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ABSTRACT 

         In this study, I examined the presentation of the Civil War within U.S. history 

textbooks and primary sources. The textbook has been a significant element of the history 

curriculum (Apple, 2009; Apple & Christian-Smith, 1991). However, it is problematic to 

expect that these books alone are enough to achieve educational goals. Primary source 

use in classrooms has become increasingly important. When used properly, these sources 

engage students and help them develop critical thinking skills and historical empathy.  

I used a research design that relied upon a combination of materials to attain a 

representative sample, using major history textbooks and primary sources produced by 

and for eight demographics of people. The end goal was to determine if the “lived” 

experiences of primary source subjects aligned with the portrayal of experiences of 

similar demographics in the textbooks. This study included the creation of an evaluation 

instrument (Appendix A) to analyze and interpret narrative features and themes. 

From my analysis, there was evidence that Civil War primary source documents 

and U.S. history textbooks’ chapters on the Civil War represent the nature of war 

differently. Although primary source sets and textbooks contained some of the same 
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content, the textbooks were organized chronologically around major themes that 

emphasized shallow content coverage and generally, authors neglected or only 

superficially addressed events or people that might have been relevant to students. The 

problem of covering a large, complex topic in a small space was evident throughout. War 

was presented chiefly through battles, impacted or noticed mostly by well-known men. 

Few paragraphs prompted questions about the morality, conduct, or nature of war. 

Although they presented many facts, they did not engage students with content in a lively 

way or through multiple and complex perspectives. The textbooks were relentlessly 

neutral in that they rarely made any value judgements that weren’t obvious.  

The primary source documents humanized the war in a way the textbooks did not, 

and conveyed details about gender, race, and social and economic positions of regular 

people, including charming anecdotes and relatable circumstances. They contained often-

overlooked perspectives about conflicts and demonstrated that the war greatly impacted 

all segments of society. They showed there were profound and complicated social, 

economic, and political repercussions to the Civil War.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

One of the goals of history education is to prepare students for citizenship. While 

we live in a world of instant access to information, we also live in a world of “real” and 

“fake” news. Students are particularly vulnerable to its influence, and are often — as 

much as 80 or 90 percent of the time — unable to distinguish real news from false news 

or ads (“Stanford Study Finds,” 2016, p. 2). With the rise of web-generated news, it is 

essential that students learn to be thoughtful and critical users of this information (Soll, 

Schreckinger, Snider, & Shafer, 2016). Negotiating the deluge is a basic skill that needs 

to be taught. Accordingly, the educator’s response should be to prepare budding citizens 

by teaching them how to thoughtfully engage with (electronic) material (Franzoni & 

Assar, 2009). Students need to learn how to evaluate and filter information and, 

moreover, how to navigate the myriad sources vying for attention. 

Additionally, citizens must be able to understand multiple competing perspectives 

and make arguments from evidence. Learning history through primary sources helps 

engage students, develop critical thinking skills, and encourages them to construct and 

integrate knowledge (Barton & Levstik, 2009; Library of Congress, 2010; VanSledright, 

2011). Kaestle & Foner (1983), argued that Americans have always meant for schools to 

be pillars of the republic that build upon the educational ideals of the country’s founders 

and are based on a common curriculum, better trained teachers, and improved school 

facilities. Education within the United States has a long philosophical history of 

preparing citizens for democracy. From the promotion of “Republican Motherhood” to 
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the establishment of free public education, we have always linked education to the 

furthering of democracy (Addams, 1907; Apple & Beane, 2006; Barber, 1996; Barton & 

Levstik, 2009; Dewey, 1968). The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) defined citizenship education as teaching children to become 

clear-thinking and enlightened citizens who participate in decisions concerning society 

(Tang, 2014). It should go beyond indoctrination or patriotism. Rituals and songs alone 

don’t properly prepare citizens for democracy. Teachers must emphasize rights, 

responsibilities, and the basic operations of government. Ideally, children will understand 

their role and participate. Barton and Levstik (2009) emphasized that developing more 

active and reflective students produces citizens “who have the skills necessary to reach 

intelligent decisions on public policy … society will be more democratic — and therefore 

more equitable and just — if students learn to do these things” (p. 36). Additionally, they 

argued that a barrier to engaging students in critical appraisal of their surroundings is the 

“belief that historical study means repeating the arguments developed by others — that 

‘learning history’ involves reproducing agreed-on explanations for historical events” (p. 

37). Seixas (1993) argued that when we ask students to simply memorize, we 

misrepresent the nature of historical knowledge and deprive students of the chance to 

develop judgment. They must learn to reach their own conclusions about the causes, 

effects, and significance of historical events. 

The Civil War can be a key historical topic to discuss multiple competing 

perspectives. How it is taught is essential. As a subject, it is widely taught in U.S. 

schools. However, this is often done through lectures, textbooks, and films, which do not 
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usually ask students to consider different points of view, a lost opportunity. The Civil 

War can serve as an excellent place to develop students’ historical thinking and inquiry 

skills. It left its mark on everything that followed. Therefore, as Hicks (2013) wrote, “As 

we examine what it means to be America, we can find no better historical register than 

the memory of the Civil War and how it has morphed over time.” Waugh (2004) went 

even further, citing 20 reasons to study the Civil War: 

1. It was unique. 

2. It was a watershed in American history. 

3. It was a war of firsts. 

4. It saved Republican government. 

5. It killed slavery. 

6. It originated new ways of waging war. 

7. It revolutionized war on the water. 

8. It taught us brotherhood. 

9. It showcased undaunted courage. 

10. It made heroes. 

11. It created a new, industrialized America. 

12. It produced men of fabulous fortunes. 

13. It was a war of political oddities. 

14. It pioneered a new journalism. 

15. It inspired great literature. 

16. It tested our faith. 
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17. It is our own direct tie to the past. 

18. It makes us remember. 

19. It was great drama. 

20. It speaks to us still. 

As a landmark event, The Civil War’s importance, its centrality as a turning point for the 

combatants, its residual effects, and wealth of primary resources make it ideal for this 

study.  

Rationale and Background 

A growing body of research analyzes competing perspectives found in U.S. 

history textbooks (Lathan, 2013; Rodeheaver, 2009; Santoli, 1997; Stanford, 2015; Tran, 

2008). Concurrently, substantial historical scholarship investigates the experiences of 

average soldiers during the Civil War (Carmichael, 2018; Linderman, 1989; Mitchell, 

1997; Wiley, 1994). However, there is scant research examining the educational use of 

Civil War primary sources and their relationship with traditional curriculum materials, 

such as textbooks, or with Civil War contemporaries other than soldiers. This study 

attempts to fill that gap. 

Many respected organizations, such as the Smithsonian Institution and the Library 

of Congress, recommend using primary sources with students and advocate for their 

potential benefits. Artifacts, documents and photographs help students understand the 

complexity of historical questions. According to the Smithsonian Institution, students can 

compare both familiar and unfamiliar objects and concrete examples and abstract 

concepts. Used well, primary sources help demonstrate key ideas and relationships 
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among ideas. They also help students identify themes, note connections, and link specific 

observations to larger concepts (“Smithsonian Source,” n.d.). Additionally, students can 

learn the strengths and limitations of various types of evidence and whether corroboration 

is necessary. These skills are important for students and developing citizens to learn. 

In this study, I examined the presentation of the Civil War within U.S. history 

textbooks and primary sources. Collective memory refers to how groups remember their 

past. Wertsch (2008b) described collective memory as “a representation of the past 

shared by members of a group such as a generation or nation-state” (p. 120). Every 

society has some sort of collective memory. As Roediger and DeSoto (2016) stated, to 

understand a country’s memories is to grasp something essential about its national 

identity and outlook. Collective memory can arouse emotion — what constitutes the 

memories that are taught is particularly debatable (Wertsch, 2008a). Often, students learn 

a society’s recollection and self-image through cultural tools such as textbooks (Wertsch, 

2002). While other “cultural tool kit” processes such as formal education, public 

holidays, family discussions, and the media also play a role, they are all instrumental in 

the formation, or social construction of groups (Bruner, 1990; Wertsch 2008a). Lévesque 

(2017) pointed out that children, “particularly in North America, are exposed to 

narratives early in their life from bedtime stories to textbooks to cartoons, movies, and 

family and oral accounts” (p. 231). Halbwachs (1992), however, asserted that there are 

differences between “formal history” and collective memory (Coser, p. 78). Some 

scholars see history and collective memory as adversaries. Nora (1989) pointed out that 
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… at the heart of history is a critical discourse that is antithetical to spontaneous 

memory … history is perpetually suspicious of memory, and its true mission is to 

suppress and destroy it (p. 9). 

Nonetheless, as Wertsch (2008a) explained, there is a complex relationship between 

history and collective memory (p. 146). Understanding the past typically involves a 

mixture of both. Although critics have suggested that societies reconstruct their pasts 

rather than faithfully record them, Kammen (1993) suggested they do so with the needs 

of contemporary culture in mind (p. 3). Lévesque (2008) referred to the relatively recent 

mainstreaming of formerly marginalized voices. He said “historians — whether as 

researchers or teachers — have remained surprisingly silent on recent developments in 

the study of history and their impact on history education and democratic citizenship” (p. 

8). I will examine and analyze how U.S. history textbooks balance the historical record 

and collective memory. 

 The narrative of a group shapes representations of the past, and creates a 

collective memory for a group. Novick (2000) said it expresses “some eternal or essential 

truth about the group … and, along with it, an eternal identify, for the members of the 

group” (p. 4). Wertsch (2008b) identified two levels of narrative analysis: specific 

narratives and schematic narrative templates. Specific narratives have to do with specific 

events. Wertsch (2000b) described them as uniquely situated in space and time, possibly 

occurring during one’s own lifetime, or earlier. Sometimes what is not included in a 

narrative is also quite telling about a nation or group. Textbooks, used ubiquitously in 

American history classrooms, are catalogs of these narratives. 
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Textbooks also carry narrative templates, which place specific narratives in larger, 

symbolic storylines that promulgate an identity. VanSledright (2008) described narrative 

templates as able to be encapsulated into succinct story lines, (that) contain seductive and 

memorable thematic elements, and (that) can be repeated easily (p. 123). Narrative 

templates within collective memory often act as unnoticed yet powerful coauthors 

(Wertsch, 2008a). In the context of a history class, they exist as a lens through which we 

consume national identity. Narrative templates exist at an abstract level and involve little 

in the way of concrete detail, and provide a pattern that applies to multiple events, 

thereby creating several specific narratives (Wertsch, 2008a). Wertsch further explained 

that narrative templates 

... have deeply held emotional resonance and are a fundamental part of the 

identity claims in a group. The result is that schematic narrative templates act as 

unnoticed yet very powerful coauthors when we attempt to tell ‘what really 

happened’ (p. 142). 

As Bartlett (1997) noted, however, they are used in an “unreflective, unanalytical and 

unwitting manner” (p. 45). A group’s narrative templates provide an underlying pattern 

that is represented by each of several specific narratives (Wertsch, 2008b). They support 

the overall representations the group would like to show the world about itself. 

 The structure, presentation, and sequence of a narrative can dramatically impact 

that narrative’s meaning and interpretation. As Riessman (1993) stated, “In Poetics, 

Aristotle said that a narrative has a beginning, middle, and end. Ever since, scholars agree 

that sequence is necessary, if not sufficient, for narrative” (p. 17).  Labov and Waletzky 
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(1967) argued that stories follow a chronological sequence: The order of events move in a 

linear way through time and the “order cannot be changed without changing the inferred 

sequence of events in the original semantic interpretation” (p. 21). A narrative, according 

to Riessman (1993) and this definition, responds to the question “and then what 

happened?” (p. 17). Others have argued that there are alternative ways to extract meaning 

from a narrative. Riessman (1993) pointed out that Young (1987) “argued for 

consequential sequencing: One event causes another in the narrative, although the links 

may not always be chronological” (p. 17). Narrative groupings can also be thematic. An 

editor can start or end a narrative in key places, and alter the meaning and impact of a 

source. Riessman (1993) pointed out that events become meaningful because of their 

placement in a narrative. 

According to VanSledright (2008), narratives in history textbooks are “perhaps 

the single most important repository of the nation-building narrative” of the United States 

(p. 113). As he pointed out, “despite occasional adjustments, the principal narrative arc 

(of U.S. history textbooks) of progressive and continuous national development has 

remained largely impervious to serious amendments” (p. 113). The narrative, 

VanSledright explained, is 

… offered up in largely omniscient voices … as though there were no alternative 

or counternarratives possible. Rhetorical hedges, interpretive dissention, evidence 

trails, and concerns about conflicting archival sources are typically shorn from the 

books … as though it were awarded by the divine … The all-knowing tone in 

these textbooks conveys a sense that objectivity has been achieved, that the story 
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line narrated is precisely what happened and is therefore ultimately true and 

beyond dispute (pp. 115–116). 

In fact, the tug-of-war over the content of history textbooks exists partly because 

community leaders sense that the version of the book students read, and stories that the 

book emphasizes, will become the accepted narrative, widely used and mostly 

unquestioned by students and teachers alike. As time passes, textbooks accommodate the 

perspectives that must blend into the larger narrative templates. VanSledright (2008) 

warned that this “unrelenting growth in the number of events and details that need adding 

… results in learners’ encountering serious opportunity costs” (pp. 129–130). He asserted 

that instead of reinforcing needed cognitive capabilities such as thinking through, 

assessing, and evaluating, that communities push memorization of a national creed at the 

expense of the students’ interest and skill development. VanSledright (2008) 

recommended instead that “history be taught while also attending to the need for a 

generally affirming narrative arc that provides enough sociocultural cement to ignite 

loyalties to its best democratic elements” (p. 137). 

