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  CHAPTER ONE


  Friendship Torn


  BRIGADIER GENERAL LEWIS ADDISON ARMISTEAD PEERED OUT FROM the edge of a tree line across rolling open farmland just south of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. It was shortly before the start of Pickett’s Charge on July 3, 1863.1 Shrieking shells from U.S. artillery slammed into tree trunks, and dense blankets of blinding gray smoke covered the field as the former West Point cadet paced anxiously before his Confederate troops, sometimes scrambling up a small rise in terrain to get a better look. But he probably didn’t need a field glass to know that the commanding officer of Union soldiers across the ridge was Major General Winfield Scott Hancock, his “old and valued friend” of nineteen years.2


  The irony was striking. Armistead and Hancock had met in 1844 as young lieutenants with the Sixth U.S. Infantry, posted to the bleak frontier garrison of Fort Towson, Oklahoma, on what was then the country’s far southwestern border.3 Three years later, redeployed to rare foreign combat duty in the Mexican War, they were part of the marauding U.S. force that fought its way across the country and sacked Mexico City, earning brevets for gallantry at the Battle of Churubusco and serving together in the post-war occupation. The 1850s brought more mind-numbing frontier service and a staggering thousand-mile march by the entire Sixth Infantry to the Pacific coast.4 Their final stops before the Civil War were two tiny dots on the map in southern California—the thinly populated hamlets of Los Angeles (Hancock) and New San Diego (Armistead)—and it was there that they were posted on April 12, 1861, when Southern secessionists fired on Fort Sumter and the country came unhinged.5
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  Winfield Scott Hancock
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  A unique scene in military history is said to have played out a few months later at the Hancock home in Los Angeles. The staunchly pro-Union officer hosted a get-together for several longtime army friends who were quitting to join the Confederacy, giving them a final chance to clasp hands and share a few stories before going off to fight one another in a catastrophic war. It must have been surreal. The most prominent attendee was General Albert Sidney Johnston, recent ex-commander of the U.S. Army’s Department of the Pacific, who abruptly resigned his commission as soon as tempers flared that spring. The “most crushed,” however, at least according to Hancock’s wife, Almira, “was Major Armistead, who, with tears, which were contagious, streaming down his face, and hands upon Mr. Hancock’s shoulders, while looking him steadily in the eye, said, ‘Hancock, good-by, you can never know what this has cost me.’”6


  The decision to resign and break his oath to the United States ripped at every fiber of Armistead’s being. The focus of his internal conflict had nothing to do with the issue that caused the war—slavery, which had been part of his life since childhood—and everything to do with his family’s deep ties to the U.S. military. Born in North Carolina and raised on a Virginia farm with nineteen slaves, Armistead believed wholeheartedly in southern independence and had owned at least one slave himself. What troubled him was the act of quitting the army and leaving the only friends he’d ever known.7 Armistead’s ancestors had been serving in the American military since his third-great grandfather was named colonel of the local horse militia in Gloucester, Virginia, in 1680. His father, Walker Keith Armistead, was the third man to graduate from West Point and rose to the rank of brigadier general, and his uncle, George Armistead, defended Fort McHenry in the Battle of Baltimore when Francis Scott Key wrote the poem that eventually became “The Star Spangled-Banner.” Two other uncles died in the War of 1812.8 Still, when it came time to render a verdict on his role in the national divide, the twenty-two-year U.S. Army veteran and scion of military royalty aligned himself with his home state and the rebellious South.


  Writing about his decision later in 1861, and leaving no doubt about his intentions, Armistead said he “left to fight for my own country and for, and with, my own people—and because they were right, and oppressed.”9 Intentionally or not, his language mimicked that of Virginia’s secession ordinance, which used the word “oppression” twice and charged the federal government with “the oppression of the Southern Slaveholding States.”10


  Hancock, by contrast, was Union to the core. The Pennsylvania native was a conservative Democrat who supported the concept of states’ rights; yet his singular concern at the time the war broke out was keeping the country intact.11 Friendly southern soldiers who sought his counsel in the spring of 1861 were told, quite bluntly, “I can give you no advice, as I shall not fight upon the principle of State-rights but for the Union, whole and undivided.”12 Like many northerners at the start of the war, Hancock was focused not on the immediate abolition of slavery but on the forceful continued existence of the United States.


