ready for a march and inspected. They gave us thirteen rounds of cartridges each and then came the orders to lay down until morning with our equipments on, as we were liable to be called any moment. Last evening, there were forty-three cars full of troops passed here on their way to Washington.


  We are encamped within a hundred yards of the Sixth Massachusetts Infantry. They done guard duty yesterday. There is a Baltimore regiment encamped close to us. They are the hardest set of men that I ever saw. The Baltimore folks tell us that they could get nothing to do, so they had to enlist. They say that there is between fifty and sixty thousand troops in Washington and three thousand marched on to Alexandria Thursday night at one o’clock. It is rumored here that there is a large force going to march on to Richmond and that the Massachusetts troops will have to take the lead, as they were the first that arrived South. The boys are all pleased with that news, but I do not credit it. There is so many reports going the rounds of the encampment that there is nothing to rely on.




  Things were likewise difficult for Marylanders who supported the South, though their circumstances were different. Many went to neighboring Virginia and joined Confederate ranks, knowing that meant their families and friends were now behind enemy lines. Simply getting a letter to them was challenging, as Baltimorean Henry W. Arnold (unknown–1861), a private in 13th Virginia Infantry, related to a friend back home. (Arnold was seriously wounded at Munson’s Hill, Virginia, on August 27; he died three weeks later.)


 
    Harpers Ferry, Virginia


  May 28, 1861


  When the news of Ellsworth’s death was received, the very mountains rang with shouts of joy. The Kentucky boys want to take the Baltimoreans and go to Balto; they say they will do all the fighting if our boys will show them the way and where it is to be done at.


  You will see by this that we have not yet gone to Richmond, and at present, it is not probable that we will go soon. All our company are here now, and we completed our organization and were mustered into the service of Virginia this morning. All the other companies here are in the service of the Confederate States for three years; we for one only, or less in case of peace. We occupy the upper story of one of the machine shops, cook for ourselves, and sleep on planks wrapped in blankets. Our uniforms, which consist of a gray blouse or hunting shirt, gray pants with black stripe, and gray slouch hat, will be ready in a few days. Although we suffer many inconveniences, no grumbling is heard except from those that came more for pleasure than to serve the South, but they are scarce.


  The health of the troops is good, except a touch of the diarrhea, which is brought on by drinking the water, and in some instances the whiskey, which is the most abominable damned stuff I ever tasted. You must know it is bad when I can’t drink it. A man died last week in less than an hour after taking one drink. All that could be found was yesterday poured out in the river.


  Ned is well and likes the life exceedingly. If you see Hoover, tell him I would like to have him in our company, but not to start unless he makes up his mind to be a soldier in the strict sense of the word. You can see everyday merchants and clerks washing their own clothes, cooking their own meat, and cleaning their tin cups and plates after eating, but you can’t see any back-out in them.


  Tell Papa of the step I have taken, that I did so from a sense of duty, that I am well and expect to return sooner or later. Tell Davy Cooper to come out [enlist]. If you can, send anything you have for me by some of the railroad men. The mail is not secure. If this is delivered by a friend, answer by him. Send some money if you can spare it. I hope, before my time is out, to march into Baltimore under the flag of the Southern Confederacy.




  Political and military conditions continued their crippling stranglehold on trade. This letter from businessman Frank C. Brownell (unknown) to his father in Connecticut captures both the excitement of the moment and its impact on commerce.


 
    New York City


  May 27, 1861


  Business is at a standstill since the war began with everyone, me included. As I don’t expect to sell much from April to July or August any year, it will be of less consequence than if it were the busy season. So far as now appears, we are to have hard times until the Southern traitors are hung and matters settled.


  I can get no funds from Chicago now without paying 15 to 20 percent exchange [interest], which would take off more profit than we can afford to lose, so we hold back.


  We have made up our minds this way for a grand fight till the Southern traitors are hung up and rebellion comes under.


  The girls will give you all the news we have of Baltimore friends. The feeling in Maryland now will prevent fighting in that state, but Baltimore was only just saved [for the Union]. Uncles at Baltimore will probably fare better than they feared a week ago but must find some trouble.




  Passions were equally intense in the South, where an unidentified young woman in Tennessee wrote to a Northern friend the night before her state affirmed in a referendum joining the Confederacy.



   Madisonville, Tennessee


  June 7, 1861


  Tomorrow, Tennessee will shake off the shackles that bind her to that government which has been (but alas! has fallen) the best government ever bequeathed to posterity, but which has become the most tyrannical. Look at Maryland. The tyrant’s heel is on her neck. Is hers the liberty of your glorious Union? Also, St. Louis—are her people free and independent? Protected by Federal troops! Protection indeed! Killing innocent, helpless children, unoffending women, and peaceable men? We want no such protection, and Tennessee will resist it to the death.