Continued Dominance of Textbooks in the Classroom 
 

The textbook has been a significant element of the history curriculum (Apple, 

2009; Apple & Christian-Smith, 1991). The books, chosen by districts, are usually 

produced by national corporations that want one book for all communities, regardless of 

size. As Loewen (2008) explained, publishers “orient their best efforts toward large states 

with (textbook) adoption boards. California and Texas, in particular, directly affect 

publishers and textbooks because they are large markets with statewide adoption and 
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active lobbying groups” (pp. 271–272). Due to the omniscient tone of their writing, 

students perceive textbooks as simply “the facts of the past,” objective and undebatable, 

and above criticism (Bain, 2006; Berkwitz, 2004; Hess & Stoddard, 2007; Romanowski, 

2009; Schramm-Pate, 2006; Zhao, Hoge, & Hoge, 2006). Consequently, students rarely, 

if ever, critically question its content. Peter Schrag (1967) described textbooks as “the 

instruments of a heavenly intelligence transcribing official truths” (p. 74). Despite some 

scholars’ efforts to question and point out textbooks’ errors and omissions (Loewen, 

2008; Zinn, 1980) and calls for “college and career readiness” (Gewertz, 2015) that 

include developing critical thinking, there seems to be little effort to question the use of 

textbooks in classrooms. Although there have been attempts to incorporate more 

women’s and social history into existing curricula (Light, Stanton, & Bourne, 1989), it is 

unclear how much students’ views have changed (Wineburg, 2001). Nonetheless, many 

have questioned the conventional notion that there is one true history and one best way to 

teach it. Instead, it has been suggested that students should work to develop an 

understanding about the relationships of people and events in the past (Wineburg, 2001). 

Teachers’ Use of Textbooks and Primary Sources  

One must also look at the role of school administrations and state governments in 

using textbooks and primary sources. Teachers may feel capable of leading these types of 

lessons. But in an era of common assessments, they may think their job is to teach 

vocabulary words and timelines to prepare students for chapter tests, quizzes, and 

standardized tests. The number of standardized tests U.S. public school students take has 

exploded in the past decade, with most schools requiring tests of dubious value, 
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according to the first comprehensive survey of the nation’s largest districts (Layton, 

2015). Most high school graduates have no inkling of causation in history (Loewen, 

2010). And just as bad, this information dump may cause teachers to lose the joy inherent 

in the exercise of their profession (Scheurman, 1998). 

While groups like the National Endowment for the Humanities and the American 

Historical Association (2016) have made influential recommendations about the quality 

and quantity of history taught in American schools, for the most part there still remains a 

dearth of practical and specific recommendations for schools. Teachers are likely to come 

to the classroom from very different academic disciplines, and then are asked to teach 

across the spectrum that make up the humanities and social sciences (Gudmundsdottir, 

Carey, & Wilson, 1985; Loewen, 2010). Tackling a topic like the Civil War might be 

daunting. Teachers might be uncomfortable questioning the textbook or providing 

alternative resources. Wineburg (2001) suggested we listen to Scholes’s (1985) advice: 

“If wisdom, or some less grandiose notion such as heightened awareness, is to be the end 

of our endeavors, we shall have to see it not as something transmitted from the text to the 

student but as something developed in the student by questioning the text” (p.13). 

Certainly students cannot learn to do this if their teachers rarely model or encourage the 

practice. Teachers usually have to seek out resources that exist to help them, such as Holt, 

Wolf, & Orrill’s (1995) Thinking Historically. It’s an unlikely prospect, given the 

constraints of most teachers’ time and resources. 

Teachers juggle many responsibilities. As Merritt, (2016) wrote,   

Teachers accomplish so many important things with such little time. They teach 
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several subjects or courses each day, review student work, plan differentiated 

lessons to meet the needs of diverse learners in their classroom, and strategize 

with parents and specialists about how to support individual students. Teaching is 

a full immersion experience. When teachers are at school, most of their time is 

spent face-to-face with students, simultaneously playing the roles of instructor, 

counselor, coach and nurse ... But a productive day of teaching requires 

substantial planning time to choose effective strategies, design lessons, prepare 

materials and collaborate with others. Any good teacher will tell you this, and 

they do, whenever they are asked (p. 31). 

It is unreasonable to expect teachers to have enough planning time to thoroughly 

investigate alternative suggestions to best practice.  

Educational testing organizations like College Board’s Advanced Placement 

Program have redesigned their United States History and Government and Politics tests 

to reduce the emphasis on memorization in favor of developing historical and political 

thinking skills. Accordingly, chronological reasoning, comparison and contextualization, 

crafting historical arguments from historical evidence, and historical interpretation and 

synthesis are the building blocks of the new tests (College Board, 2017). However, many 

students have never learned how to actually perform these actions.  

Use of Primary Sources with Students 

The effective exploration of primary sources by historians is well known and is 

the basis for many important studies. According to Salevouris (1989), works such as 

Gerald F. Linderman’s Embattled Courage: The Experience of Combat in the American 
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Civil War, Hardtack and Coffee or, The Unwritten Story of Army Life by John Davis 

Billings 

… have reinvigorated the study of military history and provide an exciting new 

resource for students and teachers who want to understand the meaning of war on 

a personal level. They are fascinating in their own right and make a convincing 

case that traditional military history often presents a flawed and inaccurate picture 

of the nature of warfare (p. 350).  

Additionally, primary source use in classrooms has become increasingly important. As 

the Library of Congress stated,  

Primary sources provide a window into the past — unfiltered access to the record 

of artistic, social, scientific and political thought and achievement during the 

specific period under study, produced by people who lived during that period. 

Digitized sources make it easier than ever for teachers to access items that 

previously would have been difficult to examine. Bringing young people into 

close contact with these unique, often profoundly personal, documents and objects 

can give them a real sense of what it was like to be alive during a long-past era 

(n.d.). 

However, there is a risk in using primary sources if teachers do not present them 

correctly. Primary sources can be inaccurate and show only one perspective. One must 

judge why the source has been chosen and who is doing the choosing. Problematically, 

Barton (2005) showed that teachers can’t simply give students primary sources and 

expect their interpretation without difficulties. Students must be “taught to evaluate the 
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bias that may result from authorship, purpose, time of creation, and so on — a process 

often referred to as "sourcing” (p. 747). Also, they must have a context into which they 

can mentally place the source: 

Students' ability to make sense of primary sources depends directly on their 

understanding of the contexts in which the documents were produced. Students 

can learn a great deal about slavery from advertisements for runaways, for 

example, but to do so they need background information: what life was like for 

slaves, what their legal status was, what the geography of the region was, and 

what means of transportation were available (p. 749).  

Still, when used properly, these sources engage students and help them develop critical 

thinking skills and historical empathy. 

Evaluating primary sources can create unique opportunities and some challenges 

for researchers and students. According to Riessman (1993), to the sociologically 

minded, studying narratives is useful for what they reveal about social life — culture 

“speaks itself” through an individual’s story (p. 5). Resources like diaries allow us 

indirect access to another’s experience. Inevitably, however, the researcher interprets 

content and “speaks for” the author. As Riessman wrote, “We deal with ambiguous 

representations of it — talk, text, interaction, and interpretation. It is not possible to be 

neutral and objective, to merely represent (as opposed to interpret) the world” (p. 8). How 

we systematically represent sources must be approached with care. Riessman describes 

this process as “re-present(ing) events (p. 9). In Chapter 3, I will describe my process for 

this in greater detail.  
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 There is no foolproof way to know that a researcher presents and interprets 

sources the way the producer of that source intended. Riessman (1993) judged that  

all forms of representation of experience are limited portraits. Simply stated, we 

are interpreting and creating texts at every juncture, letting symbols stand for or 

take the place of the primary experience, to which we have no direct access … 

Although the goal may be to tell the whole truth, our narratives about others’ 

narratives are our worldly creations … Meaning is fluid and contextual, not fixed 

and universal. All we have is talk and texts that represent reality partially, 

selectively, and imperfectly (p. 15).  

Said (1979) went even further: 

[The] real issue is whether indeed there can be a true representation of anything, 

or whether any and all representations, because they are representations, are 

embedded first in the language and then in the culture, institutions, and political 

ambience of the representor. If the latter alternative is the correct one (as I believe 

it is), then we must be prepared to accept the fact that a representation is eo ipso 

implicated, intertwined, embedded, interwoven, with a great many other things 

besides the “truth,” which is itself a representation (pp. 272–273).  

Students Are Not Doing Well on History Tests and Do Not Like the Subject 

Students have long performed poorly on standardized assessments of factual 

knowledge (Layton, 2015; Petrilli & Wright, 2016). As such, teaching methods that 

analyze primary sources are needed, as they not only improve students’ understanding, 

but also their factual knowledge (Barton, 2005; VanSledright, 2004; Wineburg, 2001). 
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Since 1969, the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) has conducted 

periodic tests, known colloquially as the “Nation’s Report Card,” in reading, 

mathematics, science, writing, U.S. history, civics, geography, and other subjects. In 

2010, 45 percent of twelfth grade history students tested at or above a Basic level of 

achievement on the NAEP test. Less than a quarter of students tested at or above the 

Proficient level, and only one percent was Advanced (Post, 2011).   

Interestingly, younger students, who often learn through a more hands-on 

approach, are achieving a higher level of proficiency (Johnson, 2006; Kontra, Lyons, 

Fischer, & Beilock, 2015). Seventy-three percent of fourth graders and 69 percent of 

eighth graders reached the Basic achievement level on NAEP U.S. history. Some argue 

that the instruction high school students receive in history may not be as strong as 

instruction at the elementary level (VanSledright, 2004; VanSledright & Brophy, 1992). 

However, since history is not usually a tested subject on state tests, teachers report a 

substantial reduction in instruction time for history in the elementary classroom since 

2002 (VanSledright, Reddy, & Walsh, 2012).  

The implications of this failure to reach U.S. history students are alarming. Many 

schools’ mission statements or published departmental expectations include sections 

about civic preparation. History classes must be an integral part of helping students 

acquire the knowledge, judgment and skills to participate intelligently and responsibly in 

civic life. Therefore, if these scores are an accurate measurement, we could fail our 

nation’s civic goals, or at a minimum squander the opportunity to properly teach these 

goals.  Instead, schools give a six-pound textbook to students on the first day of school, 
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and continue along a familiar path in an effort to “cover the curriculum.” Based on 

performance, it is not a far leap to speculate that students do not enjoy learning about 

U.S. history. 

Importance of Showing the Reality of War to Students 

It is important to show students the reality of war and soldiers’ lives. It is possible 

students are considering the armed forces as a career. They will also grow up to be voters 

and political decision-makers. Students often have an unrealistic (and overly heroic) view 

of war. It has been glorified through songs, television shows, video games, and 

especially, films.  It is important for teachers to provide the necessary corrective 

(Salevouris, 1989). Since relatively few Americans have experienced war first-hand, the 

vicarious experience that historic artifacts provide is important. Increasingly, but 

inconsistently, textbooks are starting to use primary source documents. Educated citizens 

should have a clear understanding of the potential consequences of war. Modern students 

could use past soldiers’ experiences to inform their view of current events. Subsequently, 

this could help maintain an accurate and meaningful collective memory concerning the 

reality of war.  

Civil War as Topic of Attention 

Textbooks play a role in framing the national memory of the Civil War. Yet how 

many do so effectively? “The real war will never get in the books,” Walt Whitman (1882) 

wrote. “Its interior history will not only never be written — its practicality, minutiæ of 

deeds and passions, will never be even suggested” (p. 117). Textbooks, and through 

them, classroom teachers, portray the Civil War as being largely about numbers and facts, 
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and causes and effects, rather than what historian Shelby Foote called the social, cultural 

and intellectual “crossroads of our being” (Burns & Burns, 1990). Teachers who rely 

primarily on textbooks to “cover the material” diminish much of what makes the Civil 

War real, remarkable and appealing. If this is true, we not only do a disservice about the 

reality of war for this generation of potential politicians, leaders, citizens, and soldiers, 

we deny those soldiers who served through defining events like the Civil War their fair 

narrative.  

Definition of Terms  

This dissertation uses several terms that need further definition and are related to 

history, history education and social studies, and the best practices for teaching and 

learning within those disciplines. The United Nations Educational, Scientific, and 

Cultural Organization (UNESCO) defines citizenship education as educating children, 

from early childhood, to become clear-thinking and enlightened citizens who participate 

in decisions concerning society (Tang, 2014). History is a chronological record of 

significant events (as affecting a nation or institution), often including an explanation of 

their causes (Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, 2017). Social studies are the 

integrated study of the social sciences and humanities to promote civic competence 

(Schneider et al., 1994). Within the school program, social studies provide coordinated, 

systematic study drawing upon such disciplines as anthropology, archaeology, 

economics, geography, history, law, philosophy, political science, psychology, religion, 

and sociology, as well as appropriate content from the humanities, mathematics, and 

natural sciences. While this research is a study of U.S. history textbooks, it is done from 
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the perspective that history is only one discipline within the subject of social studies. As 

such, I am interested not only in how primary sources and textbooks teach about the past, 

but help prepare citizens for the present and future. The primary purpose of social studies 

is to help young people make informed and reasoned decisions for the public good as 

citizens of a culturally diverse, democratic society in an interdependent world (National 

Council for the Social Studies, 1992). A state’s curriculum is the course of studies 

provided by the state or school for the students (Streitmatter, 1994). Often, this 

curriculum is part of a master narrative, which refers to a dominant and overarching 

theme or template that presents the literature, history, or culture of a society (Cox & 

Stromquist, 1998).  