  It was against this backdrop that the two friends became enemies almost overnight, committed to different sides for different reasons, with different views for the future of the country—and destined to clash two years later on the Civil War’s most hallowed battlefield.


  Hancock, dashing and resolute, “one of the most soldierly men that ever lived,”13 was one of the rising stars in the Union by the time the armies reached Gettysburg. His performance as a brigadier general at Williamsburg in May 1862 earned him the sobriquet “Hancock the Superb,” and he took command of a division four months later in the midst of battlefield chaos at Antietam. Graduated from West Point, descended from military veterans, possessed of an authoritative presence, and married with two young children, he had a résumé that almost demanded greatness. To the surprise of no one, he became a major general in November 1862, led a division at Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville, and was promoted to command of the Second Corps in June 1863, three weeks before the great battle at Gettysburg.14


  It was a starkly different story for Armistead, the older man by seven years, whose career had seemingly plateaued by the time of the summer invasion. He was assigned command of a Confederate brigade as far back as April 1862 but advanced no further in rank for more than a year and was never even considered to lead a division, much less a corps. Hardened and bitter in his personal life, he had resigned in disgrace from West Point and then was widowed twice and lost two of his three biological children to disease on the frontier. His brigade saw action in only two pitched battles before 1863 and did little to earn distinction, although Armistead himself was praised repeatedly for verve and personal gallantry.15 This latest incursion of the North gave him one more chance to uphold his family’s military honor.


  The account of their friendship and ultimate showdown at Gettysburg, when Armistead’s troops attacked Hancock’s troops and both men fell wounded, is one of the astonishing personal stories of the Civil War, and yet its details were distorted in the twentieth century by two popular and widely acclaimed works of historic fiction. Michael Shaara’s The Killer Angels: A Novel of the Civil War won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction in 1975 and turned a dramatized version of the friendship into one of the key themes of the war’s most famous battle. The companion movie, Gettysburg, a four-hour epic released to theaters almost twenty years later in 1993, raised both men to even greater prominence for a new generation of battlefield visitors. What many readers and viewers did not seem to realize, however, was that the novel and movie took liberties with the historical record to engage a broader audience, tug at heartstrings, and move their stories along. While The Killer Angels and Gettysburg followed generally accurate outlines of the battle, they created enough scenes with imaginary quotes and drama to smudge the lines between fact and fiction—including with Armistead and Hancock. Some of it was undoubtedly theater at its finest, but it was not pure history.


  There is no evidence, for instance, that an emotional Armistead had two misty-eyed conversations with Confederate General James Longstreet on the eve of battle, proclaiming “Win was like a brother to me” or longing to “talk to old Hancock one more time.” Nor did Longstreet accede to his request by saying, “When the time comes and he’s close, just send a messenger over under a flag of truce and go on over. Ain’t nothing to it.”16 There is also no evidence that Hancock waxed poetic about “Lo” Armistead before Pickett’s Charge (or even any credible evidence that Armistead’s nickname was “Lo”—see the appendix). Armistead died two days after being wounded in the battle, and neither Longstreet nor Hancock mentioned anything of the sort in postwar writings, so the accounts are not based on primary or even secondary sources. The simple explanation is that these conversations never happened.