  I disclaim being a Secessionist but boast myself (though a Rebel) a loyalist—loyal to my state, to my home, and to my own interests. Southern Rebels, yes! And were not our grandfathers, to whom you refer Rebels also? Though Rebels, they fought for a just cause, for homes, friends, country, and liberty, and so will the “Southern Rebel.” Blot them out if you will; subjugate them if you can; what great end will you have attained? Crush them you may, subdue them never! Like the smothered volcanic fire, it will still burn and burst forth fiercer than before.




  Among the many innovations seen for the first time during the war was the widespread use of photography. Although the art form was still in its infancy, hundreds of photographers (who also promoted themselves as “photographists” and “photographic artists”) took hundreds of thousands of images of men in uniform as they hurried off to war and of the families they left behind. They were often shared with each other. James S. Shaw (unknown), an engineer in the 8th New York State Militia, mentioned seeing the era’s most famous photographer of all taking pictures in the field.


 
    Arlington Heights, Virginia


  June 25, 1861


  Today, the Engineer Corps on the field in different positions were photographed by Professor Mathew Brady from New York. I will present you with a copy on my return to decorate your gallery of fine arts and give you an imperfect view of my position as a soldier.


  Camp life after a time becomes very monotonous and wearisome, particularly having to undergo so much exposure and warm weather. We all feel it very much. As I have told you before, a soldier is but a machine and must wait to be put in motion. Yesterday, I visited the 69th New York Infantry’s camp. I was well received and treated well. We had five baskets of champagne with the officers.




  One of the first clashes of arms came on June 10 at Big Bethel in Virginia. Its small scale would soon be considered a skirmish, but in the war’s early days, the minor engagement took on an importance far beyond its actual significance. Only a combined 4,900 men on both sides were engaged, with a total of 86 casualties. Several of the 18 Federals who died were killed by friendly fire. Still, with the press starved for actual combat, the Confederate victory was reported in minute detail (with many Northern papers erroneously calling it “Great Bethel”) and was a propaganda bonanza for the South. Francis Teear (1834–1862), a private in the 24th New York Infantry, wrote about it to his wife.


 
    Elmira, New York


  June 13, 1861


  It appears by recent accounts that our boys are determined to fight somebody and, not finding any Rebels, fought among themselves. But then, mistakes will happen sometimes, and it will give the Rebels something to talk about. The defeat at Great Bethel is more to be lamented; a great blunder must have been made somewhere, a second Balaclava [the 1854 Charge of the Light Brigade in the Crimean War]. General Benjamin Butler swears he will wipe out the disgrace by taking the batteries in less than 24 hours, and according to an extra [newspaper edition] that was issued last night, he has fulfilled his word. It stated that he had taken the battery and also 1,000 prisoners.


  I must see you before we move south, which will probably not be before September, without there is much fighting around Washington. A great battle must be fought there before long; that’s the opinion of military men here.




  Even at this late date, some people still naively believed that there would be no bloodshed. The war seemed like a lark to new recruits undergoing training, as Orderly Sergeant Isham C. Paine (unknown), 4th Virginia Infantry, described to his sister.



   Camp Stephens or Victory, Virginia


  June 25, 1861


  If James has not started to join our company yet, tell him my advice is not to come at present, as I think the disturbances will be settled without any fighting.


  The Yankees have all run across the Potomac River and are camping. I think they are waiting for more troops to come to their assistance. We traveled two or three days and got to this place, four miles from the river and eight from Williamsport. We are just ready and waiting for them. We are stationed here on a ridge with woods all around us and no house near us, just roosting in the leaves and getting fat on bread and meat. As to myself I have been amusing myself drilling a squad of new recruits.




  So many men rushing to join the armies put a sudden and severe strain on the civilian workforce, especially among farmhands preparing for the harvest season. That was noted by T. J. Scott (unknown), a young student who was writing to a classmate in Massachusetts during summer break and was fascinated by watching the mobilization.



   Marlton, New Jersey


  June 29, 1861


  Have you got a camp in Sharon? I was in Philadelphia four times this week. It is full of soldiers. There is another camp at Trenton, New Jersey. I was there three times last week. The camp at Easton only had three organized regiments when I left.


  The foremen here are rushing the harvest. The grain harvest will commence as soon as this [the war] is done. You have never seen a grain field yet. Just wait until you have seen a field of 50 acres—nearly level—just the color of an orange, swaying in the wind. This is farming country. Such cherries as I used to pay ten cents a quart for, I can go out and pick by the bushel for nothing; they grow wild here. Just ripe now; as many as you want by picking them.