Alber (2015) defined best practices as existing teaching practices that possess a 

high level of widely-agreed effectiveness. The best practices that are particularly relevant 

to my study include contextualization, or the act of placing events in a proper context 

(Reisman & Wineburg, 2008). They also include close-reading, or close, analytic reading 

that stresses engaging with a text of sufficient complexity directly and examining 

meaning thoroughly and methodically. This encourages students to read and reread 

deliberately. Directing student attention on the text itself empowers students to 

understand the central ideas and key supporting details. Close reading also enables 

students to reflect on the meanings of individual words and sentences; the order in which 

sentences unfold, and the development of ideas over the course of the text. This 

ultimately leads students to arrive at an understanding of the text as a whole (Partnership 

for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers, 2011). Best practices also include 
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corroboration, or asking students to consider details across multiple sources to determine 

points of agreement and disagreement (Stanford History Education Group, 2017).  

I explored how specific factors influence academic disciplines and best practices. 

One such factor, collective memory, refers to how groups remember the past (Roediger & 

DeSoto, 2016). Historiography is the study of the way history has been and is written, or 

the history of historical writing. When you study historiography, you do not study the 

events of the past directly, but the changing interpretations of those events in the works of 

individual historians (Salevouris & Furay, 2017). Primary sources, first-hand accounts of 

an event, a life, or a moment in time, can form the building blocks of a historiography. 

They are in their original form (diaries, letters, photos, etc.) usually without explanation 

or interpretation (“Using Primary Resources,” 2017). Additionally, secondary sources, 

often written after an event by people who were not present when it occurred, can also 

offer insight. They are based on a variety of sources and can include books, journal 

articles, textbooks, and reference sources (“Using Primary Resources,” 2017). Perhaps 

the most commonly used secondary source are textbooks, defined as a bundle of 

curriculum artifacts, designed for use by teachers to deliver a course. It typically consists 

of a “student edition” designed for students, a teachers’ guide which suggests 

instructional strategies in the form of lesson plans for the student edition, black-line 

masters that can be photocopied and used with students, and assessment instruments (e.g., 

rubrics, tests, etc.), and an accompanying website to provide information and/or links for 

students and teachers (Pinto, 2007). 
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

In this chapter I provide an overview of narrative analysis as a way to teach and 

learn, and as theoretical framework to guide this study, followed by a review of the 

relevant literature. I begin the literature review with a synopsis of recent work on the use 

of both textbooks and primary sources in classrooms. I then move to a description of 

previous studies of the use of primary sources, followed by “warnings” about primary 

source use with students. Finally, I explore the importance of teaching war in general and 

the Civil War specifically, and how our society’s collective memory about the Civil War 

really shows how we view ourselves as a nation.  

Theoretical Framework 

This research used narrative analysis as a lens to view both textbooks and primary 

sources. The root of the word “narrative” in Latin is narrare, meaning “to relate, explain, 

account, make acquainted” (Barusch, 2012). Fundamentally, narrative analysis asks what 

the narrative or story reveals about the person and world from which it came. The reader 

wants to know how he or she could interpret the narrative so it provides an understanding 

of and illuminates the life and culture that created it (Patton, 2002). Riessman (1993) 

asserted that  

Telling stories about past events seems to be a universal human activity, one of 

the first forms of discourse we learn as children, and used throughout the life 

course by people of all social backgrounds in a wide array of settings (p. 3) 

According to Riessman (1993), narrative analysis takes the story itself as its object of 

investigation (p. 1). For my study of the Civil War, the narratives society used, both at the 
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time and today, tells us so much about how we see ourselves as a nation, and might 

contrast with what they “saw” in the 1860s. The Civil War was such a societal earthquake 

that it can be reasonable to expect that all segments of the population would try to catalog 

their experiences. A primary way individuals make sense of experience is by casting it in 

narrative form (Bruner, 1990; Gee, 1984; Mishler, 1986). Riessman claimed this is 

especially true of difficult life transitions and trauma (p. 4). 

According to Czarniawska (2004), the spread of narrative interest to scholars in 

the humanities and social scientists is relatively recent, dating to the 1970s, when 

scholars pointed out the role of interpretation in history, sociology, politics, psychology, 

and economics (Brown, 1977; Fisher, 1984; McCloskey, 1997; Polkinghorne, 1988; 

Richardson, 1990; White, 1973). Merriam (2009) stated, “As with other forms of 

qualitative research, narrative research makes use of various methodological approaches 

to analysis. Each approach examines how the story is constructed, what linguistic tools 

are used, and the cultural context of the story” (p. 33). The approaches include literary, 

thematic, structural, dialogic, and/or visual analysis (Alridge, 2006; Creswell, 2009; 

Merriam, 2009).  

Alridge (2006) found that history textbooks present “simplistic, one-dimensional 

interpretations of American History within a heroic and celebratory master narrative … 

the ideas and representations in textbooks presented a progression from “great men” to 

“great events,” usually focusing on an idealistic evolution toward American democracy” 

(p. 662). Consequently, students saw a homogenous and bland, but convenient account. 

U.S. history courses and curricula were filled with heroic and celebratory figures 
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portrayed in isolation from other individuals and events. Additionally, the more 

controversial aspects of their lives and beliefs were left out (Alridge, 2006; Du Bois, 

1995; Loewen, 2008). As Alridge (2006) stated,  

The result is that students often are exposed to simplistic, one-dimensional, and 

truncated portraits that deny them a realistic and multifaceted picture of American 

History. In this way, such texts and curricula undermine a key purpose of learning 

history in the first place: History should provide students with an understanding of 

the complexities, contradictions, and nuances in American history, and knowledge 

of its triumphs and strengths (pp. 662–663). 

In other words, the one-dimensional and doctrinaire content in textbooks contributes to 

student boredom and fails to challenge students to think about the relationship of history 

to contemporary life (Loewen, 2008). As Du Bois (1935) wrote, 

We must not remember that Daniel Webster got drunk but only remember that he 

was a splendid constitutional lawyer. We must forget that George Washington 

was a slave owner, or that Thomas Jefferson had mulatto children, or that 

Alexander Hamilton had Negro blood, and simply remember the things we regard 

as creditable and inspiring. The difficulty ... is that history loses its value as an 

incentive and example; it paints perfect men and noble nations, but it does not tell 

the truth (p. 722).  

Most teachers still use traditional, teacher-centered or didactic methods (Wiersma, 

2008) and focus the curriculum around a textbook from which students must memorize 

and recall information. And although “new details, observations, and commentary — 
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sometimes subtle, often not — (have been) added to textbooks with the benefit of more 

time, scholarship, and perspective,” there continues to be a state-by-state wrestling match 

over the content of these books (Urist, 2015). State-mandated content standards are 

aligned with textbooks, and teachers fight a losing battle to cover all the content, losing 

because both they and their students struggle with trivia and vocabulary, rather than 

developing the skills of a historian.  

In contrast to the textbook style, with narrative analysis, both teachers and 

students experience new things, read new accounts, and reconcile it with previous 

experiences. As a result, they might change what they believe, or discard new 

information as irrelevant, actively creating new knowledge. Teachers encourage active 

techniques such as experiments and real-world examples. Teachers guide the activity and 

build upon it (“Constructivism as a Paradigm,” 2017). Accordingly, students learn 

content, and also how to learn.  

Winston Churchill famously said that “History is written by the victors,” and in 

many ways this is still true. Fosnot (2004) wrote, “Human beings have no access to an 

objective reality since we are constructing our version of it, while at the same time 

transforming it and ourselves” (p. 23). If teachers exclusively use a textbook, an 

oversimplified, dehumanized, and de-contextualized view of history can result (Hawkey, 

2007; Manning, 2006). Still, should history teachers throw out expensive textbooks en 

masse? Since narrative analysis is especially important to develop a deeper understanding 

of history (Clandinin, 2013; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998; Riessman, 1993; 

Webster & Mertova, 2008), narrative analysis-oriented teachers could still use a textbook, 
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but in a less routine way. Perhaps a convenient beginning would be to use the textbook 

with primary sources, or to center a lesson around the sources already contained in many 

of the books. Without it, teachers miss the opportunity to provoke student thought and 

discussion about such topics as morality, civic duty, racism, class conflict, and the 

glamorization of war. No wonder students claim to be bored in History classrooms 

(Bryner, 2007; Cutler, 2014; Milo, 2015). Instead of preparing students to be fully 

integrated citizens, we prepare them for quiz shows. 

Literature Review 

Textbooks in the Classroom 

In the United States, social studies is the primary school subject responsible for 

citizenship education (Avery & Simmons, 2001; Cuban, 1991; Paxton, 1999). Activities 

often include analyzing primary and secondary documents, examining tables and graphs, 

searching through electronic resources and newspapers, participating in field trips, and 

listening to speakers. But textbooks still predominantly shape the content of history 

classrooms (Keith, 1991). Unfortunately, as Paxton (1997) found in his literature review, 

U.S. history textbooks are dull, inaccurate, and difficult to understand. Additional 

scholars echo these criticisms (Fitzgerald, 1980; Graves & Slater, 1986; Loewen, 2008; 

Sewell, 1988). Martell & Hashimoto-Martell (2012) described textbooks as  

mass-produced by an elite group of corporate educational publishers … [with] 

narratives that are embedded [to] convince students that they represent the 

omniscient voice of history and speak with an authority convincing most students 

they are simply the facts. Yet, these textbooks portray the dominant narrative of 
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those who hold power in society (Anyon, 1979), serve the purpose of political 

indoctrination (Fitzgerald, 1980; Loewen, 2008), and marginalize non-Whites, 

women, the poor and working classes, among others (Anyon, 1979; Avery & 

Simmons, 2001; Clark, Allard & Mahoney, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 2003; 

Loewen, 2008) (p. 2).  

Loewen (2010) found that history students spend more class time with textbooks than 

students in any other subject in the curriculum (p. 3). Yet, most students find their history 

textbooks boring (Loewen, 2010; Martell & Hashimoto-Martell, 2012; Paxton, 1999). 

Similarly, textbooks over-generalize and give a superficial treatment of historical topics.   

There exists a number of criticisms of what is in U.S. history textbooks. Various 

political and interest groups influence the content. For example, in Texas (among other 

places), content is tied to Democratic and Republican politicians and special interest 

groups, ranging from conservative Christian groups to liberal civil rights organizations. 

The conservative Thomas B. Fordham Institute (2011) graded state history standards in 

Texas with a “D”:  

Texas combines a rigidly thematic and theory-based social studies structure with a 

politicized distortion of history. The result is both unwieldy and troubling, 

avoiding clear historical explanation while offering misrepresentations at every 

turn … combining the usual inclusive, diversity-driven checklists with a string of 

politically and religiously motivated historical distortions … The result is the 

worst of both worlds (pp. 141–143).   



27 
 

 
 

Sales drive corporations’ decisions.  Motivated by political initiatives, companies must 

“raise standards,” standardize content, and stress patriotism, free enterprise, and the 

“Western tradition” (Cheney, 1996; Ravitch, 1994). Although no one has proven a 

conspiracy amongst publishers to feed students a national “party line,” given the impact 

that textbooks have on instructional design, Pearcy (2011) found it is vital to understand 

the connection between what textbooks present and what we want students to know (p. 

8). 

Textbooks’ depictions of military history sanitize the experience of war. They 

often underplay chaos and confusion, making war appear more rational and coherent than 

it is. Therefore, readers are unlikely to understand factors of chance or accident, and 

textbooks ignore the non-battlefield realities of military life. Salevouris (1989) found that 

typically, textbooks dwell exclusively on moments of high drama and ignore the human 

details of battle (p. 351). If textbooks portrayed war in more realistic terms, perhaps 

including diaries or letters from the era, it would help students gain a better 

understanding of its complexity. I contend that although teachers cover wars in U.S. 

history, they miss the chance to teach what war was actually like for those who fought.  

In summary, textbooks use what Barthes and Duisit (1975) called the “referential 

illusion,” the proposition that the way things are told is simply the way things were (p. 

252). Wineburg (2001) illustrated several ways that textbooks reduce criticism. First, he 

asserted that texts eliminate “metadiscourse,” or the existence of places where the author 

intrudes to indicate positionality and stance. Next, while primary source materials 

increasingly appeared in textbooks, they were usually set off in sidebars, so they did not 
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interfere with the main narrative. This implies that primary sources are not an important 

part of history. This is problematic, since sources are the core of historians’ work (which 

in turn is the base for tertiary sources like textbooks). Finally, a corporate author with 

unquestioned authority writes the textbook in the omniscient third person.  

Primary Sources in the Classroom 

Cowgill (2015) found that primary sources, when properly used, can be a valuable 

teaching tool (p. 71). Online databases give teachers the ability to find the most obscure 

document, and often include suggested lesson plans. The Library of Congress (Library of 

Congress, 2010) and the National Archives (“Teaching With Archives,” 2016) promote 

primary sources in classrooms, and it is part of the Common Core State Standards 

Initiatives (2016). The use of authentic subject area skills, including historic thinking 

strategies, require students to think like historians, and can enable a teacher to break away 

from reliance upon the textbook. Cowgill (2015) explained, 

Implementing primary source analysis in the classroom permits students to 

engage in historical investigations by analyzing documents from a particular time 

period in which an historical event has taken place … By rooting social studies 

instruction in the analysis of primary documents, students are required to 

constantly interrogate documents and their validity (VanSledright, 2004), 

engaging them in true historical interpretation (Hicks, Doolittle, & Lee, 2004) (p. 

66).  