  Civil War scholars and National Park Service rangers have struggled to untangle public perception in the several decades since the movie’s release, but few have addressed it as succinctly as Gettysburg Licensed Battlefield Guides Wayne Motts and James Hessler in their 2015 book Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg: A Guide to the Most Famous Attack in American History. Calling the popular accounts “heavily fictionalized,” they wrote that Armistead and Hancock “were likely aware that they were facing each other on July 3, but there are no contemporary accounts to indicate that the two were emotionally pining for each other during the battle as they do in the popular novel and film.”17


  Former Gettysburg National Military Park ranger and historian D. Scott Hartwig, in his book A Killer Angels Companion, adds, “Shaara’s story is told so well, his character portrayals are so believable, that the unknowing reader might believe what they are reading is history.”18


  One by-product of the movie mania was that a small group of historians lurched to the other extreme and began questioning the depth of the Armistead–Hancock friendship—with a few even wondering, absurdly, whether the two men were friends at all.19 Could the connection between them have been a figment of Mrs. Hancock’s imagination? It is true, in fact, that neither Armistead nor Hancock left behind any letters from the other and that several biographies of Hancock, who ran for president three times and lived until 1886, barely mention Armistead. A deeper dive into available documents and other evidence, however, including testimony from contemporary soldiers, shows that they certainly were friends and had a long personal history dating back to the 1840s. Consider the following:



	Armistead and Hancock served together for sixteen months at small frontier garrisons in the Indian Territory (what is now Oklahoma). Their paths crossed for the first time in October 1844 when Hancock, then twenty years old and fresh out of West Point, was assigned to Fort Towson, where his new friend had been posted for more than a year. The twenty-seven-year-old Armistead likely served as a mentor and sounding board. Both men were transferred to nearby Fort Washita in November 1845 and lived there in the same officers’ quarters. Armistead’s biographer, Wayne Motts, discovered a rare letter that Armistead wrote from Fort Washita to an army friend in December 1845; Hancock added the P.S. in his own handwriting and also signed his name.20


	Armistead and Hancock fought with the same regiment during the Mexican War in 1847–1848. They were cited for gallantry in the Battle of Churubusco and led adjacent platoons during attacks at Molino del Rey.21 Even more to the point, they were together in the same small company for six months during the postwar occupation of Mexico in 1848; Armistead served as commander of the unit, and Hancock was his lieutenant.22
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	Anecdotes from fellow soldiers during the occupation period are even more revealing. Henry Heth, who served alongside Hancock in Armistead’s company, wrote in his memoirs that he regularly shared meals with his two friends. “Armistead, Hancock and I were messmates,” Heth said, “and never was a mess happier than ours.” Heth described how he and Hancock often teased the older Armistead.23 While they were still serving in Mexico, Lieutenant Ralph Kirkham wrote a letter to his wife from Toluca in February 1848 to tell her that “a party of us visited today the highest peak of the mountain which overhangs this city.” He identified four members of the group of adventurers as “Lieutenants Hancock, Buckner, Armistead and myself.”24


	For almost a decade following the war in Mexico, Hancock was frequently posted at Jefferson Barracks near St. Louis—where, at least on occasion, Armistead was also assigned (and where two of his young children, who died at the post, are buried in the barracks cemetery). The two men also traveled to Utah for the “Mormon Conflict” and were part of the Sixth Infantry’s legendary thousand-mile march to the West Coast in the late 1850s. There are no details of their interactions during this period, but it is inconceivable that they didn’t connect with one another given the proximity of their assignments.25



	Hancock had settled into a new role as the army’s quartermaster for Los Angeles in the summer of 1859, while Armistead was sent to protect settlers from attacks by Native Americans in what is now Arizona. One of Hancock’s duties was to supply Armistead’s troops, and the two men stayed in touch that summer through written correspondence. The July 30, 1859, edition of the Los Angeles Star reported that “an express arrived last night from Major Armistead, at Beale’s Crossing of the Colorado, to Captain Hancock, Q.M. U.S.A., at present residing here, conveying intelligence” about the Mojave Indians. Two weeks later, on August 13, the Star informed its readers that “by the Overland Mail, which arrived yesterday morning, Capt. Hancock, USA, received intelligence from Fort Mohave that the Indians continued their hostility, and that the troops, under Major Armistead, were engaged in pursuing them.” The story added that “dispatches have been received by Capt. Hancock from Gen. Clark, and forwarded immediately to Major Armistead.”26



