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Introduction

Although the Confederate General Thomas Jonathan “Stonewall” Jackson finds himself on the wrong side of history, he still remains to be one of the most widely praised military leaders of the American Civil War. While Jackson would go down in history as one of the war’s most brilliant military strategists, like many great men, he was shaped by his struggles.

Jackson was born in Clarksburg, Virginia, a town that was still mostly underdeveloped in comparison to other towns in the state. By the age of seven, Thomas was orphaned, forced to move back and forth between different relatives’ homes, where he worked to help pay his keep. His constant moving forced him to develop a strong work ethic, and he learned to be both self-reliant and determined. These skills earned him a spot at the West Point Military Academy despite having practically no formal school experience. Likewise, these skills, specifically his determination, would come to define him later in life. Although Jackson struggled at first, by his graduation he found himself at the top third of his class, a promising sign of his potential in the military.

Following his success at West Point, Jackson was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the artillery for the Mexican-American War, where he gained military experience and respect. Jackson served in the artillery until the end of the war, during which time he met his future general and collaborator, Robert E. Lee. After the war, Jackson served in the peacetime army. Finding the peacetime army to be somewhat dull, Jackson resigned after three years and instead took up work as a professor of artillery tactics and natural philosophy at the Virginia Military Institute, where he became known as an intense and strict teacher. He remained a professor for ten years until the start of the American Civil War in 1861 when he was commissioned as colonel of the Virginia militia.

Jackson would die only two years later, on May 10, 1863, from pneumonia he contracted after being shot accidentally by Confederate soldiers.


Chapter One

Life Before the Civil War

“The time for war has not yet come, but it will come, and that soon; and when it does come, my advice is to draw the sword and throw away the scabbard.”

—Stonewall Jackson

Thomas Jonathan “Stonewall” Jackson was born January 21, 1824, to Jonathan Jackson and his wife Julia. It was Thomas’s grandfather who had first moved to Clarksburg, a small town in Virginia, now West Virginia, which even today has a population of fewer than 20,000 people. This meant that both Thomas and his father Jonathan would be born in the small, still underdeveloped at the time, Clarksburg.

Only two years after Thomas’s birth, his father Jonathan passed away, and before he turned seven, his mother died as well, leaving Thomas an orphan. With the early deaths of his parents causing him to move around and be raised by various relatives, Thomas’s childhood was nowhere near stable. The relatives in whose homes he grew up were impoverished and often had many children of their own, which meant that Thomas did not get much attention or a formal education growing up.

Due to these early hardships, Thomas developed a strong work ethic, and through sheer determination, he managed to snatch a spot in the desirable West Point Military Academy at age 18. Seeing as he did not have much experience with the school setting, especially not one as strict as West Point’s, Thomas struggled his first year. Yet despite his early struggles both in life and at West Point, within his four years in attendance, Jackson’s strong work ethic helped him learn to thrive in the intense environment. He eventually graduated from the academy in 1846, by which point he was in the top third of his class of 59 students and showed signs of a promising future in the military.

Due to his promising results at West Point, Jackson was commissioned as a second lieutenant in the artillery during the Mexican-American War, which had begun the year of Jackson’s graduation. Although Jackson did not play a massive role in the American victory, his service gained him both experience and respect, and within less than two years, he was promoted to major. Though Jackson had picked up many of his strengths including his strong work ethic, perseverance, and resourcefulness during his less than perfect childhood, it was during his service in the Mexican-American War that they would finally become recognized. It was also during his short service in the artillery that Jackson would first meet his future collaborator, Robert E. Lee.

Despite his potential for a military career, Jackson resigned from the military in 1851 and took up a job as a professor at the Virginia Military Institute in Lexington. Although the school was over 200 miles away from Clarksburg, where he was born, Jackson had nevertheless returned to his home state, where he would teach artillery tactics and natural philosophy. Seeing as Jackson’s only formal education had been in the stern West Point Academy, he taught with a somewhat eccentric strictness. Within his decade of teaching, Jackson’s intense devotion to moral righteousness and duty led him to become known as “Deacon Jackson” and made him disliked and unpopular as a professor. Nevertheless, his lessons have stood the test of time, and parts of his curriculum are still being taught at the Institute.