Hicks (2004) found that despite potential for teacher uncertainty, and the possible need 

for professional development in how to choose and use them, teachers find primary 
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sources useful in engaging students in tasks like historical interpretation (p. 232).  The 

integration of these items into curriculum and instruction is easier than ever before, and 

has improved students’ critical thinking skills, introducing students to issues of context, 

selection and bias, and to the nature of collective memory (Eamon, 2006; Kobrin, 1996; 

Morgan, 2002).  

Students working with primary sources can better develop critical reading and 

analytic thinking skills. They can practice historiography — the study of why and how 

history changes — by comparing the items with the modern interpretation of an event 

presented in a textbook. Students can scrutinize, for example, who wrote a diary, what 

point of view the author represented, what the writer didn’t comment upon, reaction to an 

event, and more. In an attempt to encourage students to do this and overcome cognitive 

dissonance, Loewen (2010) developed ten questions to prompt them to drop their usual 

trusting (and bored) attitudes about textbooks:  

1. When was it created? The theory of cognitive dissonance suggests that the 

social practices of the period when history is written largely determine that 

history’s perspective. How did that time differ from ours? 

2. Who created it? Representing which point of view? What was their position in 

the social structure? 

3. Why? What were their ideological needs and social purposes? Their values? 

4. Who was/is the intended audience? What does the work ask that the audience 

go do? 
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5. Did the intended audience include powerful people and institutions? For 

example, is the source a textbook that strives to win government adoption? Is 

it a book that needed to win an editor’s approval? Did the process of getting 

approved influence what it says? 

6. Who is left out? What points of view go unheard? How would the story differ 

if a different group had told it? Another political party, race, sex, class, or 

religious group? 

7. Are there problematic words or symbols that would not have been used today, 

or by an author from another social group?  

8. How was it received? Is it largely forgotten? Remembered? Why? 

9. A critical question to ask at any historic site is: What does it leave out about 

the people it treats as heroes? 

10. Is the presentation accurate? What actually happened? What do other primary 

and secondary sources say (pp. 76—77)? 

Equipped with these questions, students can read between the lines of their textbook, or 

whatever source they are studying (Loewen, 2010). Levine (2001) found that historians 

have always reconstructed the past on the basis of new information, research, theories, 

approaches, understandings, and on the basis of the “tracking devices” of their own time 

(p. 26).  

Primary sources are useful in the history classroom. Enthusiasm about their 

instructional potential dates back to the late 19th century (Reisman & Wineburg, 2008). In 

1950, Keohane noted that “dissatisfaction with traditional lecture-textbook-
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supplementary reading program” was growing, and called for a “renewed emphasis upon 

the use of primary, in place of secondary, materials” as a “long overdue corrective” (p. 

213). He asserted that “carefully selected and properly used, primary sources will help 

greatly to vitalize our teaching of history” (p. 220). Kellum (1969) provided a rationale 

for the use of original sources in a problem-centered approach, as opposed to 

ineffectually trying to cover as much history as possible. In 2000, Danzer advocated that 

“Primary sources are the ore from which history is produced … It is most reasonable, 

therefore, that a course in history devote some attention to these basic materials.” (p. 66). 

In order to make history more interesting, he asserted, we must use primary sources, or 

spend all our time on generalizations and the main outlines of history. They provide, 

“warmth, color, and the flavor of the time” (p. 66). Wineburg (2001) asserted that in 

particular, British research from the late 1950s to the 1970s used the theories of Jean 

Piaget to understand school curriculum (p. 37). Psychologists such as Peel, Hallam, Jurd, 

and others  

reminded researchers that the best indication of historical reasoning was not 

children’s selection of a right answer, the “mere repetition of learnt facts,” but the 

nature of children’s reasoning, their ability to connect ideas, and the justifications 

they offered for their conclusions (p. 40).  

Studies in the 1970s offered insight into adolescents’ historical reasoning, including using 

primary sources, but not much insight into the knowledge, understanding, and practices 

of the teachers instructing them (Shemilt, 1980). During the 1980s, relatively few 

examined history. However, by the 1990s, there was a dramatic change. Studies 
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investigated a range of topics and ideas. These included background knowledge (Sinatra, 

Beck & McKeown, 1992), beliefs about history (VanSledright & Brophy, 1992), 

misunderstandings about history (Perkins & Simmons, 1988), and historical empathy 

(Ashby & Lee, 1987). Wineburg (2001) pointed out several more developments, viewing 

the formation of historical narrative as a “cognitive achievement,” technologies creating 

new possibilities, and new developments in student and teacher assessment (p. 51). 

Students can potentially become active readers, rather than simply learn facts presented 

in a textbook. However, they must be taught the skills associated with doing this. For 

example, although historians routinely consider the source of a document, and use it to 

analyze an event, students rarely contemplate what impact it has (p. 76). Wineburg also 

relayed that the “profound changes in historical writing over the last half-century” made 

it so that “historical narrative is no longer restricted to great acts of statecraft but now 

encompasses everyday acts … (there is a) new, more active role of the historian in 

narrating the past.” (p. 15). He advocated that “sustained encounter with (this) less-

familiar past teaches us the limitations of our brief sojourn on the planet and allows us to 

take membership in the entire human race” (p. 7).  

As Barton (2005) asserted, historians (and students of history) cannot depend on 

any single source, primary or secondary, for reliable knowledge. We have to consult 

multiple sources to develop historical understanding. The use of primary sources in 

classrooms is increasing, especially with a redesign of the Advanced Placement United 

States History and Government exams. However, they are not a panacea for curing the 

“problem” of overusing secondary sources. Barton recommends that teachers address 
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misconceptions about primary sources, and suggests ways to maximize their educational 

potential. Included in his analysis are seven common myths that represent underlying 

assumptions that, “if not addressed, will result in classroom procedures that are not only 

inauthentic but irrelevant and ineffective” (p. 746).  

● Myth one, and according to Barton, the most “ridiculous,” is that primary sources 

are more reliable than secondary ones. Some people believe sources created 

during the period under study or by witnesses to historical events are more 

authentic than later accounts. In this view, secondary sources are corruptions of 

the originals and prone to error and bias. Others believe that primary sources 

retain a purity that makes them more reliable than secondary accounts. However, 

primary sources can represent narrow or partisan perspectives, created 

intentionally to deceive. And although secondary sources can also be biased, these 

tend to be “more reliable” since they “normally consult numerous primary sources 

when investigating a historical episode” (p. 746).  

● Myth two is that primary sources present arguments about the past in a similar 

way as nonfiction texts. This myth is based upon a “misunderstanding of the 

variety of evidence used in historical investigations” (pp. 746—747). It equates 

all primary sources with “testimony,” where those who witness, or claim to 

witness, an event recount what they remember. However, historians often use a 

variety of other primary sources, none of which were created to argue about what 

happened — items including census records, tax rolls, court proceedings, wills, 

deeds, photographs, advertisements, and physical artifacts. These records were 
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created for business and life, not to make historical arguments.  

● Myth three is that historians use a “sourcing heuristic” to evaluate bias and 

reliability, a practice that Barton claimed is the most pervasive myth in 

educational settings, and which demonstrates a fundamentally misguided 

understanding of historical knowledge. In this view, historians (or students) 

examine primary sources and speculate how much they can be trusted as accurate 

accounts. “Sourcing” involves evaluating the bias that may result from authorship, 

purpose, time of creation, and so on. However, this type of analysis only applies 

to testimony, a small portion of sources that historians use. Even when working 

with certain types of testimony, bias and reliability might be irrelevant, since the 

mere existence of the source provides evidence towards the subject studied. 

Further, bias is itself important in helping historians understand the range of 

viewpoints held at the time, as evidence of peoples’ ideas.  

● Myth four is that using primary sources engages students in authentic historical 

inquiry. The inclusion of primary sources on tests or in textbooks appears “to lend 

authenticity to historical exercises.” Barton said this myth stems from a lack of 

understanding of how historians use primary sources, which is often not in any of 

the ways usually identified by educators. They are not primarily concerned with 

“sourcing” primary sources, corroborating them or explaining their meaning. In 

fact, it would be rare for historians to even use the phrase “primary sources,” 

except in a bibliography. Historians work with evidence. Primary sources are one 

of the most important forms of evidence, but the difference between these two 
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concepts shows just how far educators’ ideas diverge from the work of historians.  

● Myth five is that students can build up an understanding of the past through 

primary sources. Evidence suggests that this assumption is incorrect, and would 

be a misuse of time, since students would potentially have to piece together and 

correctly analyze thousands of sources to develop an understanding of even one 

topic. Furthermore, students’ ability to make sense of primary sources depends 

directly on their understanding of the contexts in which the documents were 

produced. They need to gather background information by encountering 

explanation of these topics in secondary sources, just as historians do.  

● Myth six is that primary sources are fun. The use of primary sources has become 

an expected part of class, but these lessons are sometimes “sourcework for 

sourcework’s sake” (p. 750), mechanical and dull.  

● Myth seven is that historians can simply classify sources as “primary” or 

“secondary.” There is no way to classify a source without knowing how it is used 

as evidence. “The nature of a source does not derive from the kind of object it is 

(i.e. a letter versus a textbook) but from the purpose it serves in historical 

investigation” (p. 750). Some sources defy categorization, since they were shaped 

by the circumstances of their creation and preservation. Barton suggested instead 

using a more inclusive phrase, such as “original historical sources” to counter the 

belief that sources fall into neat categories, independent of broader historical 

inquiry.  

All is not lost, however. Original historical sources can be interesting and rewarding. 
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Barton (2005) identified their unique contributions and functions that serve better than 

other approaches. Original historical sources can motivate historical inquiry. They 

stimulate curiosity, and can lead to self-motivated inquiry. Although they are sometimes 

incomplete and conflicting, they supply evidence for historical accounts, which students 

use, along with secondary sources, to investigate open-ended questions. Original 

historical sources can convey information about the past in a more striking, eloquent, or 

thoughtful way than secondary ones. Pictures and artifacts can be more effective than an 

event’s written description. Read Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” speech. The 

text is nowhere near as engaging as a video of the original and moving delivery. For 

some inspiring statements of principle, not reading the original text and only 

paraphrasing would devalue them. Finally, original historical sources provide insight into 

the thoughts and experiences of people in the past. They undo superficiality and enable 

students to construct a more complete understanding with greater insight, specificity and 

detail.  

Alaszewski (2006) found that primary sources help the reader understand the 

experience and insight of the author. The reader sees events “through the eyes” of the 

author and gains insight into “how it feels” to live through events (p. 36). Seldon (1994) 

concluded that although primary sources are often factually inaccurate, unreliable and 

biased, they are also witty, colorful, and full of insight (p. 30). Teachers must be careful 

not to steer students through “presentism, “where today’s concerns distort an 

understanding of the past.  But when students are made aware of it, Loewen (2010) found 

they can become better critical readers (p. 360). As Pimlott (2002) summarized, “Diaries 
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tell the truth, the partial truth, and a whole lot more beside the truth … In them, you seek 

— and often find — an atmosphere, a sense of mood of the moment, which could not be 

acquired in any other way. They should never, ever, be taken as the last word. But as raw 

material for reconstruction of the past they are as invaluable as they are savagely 

entertaining.” Primary sources can both supplement traditional teaching resources and in 

some circumstances, when selected judiciously, act as a main source of information.  

One task of a history teacher is to help students construct their own portrait of an 

era faithful to reality. Diaries and letters could provide a clearer understanding of that era. 

Diary writers have the potential to be wrong or biased, but it is also true that traditionally 

used images or portrayals in textbooks are not always trustworthy or accurate. The 

history teacher’s job is not to propagandize, but to choose the best possible illustrations 

of history (ideally using a solid textbook), to challenge simplistic notions, and to 

reconstruct an accurate depiction of history.  

Teachers must be both prudent in choosing primary sources, and confident in their 

own ability to use them for instruction. Barton (2005) found that, after all, primary 

sources are not necessarily more accurate than secondary sources (p. 746). Teachers must 

guide students to recognize bias, perspective, purpose, prejudice, reliability, and context. 

In order to do this, students must see these things for themselves. Primary sources are not 

necessarily fun to work with. They require a higher level of analysis than simply reading 

a secondary source, so a teacher must also motivate students. Additionally, Musbach 

(2001) found that without background, students don’t understand the significance of 

much that they read (p. 30). And Nokes (2011) showed that comprehension problems can 
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be a barrier to understanding primary sources (p. 382).  

Several well-regarded programs, created by reputable sources, guide teachers 

through the use of primary sources. These include The Teaching With Primary Sources 

Program, created by the Library of Congress (n.d.), and Reading Like a Historian (2013), 

developed by the Stanford History Education Group. Still, teachers might not be aware of 

them, or have the time to explore them. According to Nokes (2011), students’ 

unsophisticated world views may make proper analysis difficult. He described four 

tendencies that may pose barriers to students’ understanding. First, they tend to view the 

world in absolutes of good and bad, with questions that have one right and one wrong 

answer. Next, they tend to engage in intellectual reductionism, replacing historical 

complexity with oversimplification. Third is their tendency toward authoritarianism, or 

an uncritical dependence on authority for their understanding of the past. Finally, students 

take a positivist epistemological stance, unable to face contradictory accounts without 

frustration. Using primary sources in the classroom requires advance preparation and a 

certain amount of skill on the part of both teachers and students (pp. 390–392).  

Previous Studies on Textbooks and Primary Sources  

There are several studies on the use of textbooks and/or primary sources in the 

history classroom, including dissertations. Anyon (1979) examined the content of 

seventeen widely used secondary-school United States history textbooks, focusing on 

economic and labor history from the Civil War to World War I. Her findings revealed 

that the textbooks’ content served the interests of particular groups in society to the 

exclusion of others.  
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Harrison-Wong (2003) found that U.S. history textbooks played an important, yet 

selective, role in defining collective memory. She studied textbooks’ treatments of 

Hiroshima and found that U.S. textbooks affirmed the views of key decision makers in 

the Truman administration, omitting or marginalizing viewpoints that challenged the 

morality or necessity of the bombing. She recommended a more reflective approach that 

facilitated open inquiry and principled judgements.  