	Mrs. Hancock’s description of her husband’s 1861 meeting with several departing Confederates is the basis for much of the Armistead–Hancock legend, and yet it is filled with such extreme emotion and coincidence that some historians question whether it happened at all. It is worth noting, however, that she identified only three attendees by name—Hancock, Armistead, and Albert Sidney Johnston—and all three are known to have been in Los Angeles at the same time on several occasions in the late spring of 1861.27 Indeed, one of the most relevant parts of her account is a passage rarely cited by historians; she tells of Armistead presenting his U.S. Army major’s uniform to Hancock that night, “saying that ‘he might sometime need it.’”28



	Confirmation of her story comes from a nineteenth-century historian, the Reverend D. X. Junkin, former chaplain of the U.S. Navy, who wrote about the uniform anecdote and identified the source as General Hancock himself. It is significant that Junkin’s biography was published seven years before Mrs. Hancock’s book and was in circulation while Hancock was still alive (meaning the general could have disputed it, which he didn’t). According to Junkin, “An interesting incident in connection with General Armistead’s defection from the United States Army . . . is related by General Hancock. It occurred in Los Angeles early in 1861. . . . On leaving Los Angeles, he presented General Hancock with his major’s uniform, saying that the latter ‘might sometime need it.’”29



	Junkin also was the first to write that Armistead, on the same night, had “placed in [Hancock’s] hands for safe-keeping, and to be given to his family if he should fall in battle, certain valuable private papers.” With only slight variation, this is the same story Almira Hancock told in her reminiscences seven years later.30 Mrs. Hancock may have misremembered, and most likely embellished, some of the details of the 1861 get-together, perhaps even confusing the date and guest list, but there can be little doubt that Armistead and Hancock saw each other and talked before going off to war.



	After being wounded at the height of Pickett’s Charge, Armistead was encountered by one of Hancock’s staff officers as he was carried to the rear. The officer, Henry Bingham, described it in a letter to Hancock after the war: “Observing that his suffering was very great, I said to him, General, I am Captain Bingham of General Hancock’s Staff. . . . He then asked me if it was General Winfield Scott Hancock and upon my replying in the affirmative, he informed me that you were an old and valued friend of his.”31



	It is perhaps indicative of their relationship that Hancock mentioned the name of only one Confederate general in his exhaustive Gettysburg battle report, which filled eleven pages in the army’s Official Records. “When the enemy’s line had reached the stone wall,” he wrote, “[it was] led by General Armistead.”32



	Hancock’s adjutant, Francis A. Walker, who served with him during the war and later wrote a Hancock biography, addressed the general’s prewar friendships in an 1888 paper for the Military Historical Society of Massachusetts: “[Hancock] knew too many of the men who, like his friend Armistead, had reluctantly and painfully broken the main ties of their lives in taking the other side.”33



	Completing his memoirs in 1897, Henry Heth again referred to the Armistead–Hancock friendship and to Armistead’s mortal wounding at Gettysburg. “Those two regimental associates, messmates and devoted friends never met [again] on earth, but I’m sure have met again [in heaven],” he wrote. “I think Armistead was killed by Hancock’s troops, and Hancock was wounded by one of Armistead’s command. What a commentary on Civil War!”34





  The two men may not have been “almost brothers,” as the novel and movie suggested, or even “best friends” in the modern sense, having been detached from one another for long stretches, but they undoubtedly were good friends, well acquainted over the years, with an uncommon kinship forged through shared military experiences. The personal story that led them to a final bloody confrontation in Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg, where Armistead’s men assaulted Hancock’s men—portrayed so dramatically in print and on the screen—is one worth reexamining for accuracy and proper context after more than 150 years.