  The Confederate capital was moved to Richmond, Virginia, in late May as both governments set about preparing for war. Thousands of Southern troops rendezvoused in Richmond. Among their ranks was John William Hamlett (1841–1862). He had enlisted in the 21st Virginia Infantry just 10 days earlier and wrote about his new life to his father.



   Richmond, Virginia


  June 30, 1861


  President Davis and General Robert E. Lee came out to the dress parade yesterday evening, and I had a good look at both. The President has a very pleasing look and conversed with a good many of the soldiers, shook hands with as many as could get to him, and bowed to all companies that passed him, while General Lee looked as savage as a meat ax and appeared in finer style than the President.


  We received our arms several days ago. They are smoothbore muskets, and we drill with them twice a day.


  Our quarters are very good. We have not received our tents yet but are in a house about the middle of the fairgrounds. Our fare consists of light bread, bacon or beef, peas, rice, and coffee. The Appomattox Invincibles are close by us in sheds, open in the front.




  The North was sending as many soldiers southward as possible. John Holt (1837–1902), a newly recruited musician in the 13th Massachusetts Infantry, told an unidentified friend what the experience was like.


 
    [Location unknown]


  July 29, 1861


  I got into the cars with the rest and went with them. When we arrived at Philadelphia, we were provided with a bountiful collation [a light meal] by the Union Committee, and it was very acceptable indeed. On our march through the city, we saw the 6th Massachusetts Infantry returning from their 3-month campaign. They were a sorry-looking set, being without caps in some instances and ragged, dirty, and huddled together in cattle cars like so many cattle.


  About 3 p.m., started for Harrisburg, Pennsylvania. The reason that was given for our going this way has never been explained to our satisfaction, but we always supposed it was for the purpose of giving patronage to this railroad, which is almost entirely owned, it is said by Sec. of War Simon Cameron. We started for Hagerstown, Maryland, at about daybreak in a soaking rainstorm and landed in a perfect puddle of mud, of which we got plenty before we left that godforsaken state. Here, we were treated to cold water, crackers, and cheese. Then, we were marched out of the town and pitched our tents for the first time.


  At night, after the guards were posted commenced our first experience of soldiering. After Taps, say an hour or two, we were startled by the alarm of firearms and, in an instant, the whole camp was aroused and turned out. But it proved to be a false alarm. Someone of the guard imagined he saw something and fired without challenging. Just before reaching Philadelphia, the boys had begun to growl at the officers for not giving out cartridges. They had an idea that as we were approaching enemy country, we were liable for an attack like that of Baltimore on the 19th of April last, and this growling continued until we reached Hagerstown. When we arrived at that place, it almost amounted to open rebellion. If the boys saw a person look cross at them, they said he was Secesh, and we were very much in constant fear of an attack. So, anyone may judge how easily a guard may be frightened at nothing when he has just entered upon a new business. When I look back and see what asses both officers and men made of themselves at that time, I am encouraged to hope we have learned one thing: “That all the fools are not dead yet.”




  (The “Taps” Holt referred to wasn’t the familiar bugle call we know today; it wouldn’t be written until the following year. The earlier version ordering lights out in camp, also called “Taps,” was a drumbeat.)


  All those troops streaming into Washington created a pressing housing problem. Available space was so severely limited that even government buildings such as the White House and U.S. Capitol were temporarily pressed into military service, as this unidentified Federal soldier described to a friend.


 
    Washington, D.C.


  [circa June 1861]


  Soon after my arrival here I was recommended as being qualified to act as clerk and storekeeper for the Commissary of the U.S. Army. In this situation, I was placed and have been employed here. I like this business very much. I have charge of the storeroom in the Capitol Building, where I have quite a grocery. I here deal out the provisions for a large portion of the army concentrated around here. I have one clerk and four assistants to do the work while I oversee the work and keep the accounts. I have a splendid little office situated immediately under the dome of the Capitol. It is carpeted with a nice Brussels carpet, supplied with the necessary furniture including my bed. Don’t you think I enjoy being a soldier?


  Now, I must give you a brief description of Washington. I was very much disappointed in the appearance of a city of as much note as this. I expected to see a large collection of splendid buildings, both public and private; instead of this the buildings, save on a few streets and avenues, are scattered and low. Still, the streets are very wide, which makes it the more healthy and gives it a grand appearance where it is filled up with buildings on both sides. The public grounds, garden, and parks are beautiful, and in these I pass a great deal of my time.


  I think, after all, it is pleasant on account of the extensive public grounds, and the Potomac is a delightful
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