 Reisman (2011) used a “document-based history curriculum intervention” with 

236 eleventh-grade students from five San Francisco high schools. It “represented the 

first extended curriculum intervention in disciplinary reading in an urban district” (p. iv). 

The study  

used a curriculum that was a radical departure from traditional textbook-driven 

instruction by using a new activity structure, the “Document-Based Lesson,” in 

which students used background knowledge and disciplinary reading strategies to 

interrogate, and then reconcile, historical accounts from multiple texts. A quasi-

experiment control design measured the effects of a six-month intervention on 

four dimensions: 1) students’ historical thinking; 2) their ability to transfer 

historical thinking strategies to contemporary issues; 3) their mastery of factual 

knowledge; and 4) their growth in general reading comprehension (p. iv).  

She found significant effects on all four outcome measures, but a minimum of whole-

class text-based discussion, in spite of the inclusion of instructional materials designed to 

facilitate this. It questioned teacher facilitation and students’ ability to participate in 

higher levels of argumentation.  
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 Leahey (2007) critically examined how the leading high school U.S. and world 

history textbooks depicted the Vietnam War. The study 

explored the politics that influence the field of social studies, the textbook 

production process, and the historical literature of the Vietnam War. By 

comparing textbook accounts to leading histories of the Vietnam War, this 

analysis showed that textbooks serve to undermine civic sensibilities and promote 

an official narrative by discounting historical evidence, omitting controversial 

events, and failing to include recent scholarship. (p. iv).  

Pearcy (2011) posited that textbooks are a significant element of the social studies 

curriculum and teacher pedagogical choice. He argued that students’ views of U.S. 

history are “dramatically affected by the textbook narratives to which they are exposed” 

(p. viii). He found books characterized U.S. participation in wars as “reluctant,” and used 

the “just war” doctrine to justify involvement, particularly in the Civil War. The “just 

war” doctrine is a philosophical framework which allows individuals to consider the 

ethical conditions under which war is morally permissible (p. viii). Therefore, using a 

critical analysis methodology that evaluated textbook depictions of the Civil War from a 

“just war” doctrinal perspective, Pearcy intended to “contribute to the research base in 

social science education by elaborating a framework from which teachers could approach 

the moral realities of war with their students” (p. viii).  

Cramer (2012) investigated how Advanced Placement U.S. history textbooks 

portrayed key events in Latino/a history. He demonstrated that the textbooks “promoted 

mainstream viewpoints that avoided frank discussions of race and racism, omit(ed) links 
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between immigration and the labor needs of the capitalist economy, and promote(d) the 

myth of the U.S. as a monolingual country” (pp. iii–iv). Amongst these studies runs a 

common theme in which the textbooks are lacking in one way or another.  

Still more studies focus on teaching and learning with primary sources, with 

mixed results. Stahl, Hynd, Britton, McNish & Bosquet (1996) found that when 19 high 

school students used source documents about a controversial event in U.S. history, they 

“did gain in the consistency of their mental models after reading at least two documents, 

but did not make any further gains after that” (p. 1). Students  

tended to take literal notes, regardless of the final task. This suggests that they 

were using the initial readings to garner the facts about the incident or the 

resolution. If students were asked for a description, they tended to stay close to 

the text … Our observations suggest that high school students may not be able to 

profit from multiple texts, especially conflicting opinions, without some 

additional instruction (p. 1).  

Lee, Doolittle, & Hicks (2006) examined the extent to which social studies teachers 

utilized primary sources that were accessible in traditional formats versus web-based 

formats. They surveyed secondary social studies teachers and examined the extent to 

which they used each kind of primary source. In particular, they asked “to what extent the 

availability of web-based primary sources impacted their use of primary sources in the 

classroom. Their results indicated that they were using primary historical sources, but 

important questions remained regarding the nature of this use” (p. 291). Additionally, the 

teachers “did not report using these resources in a manner consistent with literature-based 
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best practices for social studies and history education” (p. 291).  

 Malkmus (2007) conducted an online survey of 627 American history faculty in 

the United States about teaching undergraduates with published, online, and archival 

primary sources. Although the teachers predominantly relied upon published sources, 

they increasingly used online sources. This was more common among newer faculty.   

A significant number … noted high student satisfaction if archival assignments 

were well-structured. Users of all types of primary sources agreed that teaching 

with primary sources required more time, but that students learned history in a 

more meaningful and intellectually challenging way” (p. 25).  

The use of primary sources and the sources themselves are not without flaws. 

First, students typically have few opportunities to analyze sources. Inside the classroom, 

Martell (2013) found that teachers, especially new faculty, may lack practical tools to 

engage students in primary source work (p. 26). Additionally, as Apple (1989) stated, the 

text is not only an economic product … at many levels, it is a regulated commodity (p. 

282). Publishers’ fears of losing business shapes textbook content itself. Pinto (2007) 

pointed out that textbook publishing generated hundreds of millions in revenue. Yet the 

number of textbook companies has decreased, an oligopoly characterized by few large 

companies. In keeping with the desire to be marketable, publishers seek to produce books 

that would appeal to individuals and groups who make purchase decisions (i.e., teachers 

and school boards). This results in a desire to avoid controversial content and to address 

topics in ways that teachers find relevant and practical for use in the classroom (p. 110).  

Wineburg (2001) found that students often do not have contextualization skills to 
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interpret primary sources. For instance, a Union private’s perception of the battle of 

Gettysburg should not be the only accounting presented to students. Instead, they should 

hear from soldiers from both the Union and Confederacy, military leaders, civilians, and 

government officials to gain a more complex understanding. Personal testimony helps 

students better understand the experiences of warfare.  

Teaching War 

An important role of civic education is to help students better understand war’s 

realities, and why war should be prevented, if possible. Gray (1998) asserted that the 

“spell” of war appeals to our delights in comradeship, seeing, and destruction (pp. 28–

29). It could be illustrative when students learn about combat from people who actually 

fought. As Salevouris (1989) explained,  

As popular images of war become more and more unrealistic, it is increasingly 

important for teachers of history to provide a necessary corrective. They must 

teach war as it is, not as romanticized … Since relatively few Americans have 

experienced war first hand, the next best thing is the vicarious experience that 

history (and literature) can provide ... citizens should have a clear understanding 

of the potential consequences (p. 343).  

Salevouris (1989) found that teachers and textbooks feed the fantasy that war is a 

glamorous adventure, contributing to the recurring collective amnesia, of no small 

consequence in an age of escalating international tension (p. 341).  

Reisman and Wineburg (2008) found that primary source materials, whether 

diaries, photographs, posters, or letters, can dramatically change the way students relate 
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to and therefore learn the material. Students using primary source materials are better 

educated on a topic. Potentially, they understand in a much more authentic way that war 

is not the glorious adventure that politicians or some movies might present. Wineburg 

(2001) asserted that feeling kinship with the people they study engages students’ interest 

and they feel connected to the past (p. 490). Equally as useful is the idea that the 

documents show how different we are from the past. As White (1998) explained, “Any 

good history begins in strangeness. The past should not be comfortable. The past should 

not be a familiar echo of the present, for if it is familiar, why revisit it? The past should 

be so strange that you wonder how you and people you know and love could come from 

such a time” (p. 13). According to Wineburg (2001), a goal of historical study should be 

to teach us what we can’t see (p. 493).  

There have been attempts to better include stories and people that U.S. curricula 

have ignored. Although Postan (1971) found that historical research has traditionally 

identified objective facts about historical events and people (p. 53), Alaszewski (2006) 

found it has broadened to encompass groups, activities, and events outside political elites 

(pp. 31–32). Primary sources are a rich source of information for this “new” history. 

Salevouris (1989) found they show students what war is like for individuals and societies 

that fight them (p. 344). While traditional military history records and analyzes things 

like campaigns, battles, leaders, strategies, tactics, and weapons, there is a more recent 

movement to explore the rest of military history. Combat motivation, the effect of service 

and war on the individual soldier and civilians, and the impact of war on race, class, and 

gender are all topics that letters and diaries illuminate. MacFarlane (1977) found they can 
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be used to explore the culture and mindsets of past social groups. They can help students 

perceive past events and issues experienced by people at the time. In other words, 

contextualized thinking. The sources are unique because they are written from the bottom 

up, instead of from the top down. Levine (2001) found that everyday Americans, long 

forgotten, have their places among the great and famous doers of monumental deeds (p. 

xi). And although Bloom (1988) found some decry the attention paid to these normal 

Americans and how they transformed our curricula, when used in conjunction with 

conventional history, this cultural relativism provides a fuller understanding of any topic.  

Educating citizens about the realities of war and connecting those realities to 

current events is an important part of history teachers’ jobs. Diaries and textbooks make 

politically relevant connections to today. Many students question the point of history, as 

it happened “so long ago.” In showing that real men fought and the reality of life during 

wartime, we inform our students about what kind of role we want to play in the world. It 

is especially useful for students who consider the military as a career.  

Teaching the Civil War 

The Civil War holds a singular and imposing position in most U.S. history 

classrooms. McPherson (2017) wrote, “Many of the issues over which the Civil War was 

fought still resonate today: matters of race and citizenship; regional rivalries; the relative 

powers and responsibilities of federal, state, and local governments” (p. 5). The most 

destructive war in U.S. history should be a landmark event in classrooms. Conveniently, 

the soldiers in this war wrote many letters and diaries, and a variety of primary source 

materials such as newspaper accounts and editorials survive. In fact, so many exist I can 
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only take a sample of these sources. Properly chosen and presented, the impact of these 

resources could introduce humanizing reality and help students think about the morality 

of choices. Yet, many textbooks (and teachers) persist in a fact-based approach. In doing 

so, they miss an opportunity to engage students in thinking critically about this or any 

other war. As Noddings and Brooks (2017) wrote, some of the goals of education are to 

move students toward using critical thinking to help them create and critique arguments, 

and to “open a vision of moral commitment to a fuller life” (p. 34). The Civil War is an 

opportunity to have students think critically about moral questions. This topic, presented 

with effective primary source materials, could create a unique occasion for interest, 

teaching, and learning. 

The Civil War and Collective Memory 

There is a growing body of research on the role of collective memory in teaching 

history. Looking through lenses such as race or gender provides insight not previously 

considered. Students and teachers bring an interpretive view through which they learn 

and teach. For example, Epstein (2009) posited that race plays a “critical role in how U.S. 

history is taught and what young people accept and/or reject as credible in the history 

their teachers present” (p. ix). The scope of what has been considered historic has 

broadened, so that entities previously marginalized and ignored are now studied. Seixas 

and Lévesque (2008) asserted that this “historiographic ferment” makes it crucial that 

students learn not just one story about an event, but “the means for assessing 

interpretations, for weighing the evidence supporting one against another, for comparing 

different narrative and explanations” (p. vii–viii). These competing narratives can create 
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conflict about what “really” happened (Blight, 2003; Wertsch, 2008a). 

Scholars have been careful to distinguish history from collective memory. 

Wertsch (2008a) asserted that the distinction is both “necessary and difficult to maintain” 

and “has been part of the discussion for decades” (p. 145). Novick (2007) outlined the 

distinction between history and collective memory in the following terms: 

To understand something historically is to be aware of its complexity, to have 

sufficient detachment to see it from multiple perspectives, to accept the 

ambiguities, including moral ambiguities, of protagonists' motives and behavior. 

Collective memory simplifies; sees events from a single, committed perspective; 

is impatient with ambiguities of any kind; reduces events to mythic archetypes 

(pp. 3–4). 

Wertsch (2008b) claimed understanding the past typically involves a mixture of 

collective memory and history.  

While the research is relatively limited, some studies help us better understand the 

place of the Civil War in the collective historical memory. One recent dissertation by 

Pearcy (2011) examined the Civil War within U.S. history textbooks by using the just 

war doctrine (the idea that war is justifiable if it meets certain criteria) as the theoretical 

framework. He elaborated a framework from which teachers approach the moral realities 

of war. Other studies have scrutinized various, usually more recent, points in U.S. 

history, and themes such as violence in textbooks (Ellenwood, 1970). In his book Lies My 

Teacher Told Me, Loewen (2008) argued that textbooks largely remove ideology from 

their discussion of Union motives or morale (pp. 140–141). There has also been 
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significant recent research, using diaries, with respect to the experiences of average 

soldiers in Civil War combat.  

There are additional, significant gaps in the knowledge. Despite many recent and 

thorough examinations of how the Civil War affected the personal, emotional, economic, 

and psychological lives of those who lived through it, most textbooks present a solitary, 

dispassionate, unifying picture. They typically are free from representations of 

ruthlessness and cruelty. Textbooks contain little to no dialogue about the economic costs 

of losing so many fathers and sons, the damage to families and children, or the continuing 

anguish of survivors. The focus, for example, that Gilpin Faust (2008) put on the family, 

social upheaval, suffering, and community rituals in her critically acclaimed book This 

Republic of Suffering, seems to be completely absent from textbooks. Blight’s (1989) 

account of Frederick Douglass’ fight to memorialize the Civil War as a struggle for both 

Union and liberty demonstrated that the war meant different things to different groups, 

and changed over time. Schwartz (1997) used commemorative symbolism to analyze 

Abraham Lincoln’s transformation among African Americans “from a conservative 

symbol of the status quo during the Jim Crow era into the personification of racial justice 

and equality during the New Deal and the civil rights movement” (p. 469). It is not true 

that textbooks never address questions of moral value or differing opinions. What is 

presented, however, seems to lack many interesting perspectives, dilemmas, and debates. 