  Imagine the morning of July 3, 1863. Two days of vicious fighting had left the armies bloodied and weakened, but both were determined to stay and slug it out—perhaps to make Gettysburg the final battle and determine the fate of the Union. From their strong defensive position on Cemetery Ridge, U.S. troops saw scores of Confederate cannons being repositioned along a wide arc from the Peach Orchard to Seminary Ridge and beyond, all in plain view, the precursor of a calamitous event. But when would it begin?


  Winfield Scott Hancock, thirty-nine years old and at the peak of his physical power, was ready for any contingency. He had been a major figure at Gettysburg almost from the start of the battle, taking temporary command of the field on July 1 and heroically plugging holes in the Union line during the prolonged Confederate assault of July 2.35 Had the Rebels retreated after the second day, he would have gone down in history anyway as the savior of Cemetery Ridge and East Cemetery Hill. But there was much more to come on the third day, and he sensed it, as a sudden and pregnant lull fell over the field.


  It was about noon when one of Hancock’s division commanders, the iron-willed John Gibbon, called several of the officers together for an opportunistic lunch, having procured “an old and tough rooster” that was cooked into a stew. Hancock, Gibbon, and the commanding general of the army, George G. Meade, sat around on crudely fashioned wooden stools less than a mile from Confederate cannons and enjoyed, at least briefly, one of the oddest feasts in American military history. After finishing their meals, they lit up cigars and leisurely debated what would happen next—until a single thundering shot broke the silence. “Almost instantly,” Gibbon wrote, “the whole air above and around us was filled with bursting and screaming projectiles . . . the most infernal pandemonium it has ever been my fortune to look upon.”36


  It was natural for Hancock to fear for the immediate safety of his younger brother, John, who had enlisted in the Forty-Ninth Pennsylvania Infantry at the start of the war and now served as a staff officer in his corps at the division level.37 But family concerns could not overtake his responsibility to look after the three divisions of his corps and other units that were ducking and hugging the ground nearby. In one of the most inspiring moments of the war, Hancock mounted his horse and rode along the line amid the din, seemingly oblivious to the danger, risking his life to set an example that calmed his anxious men. Staff officer Bingham remembered that the general “started at the right of his line of battle and followed by his Staff, his Corps flag flying in the hands of a brave Irishman of the Sixth New York Cavalry, rode slowly along the terrible crest to the left of his position, while the shot and shell roared and crashed around him, and every moment tore great gaps in the ranks at his side.” Bingham called it “a gallant deed of heroic valor.”38


  And yet the fury continued unabated. Even a battle-tested veteran like Hancock was unsure what it meant or what would follow. At one point, he sent a courier to Gibbon to ask for his opinion, but the top subordinate replied, unhelpfully, that “it was the prelude either to a retreat or an assault.”39 A sudden pause in firing only heightened the confusion as a haunting, deadly silence gripped the field. “The artillery fight over, men began to breathe more freely,” one Union soldier wrote, “and to ask, What next, I wonder?”40


  There was much more certainty on the other side of the field, where an infantry attack was planned and ready to go, but family matters also were on the mind of Hancock’s old friend, Lewis Armistead. The invading Confederate army included his lone surviving child, Walker Keith (a teenager who had joined his staff as an aide-de-camp), and, possibly, one of his three younger brothers. Captain Bowles Armistead served for four years in a Virginia cavalry unit that came north with the army that summer, but his muster roll record for July 1863 does not state whether he was present or absent at Gettysburg (two other brothers, Walker Jr. and Franck, were in the Confederate service but not at the battle).41 But Lewis, too, had a far greater responsibility than protecting his bloodlines. His brigade of five Virginia regiments had been serving in Major General George Pickett’s division for almost a year and was growing more anxious by the day to test its mettle under fire on enemy soil.