During his time at the Institute, Jackson came into contact with the president of nearby Washington College, a man by the name of George Junkin. It was through his friendship with this fellow educator that Jackson would meet the first love of his life, Junkin’s daughter Elinor. Like Jackson, Elinor was deeply religious, and it wasn’t long before their common interests led them to develop a close relationship. Their whirlwind romance resulted in them getting married just a few months after their initial meeting, in August of 1853.

Jackson was said to have shared a very close bond with his wife, but sadly, just one year into their marriage, Elinor died after giving birth to the couple’s first child, a stillborn son. Jackson was devastated by the double loss, and it was only thanks to his profound religious faith that he found the strength to carry on.

A couple of years later, Jackson was ready to invite another woman into his heart. In late 1856, he left Lexington to visit Mary Anna Morrison, whom he had met before thanks to his contacts in Washington College. Mary Anna was deeply connected to the educational world; she was the daughter of the president of Davidson College in North Carolina, but it was through her brother-in-law, a professor at Washington College in Lexington, that she first met Jackson.

Jackson had apparently taken




Conclusion

Stonewall Jackson was a strict Calvinist and firm believer in God, so much so that he tried to avoid attacking for any reasons on the day of the Sabbath. Like many supporters of the Confederacy in the south, Jackson believed that it was God’s will for slavery to exist. Though there are accounts of his kindness to slaves, specifically while he taught Sunday school classes to them, Jackson fought on the side of the Confederacy and actively believed that the abolishment of slavery was revoking Americans of their God-given freedoms. Yet, despite being on what is today viewed as the wrong side of the American Civil War, Jackson is a renowned military leader, regarded as one of the nation’s best, and he is still studied in military academies.

The remaining admiration for Jackson today, even though he fought in support of the Confederacy, is due to his interesting underdog story. Raised in poverty, orphaned by the time he was seven, and moved around between different relatives’ homes where he was forced to do backbreaking work, Jackson did not have an easy upbringing. Yet, despite his early difficulties and lack of formal education, he managed to earn a spot in the much sought after military academy at West Point. Seeing as he had no experience in any school system, least of which one as strict as West Point, Jackson struggled at first, but by the time he graduated he was in the top third of his class.

Directly after joining the civil war, he managed to achieve the seemingly impossible when he organized a group of disorderly soldiers, untrained volunteers, inexperienced cadets into powerful, capable military troops. The feat was followed by Jackson’s first battle in the American Civil War, the First Battle of Bull Run. When the Confederate troops were outnumbered at Bull Run, more experienced Confederate leaders wanted to flee, but Jackson stood strong, earning his nickname, “Stonewall,” and the Confederate forces ended up overcoming the vastly larger Union attack.

During his legendary Shenandoah Valley Campaign, Stonewall Jackson managed to achieve the seemingly impossible once again when he won five out of six battles, starting with only a small number of troops. In the Battle of McDowell, he deceived the outnumbering Union forces by redirecting his own small army at the last minute and winning thanks to the element of surprise, and in the later Battle of Port Republic, Jackson’s forces won even though they were severely outnumbered due completely to his strategic location planning.

Leading up to the Battle of Port Republic, Jackson and his forces were retreating while being pursued by separate enemy military columns from three separate directions, until he found the perfect location where he felt he could confidently face the massive Union forces. Although his forces were outnumbered, Jackson’s strategic location prevented the Union’s three columns from using their numbers to their advantage and attacking all at once.

It was these victories, along with his capture of Harpers Ferry, which would grant Stonewall Jackson a legendary status amongst American military leaders. Although he merely participated in the civil war for two years, Jackson achieved more than most military captains, and when he died on May 10, 1863, the Confederate Army greatly suffered, and some believe it was Stonewall Jackson’s death that sped up the Confederation loss in the American Civil War only a short period later.
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