Primary source diaries could better represent the reality of warfare and potentially better 

hold student interest than the “boring” traditional narrative.  

Some standards, including the Common Core State Standards, increasingly 
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encourage the use of multiple viewpoints, electronic resources, and multimedia tools. Yet 

the use of textbooks is almost universally accepted practice and educators should 

question its wisdom. Romanowski (2009) found publishers encourage textbook 

dependency by aligning them with state content standards and by accompanying them 

with lesson plans, supplemental activities, tests, and other sources (p. 26). Foster and 

Nicholls (2005) found these textbooks promote a particular view of the past, enhance 

collective memories of a nation, and appease social and political agendas in the present. 

Consequently, an analysis of textbooks enables a better understanding of how we teach 

the past and its implications for the present. We can critically reflect on the widely 

accepted practice of textbook use in the classroom. This research, therefore, will offer a 

detailed analysis of the portrayal of the Civil War in U.S. history textbooks, and compare 

this portrayal to primary source documents created during the Civil War. Its purpose is to 

analyze, compare, and contrast the historical content included in the texts with the 

embedded messages and predominant themes within primary sources, and to illuminate 

any differences.  

Conclusion 

 Textbooks still dominate and shape the content of history classrooms. 

Unfortunately, these books are often flawed. They are considered dull, inaccurate, 

difficult to understand, display the dominant narrative of those in power, and are 

influenced by politics. They are sanitized, exclude humanizing details, deal singularly 

with moments of high drama, and ignore the complexity of events. They promote the 

illusion that the manner in which an incident is explained is unquestioned fact, and 
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promote an official societal narrative. 

 Primary sources are valuable tools and well-respected historical organizations 

recommend their use. They are more accessible than ever before. They improve students’ 

critical reading and analytic skills. Although they can be unreliable or biased, they are 

also colorful, witty, and encourage students to consider different views. Previous studies 

have shown some mixed results using primary sources. Some problems include teacher 

ability to use them, and students struggling with both higher levels of argumentation and 

using contextualization skills. Teachers need to be facile enough with the sources to 

guide students’ use. There are reputable programs to help, if teachers are aware of and 

exposed to them.  

 Our popular images of war are often unrealistic, and texts usually justify our 

participation in them. Primary sources, conversely, can change the way learners relate to 

and learn material. They are more authentic and can present “new” history containing 

different perspectives. Using these sources, students can make relevant connections to 

current events. The Civil War is a unique, defining event that produced innumerable 

primary sources. There is a growing body of research about the Civil War and collective 

memory that paves the way for new perspectives, interest, and skills. The new voices in 

Civil War primary sources can help create a supplemental reality to textbooks. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

Plan of Inquiry 

 In this chapter, I explain the study’s research questions and the use of narrative 

analysis of primary sources and historical documents to answer them. Then follows a 

description of the study’s design, which includes specific steps planned and the 

explanation of evaluation tools. Then I explain how I collected the data and employed the 

process of narrative analysis. I conclude with a discussion of the study’s integrity, 

including issues of validity and limitations. 

Research Questions 

I investigated themes running through both Civil War primary source documents and 

U.S. history textbooks’ chapters on the Civil War. How do they represent the nature of 

war? Do primary sources, such as diaries and letters, corroborate or contradict the content 

of popular U.S. history secondary textbooks? Are there underrepresented groups in the 

primary sources that are missing in the textbooks? To answer these questions, I explored 

the following topics in depth: 1) The coverage of themes of the Civil War in major U.S. 

history textbooks. 2) Themes of the Civil War presented in a variety of primary sources. 

3) Consistencies and inconsistencies between textbooks and primary sources.  

Research Method: Narrative Analysis  

This study used historical narrative approach to evaluate the textbook presentation 

of the Civil War. To analyze textbooks and primary sources, I used a research design that 

relied upon a combination of materials to attain a sample that represents the current field. 

There are two main components to the research: a historical narrative approach and a 
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categorical analysis approach. Below is a general discussion of the critical analysis 

method, followed by an overview of the two methodological approaches used.  

A critical analysis of textbooks attempts to uncover evidence of ideology and 

implicit motive through the selection, prioritization, and arrangement of content. 

Harrison-Wong (2003) described it as searching for “ideological perspectives” embedded 

“in the use of language, through nuance, descriptors, and choice of wording, and in visual 

images accompanying the text” (p. 33). Also, Pearcy (2011) found the design, goals, and 

placement of instructional exercises determine whether they present students with the 

opportunity to engage in critical evaluation of U.S. policy choices, or if instead they lead 

to a consensus (p. 60). “Critical analysis,” (2017) found that critical analysis 

methodology attempts to get under the surface of a situation or problem, discover the 

possible reasons behind it, break it down into its essential facts and questions, examine 

the strengths and weaknesses of different ideas about it, and any evidence relating to it. In 

this research, critical analysis explored and compared the content of U.S. history 

textbooks with primary sources, leading to conclusions about their embedded messages, 

predominant themes, and the Civil War narrative they create for the average student. 

Krippendorff (2013) found that a historical narrative approach is an evaluative 

standards-based analysis, comparing textbook narrative with other historical narratives, 

while pointing out alternative ways to look at the subject (pp. 6–7). As Leahey and Ross 

(2010) and Cramer (2012) pointed out, this approach relies upon the actual historic 

record, linking the critique to the record, and directly comparing them. Its emphasis on 

the historical record makes for a richer, more detailed study. It also allows for self-
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reflection and inclusion of counter-examples and alternative interpretation. In addition to 

Leahey and Ross’s historical narrative study Whitewashing War, one of the best-known 

studies to use this approach is Loewen’s (2008) Lies My Teacher Told Me. Both works 

use primary sources to point out the inaccuracies, hypocrisies, and distortions in many 

textbooks.  

Podeh (2002) developed a categorical analysis approach to evaluate textbook 

narratives through the use of pre-established categories. His categories informed, but did 

not exactly fit, my study. I developed research questions after looking further into themes 

of the Civil War that collective memory research had already created. Categorical 

analysis detects bias by focusing on the structure and tone of textbook narratives. It 

emphasizes multiple ways to know and connect topics by focusing on themes, such as the 

glamorization of war. According to Leahey (2007) categorical analysis allows the 

researcher to focus on the style of textbook narratives, and avoid the linear restrictions of 

chronology. It gives a fuller picture of this style and tone by also examining supporting 

pictures, assessments, and activities (pp. 99–100). This is particularly useful in looking at 

primary sources in textbooks, since they are often outside the main narrative.  

Data Sources 

Which Textbooks Used? 

I examined textbooks that represent books that most American students use. 

However, it is difficult to access an authoritative, exact list. The conservative American 

Textbook Council was established in 1989 to review history and social studies textbooks. 

According to the ATC, sales rankings of the nation’s widely adopted history textbooks is 
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not available outside textbook companies. They found that details of textbook volume 

and sales have never been easy to obtain, and remain difficult to calculate (“History 

Textbooks,” 2014). The number of major school publishers has dropped dramatically. 

The biggest publishers keep their products’ performances opaque. The ATC (2014) found 

there are approximately 15 to 25 major college-level U.S. history survey textbooks, 

depending on markers and metrics. 

Purposeful sampling was used to choose the textbooks studied. Gall, Gall, and 

Borg (2005) defined this as “using a selection of cases that satisfy an important 

criterion.” In this case they must be the most frequently used, or, at least, frequently used 

high school U.S. history textbooks as best as that information could be ascertained. The 

study only considered texts published after 2003. Ward (2006) found that most historical 

stories take at least 15 to 20 years to find significant changes in history textbooks. Due to 

many states’ adoption cycle of five to seven years, publishers often do not make 

grandiose changes in that short a time period (p. xv). All the textbooks came from leading 

U.S. publishers. 

Therefore, I used the following textbooks: 
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Table 3.1 

Textbooks Included in Study 

Publisher Publication Date Lead Author Title 

McDougal/Littell 2006 G.A. Danzer The Americans 

Prentice Hall 2010 J.D. Keene Visions of America 

Pearson-Prentice Hall 2006 A. Cayton America: Pathways 
to the Present 

Pearson-Prentice Hall 2003 J. Davidson The American Nation 

Glencoe/McGraw Hill 2008 J. Appleby The American Vision 

 

Examination of Primary Source Materials 

There are many types of primary sources. As Riessman (1993) stated, a “primary 

way individuals make sense of experience is by casting it in narrative form” (p. 4). 

Narratives are useful for what they reveal about “social life.” Culture “speaks itself” 

through an individual’s story” (p. 5). In identifying a primary source for inclusion in this 

study, I used sets publicly available to educators. My parameters for inclusion were sets 

that had direct quotations, poems, photographs, song lyrics, newspaper articles, diaries, 

and letters included within archetypical resources created by a person whose experience 

represents their demographic, and is compiled into sometimes already well-known works 

of non-fiction. All the sources’ authors were adults during the Civil War. They rose from 

the unique perspective of the individuals who created them, but represented the 

demographic from which they were chosen. They sometimes contained factual 

inaccuracies, bias, or opinions that historians will later debunk, but they accurately 
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represented the perspective of the average person at that time. Although primary sources’ 

accessibility is a positive recent development, some items I used were less famous or 

well-known to access perspectives that weren’t represented in textbooks. Lee (2002) 

found that many primary sources were available digitally, allowing for increased 

accessibility (p. 503). Simply by using a computer, anyone could read and analyze these 

documents, leading to what Bolick (2006) called “democratizing the doing of history” (p. 

122). For this dissertation, I included sources produced by and for eight demographics of 

people, to represent broad segments of society. These are: A White Union soldier, a 

White immigrant Union soldier, a Union-affiliated White woman, a free Black male 

living in the North after escaping slavery, a free Black woman born in Philadelphia, male 

and female slaves, a Confederate soldier, and a Confederate female slaveholder. The 

diversity of the primary sources made analysis and comparison to textbooks more 

powerful and interesting. I chose sources from people who were not in power, and whose 

authors weren’t noteworthy before the war (although some became prominent). Other 

sources were from more well-known people. The hope was that there would be more 

opportunity to compare with textbooks if I widened the net. The books were 

predominantly those based on narratives, letters and diaries. By using a wide range of 

voices, I was satisfied that I accessed plenty of relevant elements to compare with 

textbook content. 

Therefore, I used the following books: 
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Table 3.2 

Primary Source Books Included in Study 

Demographic Title Author Publication 
Date 

White Union soldier The Diary of Alfred Edward 
Waldo 

Alfred Edward 
Waldo 2006 

White immigrant 
Union soldier 

On to Atlanta: The Civil War 
Diaries of John Hill Ferguson, 
Illinois Tenth Regiment of 
Volunteers 

Editor: Janet 
Correll Ellison 2001 

Union-affiliated White 
woman 

Village Life in America 1852–
1872: The Diary of Caroline 
Cowles Richards 

Caroline 
Cowles 
Richards 

2016 

Free Black male 
soldier from the North  

On the Altar of Freedom: A Black 
Soldier's Civil War Letters from 
the Front 

James Henry 
Gooding 
Editor: Virginia 
M. Adams 

1992 

Free Black woman 
born in Philadelphia 

Emilie Davis's Civil War: The 
Diaries of a Free Black Woman 
in Philadelphia, 1863–1865 

Editor: Judith 
Giesberg 2014 

Male and female 
slaves 

The Slaves' War: The Civil War 
in the Words of Former Slaves Andrew Ward 2009 

Confederate soldier 
Company Aytch, Or, a Side Show 
of the Big Show: A Classic 
Memoir of the Civil War  

Editor: M. 
Thomas Inge 1999 

Confederate female 
slaveholder 

When the World Ended: The 
Diary of Emma LeConte 

Editor: Earl 
Schenck Miers 1957 
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Data Analysis 

Prior Knowledge 

 Preceding the analysis, I spent a significant amount of time reading about and 

researching the Civil War to enhance and augment prior knowledge. This facilitated my 

“catching” the significance of the inclusion or exclusion of content and materials, and 

generally created a fluency in the language of the Civil War. Included were important and 

critically acclaimed books about the Civil War, collective memory, the experiences of 

both northern and southern soldiers, women, African American lives, military history, 

and culture of the era. Compiled through reading a number of authoritative lists of 

recommended Civil War books, they included: 

1. Embattled Courage: The Experience of Combat in the American Civil War 

(1989) by Gerald Linderman 

2. All For the Union: The Civil War Diary and Letters of Elisha Hunt 

Rhodes (1985) by Robert Hunt Rhodes 

3. The Union Soldier in Battle: Enduring the Ordeal of Combat (1997) by 

Earl J. Hess 

4. This Republic of Suffering: Death and the American Civil War (2008) by 

Drew Gilpin Faust 

5. Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (2002) by David 

W. Blight 

6. Battle Cry of Freedom (1988) by James McPherson 

7. Robert E. Lee: A Biography (1934) by Douglas Southall Freeman 
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8. Mary Chesnut’s Civil War (1981) edited by C. Vann Woodward 

9. The Bravest of the Brave: The Correspondence of Stephen Dodson 

Ramseur (2010) edited by George G. Kundahl 

10. Bond of Iron: Master and Slave at Buffalo Forge (1995) By Charles B. 

Dew 

Overall Plan 

I started with textbook chapters, then analyzed primary sources. The end goal was 

to determine if the “lived” experiences of the primary source subjects aligned with the 

portrayal of experiences of similar demographics in the textbooks. Nicholls (2003) found 

that although there are many qualitative and quantitative studies in textbook research, 

most do not set out clear, generic outlines for analyzing texts (p. 1). The review of the 

literature (See Chapter 2) revealed a number of studies whose evaluation instruments 

would not suffice for this study. Therefore, this study included the creation of an 

evaluation instrument (Appendix A) to analyze and interpret narrative features and 

themes in both the primary sources and textbooks. I primarily used the work of Riessman 

(1993) and Labov (1972, 1982) to achieve this. I created this worksheet using Riessman’s 

(1993) steps of analysis and Labov’s (1972) six basic elements of storytelling, and used it 

with my analysis of both primary sources and tertiary sources. I first focused on the 

analysis of one individual at a time, starting with primary source documents. It was 

important to conduct close readings, and reduce the data through methodic transcribing of 

what I found.  I searched for narrative markers in the documents, and used Labov’s 

(1972) framework of six basic elements of storytelling to isolate recurring narrative 
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features. Then, I analyzed themes I found, writing as vivid a vignette as possible for each 

person, paying attention to Riessman’s (1993) recommendations: 

To avoid the tendency to read a narrative simply for content, and the equally 

dangerous tendency to read it as evidence for a prior theory … begin with the 

structure of the narrative: How is it organized? Why does an informant develop 

her tale this way in conversation with this listener … identify … what is taken for 

granted by speaker and listener … interpretation cannot be avoided … Whose 

voice is represented in the final product? How open is the text to other readings? 