  Hell-bent on southern independence and fighting to preserve a way of life that included slavery—a fact that students of the war must never forget—these rebels had eagerly followed Pickett’s orders to wade across the Potomac River into northern territory in Maryland on June 24, then surpassed a greater symbolic milestone when they crossed the Pennsylvania border and set up camp in Chambersburg on June 27.42 For most of the next week, however, they faced an interminable delay. Pickett’s division was still charged with guarding supply trains and tearing up the railroad in Chambersburg when the battle at Gettysburg opened four days later on July 1 and did not even begin its twenty-five-mile march to the battlefield until 2:00 a.m. on July 2.43 Stopping a few miles short of the town to catch their breath and set up camp that evening, they heard the familiarly eerie echoes of gunfire off in the distance. It was a chilling final notice that their services would be needed on the front lines the next day.


  The three brigades of approximately five thousand officers and men were placed near a tree line on Seminary Ridge on the morning of July 3, less than a mile from Hancock’s weary but waiting troops. The two fearsome armies pawed the turf in nervous anticipation of the clash. “It is appalling, terrific, yet grandly exciting,” one man wrote.44 The artillery duel that Gibbon described as “pandemonium” on the Union side had the same effect here; it sent such tremors through the ranks that the forty-six-year-old Armistead could only advise his jittery soldiers to “lie still boys, there is no safe place here.”45 But it was not long before the combined force of three Confederate divisions under Pickett, J. Johnston Pettigrew, and Isaac Trimble—arranged in two lines of glistening bayonets across a breathtaking mile-wide front—stepped off to begin the fateful infantry assault now known to history as Pickett’s Charge.


  Armistead’s brigade had been placed in a supporting second line, behind that of another old U.S. Army friend, Richard Garnett, to add strength and depth to the Confederate attack. Armistead was one of several commanders who sought to motivate the men with a few appropriate remarks before marching them off into the cauldron. “If I should live for a hundred years,” wrote John Lewis, a lieutenant in the Ninth Virginia Regiment, “I shall never forget that moment or the command as given by General Louis [sic] A. Armistead on that day. . . . [He] was possessed of a very loud voice, which could be heard by the whole brigade.”46 Among the historically noteworthy soldiers in Armistead’s Rebel ranks were William Aylett, great-grandson of the Revolutionary patriot Patrick Henry, and Robert Tyler Jones, grandson of former U.S. president John Tyler. Jones remembered years later that the general’s “stentorian voice rang like a bugle blast in the air.” Soon, he said, “every man rose to his feet like clockwork.”47


  After challenging a regimental color-bearer to plant his flag on the enemy’s works and urging his troops to “remember your wives, your mothers, your sisters and your sweethearts,”48 Armistead paused briefly. It was almost as if he wanted to acknowledge the historic irony of the moment. The same U.S. flag he had served with honor for more than two decades, that had once inspired his father and uncles to perform great deeds on American battlefields—and that now was being defended by one of the dearest army friends he’d ever known—was today facing him, defiantly, across the ridge.


  Armistead calmly extended his sword as if on dress parade and strode twenty paces in front of his men.


  “Right shoulder, shift arms. Forward, march!”49



  
  CHAPTER TWO


  Armistead at the “Point”


  LEWIS ADDISON ARMISTEAD WAS BORN ON FEBRUARY 18, 1817, AT THE home of his maternal grandparents in New Bern, North Carolina, and there was little doubt that he would one day be a soldier.


  Named for two uncles, Lewis and Addison, who died in the War of 1812, he also was the nephew of the hero of Fort McHenry and the son of a rising star in the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. Earlier ancestors served in the Revolution, including one who survived Valley Forge and another killed in action at the Battle of Brandywine.1 Making war was the family’s preferred career option.


  Lewis’s father, Walker Keith, held a distinguished place in this clan of military veterans because he was the first to receive formal training in a classroom setting. Walker was one of a handful of promising cadets assigned to the new U.S. Military Academy at West Point, New York, when it opened in 1801 and ranked at the top of the academy’s second graduating class in 1803.2 He entered the service as a second lieutenant in the new Corps of Engineers and advanced steadily over the next fifteen years to first lieutenant, captain, major, lieutenant colonel, and colonel, committed to life as a full-time soldier.3 In 1814, he married Elizabeth Stanly, the much-sought-after daughter of U.S. Congressman John Stanly and granddaughter of a Revolutionary War financier.4 Lewis was their first son, born at the Stanly family estate in New Bern while Walker was away on duty in the Chesapeake Bay area.5


  Lewis’s early years were filled with exhilarating stories of military glory, stoking his imagination and narrowing his focus on a well-defined career path. Walker was often off on assignment at posts along the East Coast—West Point and Baltimore among them—but he purchased a 323-acre farm in Fauquier County, Virginia, in 1818, near the town of Upperville, to provide his family with the stability of a permanent home.6 It was here, on a sloping hillside plantation called Ben Lomond, that the Armisteads raised nine children born between 1815 and 1838: Lucinda, the oldest, followed by Lewis, Mary, Cornelia, Elizabeth, Virginia, Walker Jr., Franck, and Bowles.7 (By 1830, according to the U.S. census for Fauquier County, there were also nineteen slaves and two “free colored persons” living there.)8


  Walker parlayed his stellar performance against the British in the War of 1812 into a series of promotions, moving up to the dual role of colonel and chief engineer of the army in November 1818. For the next two and half years, he oversaw the Engineer Bureau in Washington, D.C., and served as inspector at West Point under the new and powerful superintendent, Sylvanus Thayer. He was reassigned in March 1821 when Congress downsized the army, retaining his rank but becoming colonel of the Third Regiment of Artillery, with headquarters at Fort Washington, about sixty miles from Upperville.9 The next few years were uneventful because it was a time of relative peace, but he was nonetheless promoted to brigadier general in 1828 for ten years of “faithful service in one grade,”10 becoming one of the highest-ranking general officers in the country.


  Lewis was eleven years old at the time and dreaming of a military career, hopeful of attending West Point when he turned the minimum age of sixteen. His father now had connections in high places in addition to being a distinctive alum. Aware that the “Point” was more demanding academically because of improvements made by Thayer, Walker arranged for Lewis to enroll in the preparatory school at Georgetown College for the 1830–1831 school year, when he was thirteen.11 One of the young man’s most meaningful experiences during his time at Georgetown came when he was baptized by a Jesuit priest who was a member of the school’s faculty.12


  Several years later, in January 1833, Lewis was studying at an unidentified school in Winchester, Virginia, when his father wrote to the secretary of war to “solicit for my son . . . a cadet’s warrant” at West Point. The case he made was extreme, even for an excessively doting parent. “His capacity is such as to have the approbation of his gentry and the guardian of the institution,” Walker wrote, adding that Lewis was “far advanced in his letters and mathematical studies” and ready to “sustain an examination” for admission. Because his son was so young, and to allay any doubts in Washington as to the seriousness of the request, he signed it “WK Armistead, Brig’r Genl, Commanding 3rd Regt. Artillery.”13


  Walker probably felt guilty about being an absentee father during much of Lewis’s childhood. This was not the last time he would use his position near the top of the army’s hierarchy to create an opportunity that might otherwise have been unavailable. Later, during his career on the frontier, Lewis would request and receive a disproportionate amount of “leave” from his various posts, possibly because of Walker’s rank and legacy.14 To the surprise of no one, Lewis’s application to West Point was fast-tracked toward approval. He soon wrote to the secretary of war to “acknowledge the receipt of my conditional warrant, which I accept,” and, whether it was necessary or not, Walker scrawled a note at the bottom of the page that “I hereby approve of the foregoing acceptance of my son.”15


  The West Point of 1833 had a far different look and feel from the primitive school Walker attended thirty-two years earlier.
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  NATIONAL ARCHIVES