How are we situated in the personal narratives we collect and analyze (p. 61)? 

My steps were to “tell” (reading stories and trying to understand perspective), to 

“transcribe” (transform documents to text and put it into a retranscription form, labeling 

using the Labov framework), and to “analyze” (vividly summarize the basic elements of 

experiences). 

Challenges of Transcription Process 

Riessman (1993) wrote that inevitably researchers struggle with the issue of how 

to transcribe, especially when materials are lengthy. Unfortunately, there is no easy 

answer because transforming written text, “precisely because it is a representation, 

involves selection and reduction” (p. 56). Her advice was to begin with a rough 

transcription. This first draft of the entire (document) gets the words and other striking 

features on paper. Then, Riessman suggested going back and retranscribing selected 

portions for detailed analysis. In this process “features of the discourse often ‘jump out’” 

(p. 57). Also, she wrote of 
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… no way to avoid the painstaking work of personally retranscribing the sections 

of text … it is … the stuff of analysis itself, the “unpacking” of structure that is 

essential to interpretation. By transcribing at this level, interpretive categories 

emerge, ambiguities in language are heard, and … the way the story is told 

provides clues about meaning (p. 58). 

Like Riessman, I used Labov’s (1972, 1982) framework of six basic elements of 

storytelling to organize simple narratives. Riessman described the reasoning behind using 

Labov’s framework: 

Well-formed stories, according to Labov, are made from a common set of 

elements and every clause has a function: to provide an abstract for what follows 

(How does it begin?), orient the listener (Who/what does it involve, and 

when/where?), carry the complicating action (Then what happened?), evaluate its 

meaning (So what?), and resolve the action (What finally happened?) (p. 59). 

As a coda, Labov asked, “What does it all mean?” After distinguishing the distinctive 

narrative features of a source, I moved to the analysis phase. I used the same process with 

each textbook, treating them as “individuals” telling specific stories of the Civil War. I 

used the same process as above, even though these are more often group narratives, with 

multiple authors. 

Thematic Analysis 

Finally, I engaged in a thematic content analysis and found common themes both 

within and across groups. As Patton (2002) wrote, “It is common in qualitative analysis 

for mounds of field notes and months of work to reduce to a small number of core themes 
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(p. 7). He asserted that “content analysis is used to refer to any qualitative data reduction 

and sense-making effort that takes a volume of qualitative material and attempts to 

identify core consistencies and meanings” (p. 453). Through inductive analysis, I 

discovered themes, and therefore findings, through interacting with data, and compared 

the textbooks with the primary sources. Finally, I summarized the implications for 

practice, policy, and students.   

Threats to Validity 

Some threats to validity hindered this research. As Maxwell (2005) stated, I was 

not “required to attain some ultimate truth in order … to be useful and believable” (p. 

106). A consideration for qualitative research is that it 

Rarely ha(s) the benefit of previously planned comparisons, sampling strategies, 

or statistical manipulations that “control for” plausible threats and must try to rule 

out most validity threats after the research has begun, using evidence collected 

during the research itself to make the “alternative hypotheses” implausible (p. 

107). 

Specifically, to rule out threats to validity, I addressed the following: 

1) Measurement tools: I created these exclusively for this research. They have not 

been tested before. Do the evaluation methods correctly represent themes within 

the documents?  To ensure this, I carefully constructed tools using well-known 

and respected models (Labov, 1967; Riessman, 1993) and time-tested collective 

memory books (Linderman, 1989; Mitchell, 1995) as guides. This analysis 

worksheet is in Appendix A. 
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2) The nature of qualitative research: In it, the researcher was the medium through 

which information travels. As Riessman (1993) explained, “Narratives are 

interpretive and, in turn require interpretation.” They do not “speak for 

themselves,” or “provide direct access to other times, places, or cultures.” Our 

analytic interpretations are partial, alternative truths that aim for “believability, 

not certitude, for enlargement of understanding rather than control. [Stivers, 1993, 

p. 424] (p. 22). Omission, passage of time, social discourses and inconstant power 

relations, and hidden agendas of the writer all inevitably create different 

descriptions of the same event. Therefore, Riessman (1993) pointed out, 

“verification criteria turn slippery, (and) … traditional notions of reliability 

simply do not apply to narrative studies … validity must be radically 

reconceptualized. The best we can hope for as researchers is to establish the 

“trustworthiness,” not “truth” of our subjects (p. 64). 

As Patton (2002) explained, “The credibility of qualitative methods, therefore, 

hinges to a great extent on the skill, competence, and rigor of the person doing fieldwork” 

(p. 14).  To counteract this inherent potential threat, I carefully vetted evaluation 

methods, changing and refining a number of times. Additionally, I was careful that I 

searched, but did not “reach,” for inconsistencies between textbooks and primary sources. 

When I found them, my conclusions were not leaps; they were obvious and backed by 

examples. Additionally, the wide range of the types of individuals whose work I 

researched made it likely they would construct different narratives about the same event. 

However, as Riessman (1993) stated, discussing troubling or complex events should vary 
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because the past is a “selective reconstruction” (p. 64). Finally, I was careful to not find 

data to fit existing theories or preconceptions. My previous assumption was that I would 

criticize textbooks for faulty use of primary sources, that I would find textbooks both 

glorified and dehumanized war, and students were not well served. I needed to remain 

open to the possibility that some or all of these preconceptions were incorrect. 

3) I removed textbooks from the context of their use. As Romanowski (2009) found, 

we cannot assume information in textbooks is taught by teachers or learned by 

students. As he explained, 

U.S. history textbooks are not identical in their scope and sequence, and are 

bound by space constraints. Therefore, the examination of one particular historical 

event such as the Civil War might do disservice to a particular textbook because 

the publisher might have given more detailed accounts of other episodes in U.S. 

history (p. 29). 

I needed, therefore, to assign the correct importance or impact when or if I found 

inconsistencies. 

 I employed several recommended validity tests (Maxwell, 2005; Miles, 

Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). It was crucial to include “rich” data, detailed and varied 

enough to provide a full and revealing picture. So, I expanded the pool of primary source 

writers, including both online and paper sources. I read the entire source, not simply 

looking, for example, at important dates within diaries. Maxwell (2005) found this 

method would provide grounding for, and tests of, my conclusions (p. 111). Additionally, 

because the people who produced these items have long since died, I hoped that reading 
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extensively from an author ensured respondent validation. I needed to be cognizant that 

initial reactions to soldiering or Lincoln’s assassination were not inherently true or 

accurate. Rather, it was evidence of the validity of my accounting of their reactions. I 

identified and analyzed discrepant evidence that potentially caused me to modify 

conclusions. Maxwell’s (2005) recommendation to use triangulation (collecting 

information from a range of individuals and settings, using a variety of methods) was 

central to my entire project (p. 112). In particular, I watched for self-reporting bias from 

men and women whose identities were embedded in their role in the Civil War. As I 

interacted with the material, a focus for analysis emerged. As Mishler (1992) identified, 

as investigators interact with subjects, analytic ideas change. Features of the discourse 

often emerge (pp. 317–324). I maintained investigational flexibility. Finally, on the 

recommendation of Riessman (1993), I tried to make the coherence, or description of my 

interpretations, as “thick” as possible (p. 67). As she described, 

Investigators must continuously modify initial hypotheses about speakers’ beliefs 

and goals (global coherence) in light of the structure of particular narratives (local 

coherence) and recurrent themes that unify the text (themal coherence) … Agar 

and Hobbes (1982) showed … if an utterance is shown to be understandable in 

terms of the three kinds of coherence, the interpretation is strengthened’ [p. 29] 

(p. 67). 

 I have supported conclusions as much as possible by triangulating the intentions of the 

writers, the arrangement of the narratives, and the themes of the documents. 
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Limitations 

As with any content analysis, there were inevitable limitations to this research. 

There were problems inherent with the educational give and take in a classroom. First, a 

major limitation was that the research took place outside of the context of a classroom. 

Therefore, we couldn’t assume that any information would definitely educate a student. It 

must be said, however, that this is true for any resource in any class in every school. We 

must rely upon the professionalism and efforts of the teacher to encourage students to 

fully use and understand materials. Next, as Romanowski (2009) explained, “... teachers 

mediate and transform text material when they employ it in the classroom, and students 

selectively accept, interpret, and reject the knowledge taught in schools based on their 

own biographies that are shaped by race, class, gender, and reflected parental values” (p. 

29). Simply because I assumed they viewed a passage, document, or chapter in a certain 

way did not make it so. Students absorb information (or don’t) in varying amounts. 

Certainly, there were an undeniable number of challenges. 

Additionally, there were potential pitfalls with primary sources. As has been 

previously stated, the sources themselves can contain inaccuracies and bias. Moreover, as 

Rabinow and Sullivan (1988) stated, “Every text is plurivocal, open to several readings 

and to several constructions” (p. 12). Because the researcher lives in a different time and 

place to when a source is created, they may misinterpret or even miss meaning in the 

source. In the case of an event like the Civil War, the researcher has no direct access to 

the primary experience. As Riessman, 1993 indicated, we are interpreting fluid and 

contextual information (p. 15). 
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CHAPTER 4: ANALYSIS OF TEXTBOOKS 

 This chapter includes an analysis of five major United States History textbooks. I 

created an evaluation instrument (Appendix A) to analyze and interpret narrative features 

and themes. My steps were to “tell” (reading stories and trying to understand 

perspective), to “transcribe” (transform documents to text and put it into a retranscription 

form, labeling using the Labov framework), and to “analyze” (vividly summarize the 

basic elements of experiences). I used Labov’s (1972, 1982) framework of six basic 

elements of storytelling to organize simple narratives, and then asked, “What does it all 

mean?” Finally, I engaged in a thematic content analysis and found common themes both 

within and across books. Through inductive analysis, I discovered themes, and therefore 

findings, through interacting with data, and eventually compared the textbooks with the 

primary sources. Finally, I summarized the implications for practice, policy, and students.  

The Americans 

The Americans, a textbook published in 2006, contained material that originally 

appeared in earlier editions (1985 and 1991). The latest edition had five main authors. 

Four were professors and one was a social studies supervisor in a public school. It also 

had a Constitutional consultant, a contributing writer, five members of a multicultural 

advisory board, five content consultants, and 30 teacher consultants. Additionally, 37 

teachers on panels in Florida, Illinois, California, and Texas provided ongoing review 

during the development of prototypes, the table of contents, and key components of the 

program (Danzer, Klor de Alva, Krieger, Wilson, & Woloch, 2006, p. v). Thirty-seven 

teachers reviewed prototype chapters and the entire manuscript (Danzer et al., 2006, p. v). 
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Finally, a board of 22 high school students reviewed prototype materials (p. v). There 

were 34 chapters and an Epilogue for Issues for the 21st Century. 

Chapter 11, The Civil War, ran from pages 336–373. It had five sections: The 

Civil War Begins, The Politics of War, Life During Wartime, The North Takes Charge, 

and The Legacy of the War. At the start of each section, authors identified a “Main Idea,” 

“Why It Matters Now,” and “Terms and Names to Know.” There were 14 quotes 

highlighted and set aside from the main text. Most were displayed within a light blue box 

and titled, “A Personal Voice.” Seven “Skillbuilder(s)” required working with graphs, 

data, or geography. Three “Historical Spotlights,” set aside in yellow and red boxes, 

contained two or three paragraphs about a topic of interest: “Picnic at Bull Run,” “Boys 

in War,” and “Glory for the 54th Massachusetts.” There were 21 paintings and 

photographs. Two sections had an inset box, “Key Players,” with short identifications of 

Abraham Lincoln, Jefferson Davis, Ulysses S. Grant, and Robert E. Lee. Several sections 

had unique stand-alone boxes. Section two had a box, “Another Perspective: The 

Cherokee and the War,” and section three had “Science and Technology: Battlefield 

Medicine.” There were two insets: “History Through Art,” which showed the Gettysburg 

Cyclorama, and “History Through Photojournalism,” which displayed Mathew Brady’s 

photographs. A box in section five, “Now and Then,” highlighted the role of the Red 

Cross. Finally, the end of the chapter included a two-page assessment.  
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Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

The chapter’s first section began chronologically, with a quote and anecdote about 

Fort Sumter by Major Robert Anderson, commander inside the fort. Then followed a 

section, “Confederates Fire on Fort Sumter,” and subsections “Lincoln’s Dilemma,” 

“First Shots,” and “Virginia Secedes.”  