  New stone buildings, including an academic center and mess hall, dotted the campus and ran along the southeast border of an open field called the “Plain.” Cadets were held accountable to classmates and teachers with regular class rankings and revealing, often humiliating demerit tables. Thayer, an 1808 graduate who served as superintendent from 1817 to 1833, established an academic board to oversee the curriculum and created demerit limits for expulsion. He stepped down in the summer of 1833 but was replaced by another alumnus, Rene E. De Russy, a fellow veteran of the War of 1812, who kept the focus firmly on discipline.16


  One thing that had not changed over the years was the mission of West Point academics—focused far more on engineering than traditional military tactics. President Thomas Jefferson’s vision had been for an officer corps well versed in mathematics and related fields of study.17 A critical analysis of the academy between 1833 and the start of the Civil War determined bluntly that “the men who controlled the institution viewed its mission as being the production of engineers who could also function as soldiers rather than the reverse.”18 Accordingly, students in the fourth (or freshman) class would study only two subjects, math and French, in their first full year on campus.


  Math classes started promptly at 8:00 a.m. with recitation for an hour and a half daily, six days a week. The fall term centered on algebra, while the spring term expanded to include plane and solid geometry, plane and spherical trigonometry, mensuration, and analytical geometry. Students often were required to use the blackboard to solve problems and defend their work to the instructor. Afternoon classes in French were designed to “provide cadets with a foundation which would enable them to read scientific and military works in French,” involving daily recitations on grammar and translation. Much of this was because Thayer had toured French military schools from 1815 to 1817 and become enamored of the French system, dominated by math and engineering. “In a typical section room,” former West Point professor James Morrison wrote in The Best School, “some cadets would write sentences and conjugate verbs at the blackboard while others would read aloud from a French text and translate passages into English.” Occasionally, the most proficient students would try the more difficult task of translating English into French.19


  It was into this vortex that first-year cadet Lewis Armistead plunged in the fall of 1833. He couldn’t have been more woefully ill prepared. French confused him, mathematics overwhelmed him, and he was quickly outshone by five other future Civil War generals in his class—Braxton Bragg, Jubal Early, Joseph Hooker, John Pemberton, and John Sedgwick.20 During his first several weeks on campus, he fell ill, missed several days of classes, and was demoted twice to lower sections of math instruction.21


  The illness was never diagnosed, but it may have been related to stress due to the rigorous challenge of West Point academics. Lewis fell so far behind the other students that he was in danger of flunking out in the first semester of his freshman year—until, as so often happened, his father intervened. Brigadier General Armistead wrote an October 29 letter to the secretary of war, Lewis Cass, explaining that Lewis “had made known to me his recent sickness” and its catastrophic impact on his studies. He asked that his son be given the chance to resign his cadet’s appointment with an eye to a brighter future.


  “My intention is to place him immediately at one of our best schools,” Walker wrote, “which will prepare him with the requisite qualifications for his future success at the Military Academy. May I request, sir, that you will consider him a candidate for reappointment the coming year.”22


  The letter was part of a coordinated effort by the Armistead family because Lewis followed up with his own note to Cass the next day, tactfully dropping his father’s name and blaming the illness as the sole reason for his scholastic failings:



   I have the honour to tender my resignation as a cadet in the United States service, my reason for so doing is explained in my father’s letter to you. I would add however, that my sickness has been the only cause of my not progressing, and this at the very commencement of my studies, placed me so far back that I could not regain my standing in the class, all of which I hope you will kindly consider and reappoint me the ensuing year.23




  Superintendent De Russy, who knew Walker well—and, more important, knew his rank—took up the cause even before receiving Lewis’s letter. Writing to Brigadier General Charles Gratiot, chief engineer of the army, De Russy asked that the overmatched and now “depressed” first-year student be allowed to resign immediately to avoid further academic embarrassment.


  “Cadet Armistead would probably have succeeded in his studies had not an illness of several days deprived him of the first and most useful instructions in algebra,” the superintendent wrote:



   This
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