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

The beginning section of the chapter, “Confederates Fire on Fort Sumter,” 

summarized “Lincoln’s Dilemma” about how to reinforce the fort without “starting 

hostilities, which might prompt the slave states still in the Union to secede” (Danzer et 

al., 2006, p. 339). “First Shots” described Lincoln’s response as “a clever political 

maneuver,” which placed the start of the war in Jefferson Davis’s hands (p. 339). Finally, 

Davis “chose war,” and “Fort Sumter’s fall united the North,” resulting in an 

“overwhelming” number of Union volunteers (p. 339). “Virginia Secedes” described the 

reaction from Confederates in the Upper South. Virginia, and eventually four more states, 

brought the full strength of the Confederacy to 11 after “antislavery” West Virginia 

seceded (p. 339). The four remaining slave states faced a dilemma, with citizens fighting 

for the Confederacy, even though the states stayed in the Union. The subsection ended 

with a set of pie charts and bar graphs outlining Northern and Southern resources in 1861, 

showing the North’s military, industry, and population far outpaced those of the South (p. 

339).  
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Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

 The Americans’ remaining five sections described the following in some detail: 

1. The Civil War Begins (continued) 

a. Americans Expect a Short War 

i. Union and Confederate Strategies 

ii. Bull Run 

b. Union Armies in the West 

i. Forts Henry and Donelson 

ii. Shiloh 

iii. Farragut on the Lower Mississippi 

c. A Revolution in Warfare 

i. Ironclads 

ii. New Weapons 

d. The War for the Capitals 

i. “On to Richmond” 

ii. Antietam 

2. The Politics of War 

a. Britain Remains Neutral 

i. The Trent Affair 

b. Proclaiming Emancipation 

i. Lincoln’s View of Slavery 

ii. Emancipation Proclamation 



71 
 

 
 

iii. Reactions to the Proclamation 

c. Both Sides Face Political Problems 

i. Dealing With Dissent 

ii. Conscription 

iii. Draft Riots 

3. Life During Wartime 

a. African Americans Fight For Freedom 

i. African-American Soldiers 

ii. Slave Resistance in the Confederacy 

b. The War Affects Regional Economies 

i. Southern Shortages 

ii. Northern Economic Growth 

c. Soldiers Suffer on Both Sides 

i. Lives on the Lines 

ii. Civil War Medicine 

iii. Prisons 

4. The North Takes Charge 

a. Armies Clash at Gettysburg 

i. Prelude to Gettysburg 

ii. Gettysburg 

iii. The Second Day 

iv. The Third Day 
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b. Grant Wins at Vicksburg 

i. Vicksburg Under Siege 

c. The Gettysburg Address 

d. The Confederacy Wears Down 

i. Confederate Morale 

ii. Grant Appoints Sherman 

iii. Grant and Lee in Virginia 

iv. Sherman’s March 

v. The Election of 1864 

vi. The Surrender at Appomattox 

5. The Legacy of War 

a. The War Changes the Nation 

i. Political Changes 

ii. Economic Changes 

iii. Costs of the War 

b. The War Changes Lives 

i. New Birth of Freedom 

ii. Civilians Follow New Paths 

iii. The Assassination of Lincoln 

  Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

Continuing in the first section (The Civil War Begins), “Americans Expect a 

Short War” described how both sides “felt that right was on their side” (Danzer et al., 
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2006, p. 340). “Union and Confederate Strategies” outlined the “enormous advantages” 

of the North, including Lincoln. It also detailed Confederate advantages and 

disadvantages (p. 340). The different military strategies included the Anaconda Plan for 

the North, and the Confederate “goal … survival as a nation” (p. 341). 

“Bull Run” depicted the “first major bloodshed” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 341). 

General Thomas J. Jackson inspired Confederates during the “seesaw affair” to “turn the 

tide of battle into the first victory for the South,” causing a “panicky retreat to the capital” 

(p. 341). Included were maps of Civil War battles of 1861–1862, and a Historical 

Spotlight focusing on Northern spectators who watched Bull Run and retreated in a hurry. 

The inset “A Personal Voice” quoted a New York World reporter describing “the chaos 

at the scene” (p. 342). The Confederates’ “exhaust(ion) and disorganiz(ation)” prevented 

an attack on Washington, but morale “soared” to the point that “many Southern soldiers, 

confident that the war was over, left the army and went home” (p. 342).  

“Union Armies in the West” related how Bull Run forced Lincoln to call for more 

soldiers and longer enlistments. He appointed General George McClellan to lead the 

Army of the Potomac. Then, “Union forces in the West began to fight for control of the 

Mississippi” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 342).  

“Forts Henry and Donelson” described the successes of Ulysses S. Grant, “a 

rumpled West Point graduate who had failed at everything he had tried in civilian life” 

(Danzer et al., 2006, p. 342). He was, however, “a brave, tough, and decisive military 

commander,” who captured Confederate Forts Henry and Donelson with “no terms 

except unconditional and immediate surrender,” giving birth to the nickname 
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“Unconditional Surrender Grant” (p. 342).  

“Shiloh” recounted the ferocity of the battle, described as a “draw” and “strategic 

lessons,” such as how “bloody the war might become” and “at least part of the Union’s” 

Anaconda Plan “might succeed” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 342). Finally, “Farragut on the 

Lower Mississippi” discussed Union Admiral David Farragut and his efforts to take New 

Orleans, another part of the Anaconda Plan (p. 343).  

“A Revolution in Warfare,” under the paragraph “Ironclads,” detailed the battle 

between ironclad ships — the North’s Monitor, and the South’s Merrimack, and asserted 

the “era of wooden fighting ships was over” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 343). “New 

Weapons” described how the invention of the rifle and the minié ball, along with 

“primitive hand grenades and landmines,” “gradually changed military strategy,” and 

provided “soldiers fighting from inside trenches or behind barricades … a great 

advantage” (p. 344).  

“The War for the Capitals” conveyed “the plan to capture the Confederate capital 

at Richmond … faltered,” in spite of progress with the Anaconda Plan (Danzer et al., 

2006, p. 344). It noted Lincoln’s frustration with General McClellan’s extreme caution. 

“On to Richmond” contrasted Lee’s command and personality with McClellan’s (p. 344). 

A series of battles followed, culminating in “Antietam.” The section briefly noted Lee’s 

victory at Second Bull Run, and McClellan’s luck in finding Lee’s army orders. “For 

once, McClellan acted aggressively” (p. 345). The resulting battle “proved to be the 

bloodiest single-day battle in American history … Instead of pursuing the battered 

Confederate army and possibly ending the Civil War, McClellan, cautious as always, did 



75 
 

 
 

nothing” (p. 345). The first section ended with Lincoln firing McClellan.  

“The Politics of War” began with Southern hopes that Britain would formally 

recognize the Confederacy as an independent nation, using a pessimistic quote from 

Confederate diplomat William Yancey about Europe’s anti-slavery “sentiment” (Danzer 

et al., 2006, p. 346). “Britain Remains Neutral” described Britain’s dependence on 

Northern wheat, and lessening reliance on the South’s cotton. Still, the section “The Trent 

Affair” told how the Northern arrest of two Confederate diplomats aboard a British 

merchant ship escalated tensions between Britain and the North, and how Lincoln backed 

down, vowing to “fight just one war at a time,” to the relief of both sides (p. 346).  

“Proclaiming Emancipation” stated that “Lincoln’s View of Slavery” was 

subservient to his primary objective of saving the Union. However, as the war 

progressed, Lincoln found “a way to use his constitutional war powers to end slavery” 

(Danzer et al., 2006, p. 347). Since “slave labor built fortifications and grew food for the 

Confederacy … just as he could order the Union army to seize Confederate supplies, he 

could also authorize the army to emancipate slaves.” Also, it would help keep “Britain 

from supporting the Confederacy.” “Emancipation was not just a moral issue; it became a 

weapon of war “(p. 347).  

“Emancipation Proclamation” summarized its content, highlighted a quote, and 

pointed out that it only applied to states in rebellion, not “to the slave states that had not 

seceded” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 347). “Reactions to the Proclamation” pointed out the 

“symbolic importance” and “high moral purpose” the proclamation gave the Union cause 

(p. 348). “Personal Voice,” a quote from a “free-born African American,” described the 
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joyous reaction in front of the White House, and how the provision allowing African 

Americans to enlist was “welcomed” (p. 348). It also described segments of Northern 

society that did not approve, such as Democrats, some Union soldiers, and, of course, 

Confederates. “After the Emancipation Proclamation, compromise was no longer an 

option … it was a fight to the death” (p. 348).  

“Both Sides Face Political Problems” pointed out that “neither side in the Civil 

War was completely unified” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 349). “Dealing with Dissent” 

described Lincoln’s suspension of habeas corpus to deal with Confederate sympathizers, 

and Supreme Court Chief Justice Roger B. Taney’s ruling that Lincoln “had gone beyond 

his constitutional powers” (p. 349). Authors described Copperheads (Northern 

Democrats) and how Jefferson Davis was forced to “follow the Union president’s 

example in the Confederacy” (p. 349). “Lincoln’s actions in dramatically expanding 

presidential powers to meet the crises of wartime set a precedent … some presidents have 

cited war or ‘national security’ as a reason to expand the powers of the executive branch 

of government” (p. 349).  

“Conscription” related that before long, casualties and desertions led to draft laws 

in both the North and South that “ran into trouble” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 349). In spite 

of resented exemptions for the wealthy, however, the majority of those who served were 

volunteers, including 180,000 African Americans. “Draft Riots” described how poor 

White workers — “especially Irish immigrants — thought it unfair that they should have 

to fight a war to free slaves” (p. 350). Once the draft started, angry men “rampaged 

through the city ... wrecked draft offices, Republican newspaper offices, and the homes of 
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antislavery leaders … They attacked well-dressed men … and African Americans,” 

resulting in the deaths of more than 100 people. (p. 350). 

“Life During Wartime” described Mary Chesnut, “a well-born Southerner whose 

husband served in the Confederate government,” and included her quote lamenting 

inflation caused by the war (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 351). “African Americans Fight for 

Freedom” detailed the contributions of “African American Soldiers,” and “Slave 

Resistance in the Confederacy.” Although “African Americans made up only one percent 

of the North’s population, by war’s end nearly 10% of the Union army was African 

American” (p. 352). Black soldiers dealt with discrimination, as well as a higher 

mortality rate due to disease and execution when captured. The Fort Pillow massacre was 

briefly described. The Confederacy considered drafting slaves in 1863 and 1864, despite 

General Howell Cobb’s opinion, “If slaves will make good soldiers, our whole theory of 

slavery is wrong” (p. 352). “Slave Resistance in the Confederacy” listed acts of slave 

sabotage that “gradually weakened the plantation system. By 1864 even many 

Confederates realized that slavery was doomed” (p. 352).  

“The War Affects Regional Economies” said that “In general, the war expanded 

the North’s economy while shattering that of the South” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 353). 

“Southern Shortages” told of deficits of food and other items. It quoted a woman about 

bread riots in Richmond. “Northern Economic Growth” described how “the army’s need 

for uniforms, shoes, guns, and other supplies supported woolen mills, steel foundries, 

coal mines, and many other industries” (p. 353). Wages “did not keep up with prices, and 

many people’s standard of living declined” (p. 353). Free Blacks, immigrants, women, 
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and boys replaced men in jobs for less money. Companies profited immensely from 

government contracts, “mostly because such contractors often cheated,” and Congress 

passed the nation’s first income tax in 1863 (p. 354).  

“Soldiers Suffer on Both Sides” conveyed the heavy casualties and poor living 

conditions, diet, and medical care in the Union and Confederacy alike. “Lives on the 

Lines” described poor hygiene that resulted in “body lice, dysentery, and diarrhea (that) 

were common” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 354). Meals were sparse.  

“Civil War Medicine” detailed the United States Sanitary Commission and its 

tasks, and Dorothea Dix, Clara Barton, and other women’s efforts to nurse the wounded. 

Southern women, although less centrally organized, were also recognized. Included on 

this page was a box, “Science and Technology: Battlefield Medicine,” that included 

pictures of field hospitals, Barton, and surgeon’s tools (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 355).  

“Prisons” conveyed horrific conditions in the Confederate-run Andersonville 

prison, and the Union’s prisons in Elmira and Camp Douglas. Overcrowding, lack of 

shelter, food, sanitation, and medical care accounted for the “15% of Union prisoners … 

(that) died, while 12% of Confederate prisoners died in Northern prisons” (Danzer et al., 

2006, p. 356).  

“The North Takes Charge” quoted a Civil War history book that previewed the 

battle of Gettysburg. “Armies Clash at Gettysburg” explained that the battle was “the 

turning point of the Civil War,” after which “General Lee would never again possess 

sufficient forces to invade a Northern state” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 357). “Prelude to 

Gettysburg” summarized 1863 leading up to the battle, and how it had actually gone well 
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for the South with its victory at Chancellorsville. In spite of the loss of Stonewall 

Jackson, Lee “decided to press his military advantage and invade the North,” hoping that 

“an invasion would force Lincoln to pull troops away from Vicksburg … (and) tip the 

political balance of power in the Union to pro-Southern Democrats” (p. 358). 

“Gettysburg,” “The Second Day,” and “The Third Day” conveyed the development and 

conduct of the battle. “The three-day battle produced staggering losses,” they wrote. 

Total casualties were more than 30% … Lee would continue to lead his men 

brilliantly in the next two years or the war, but neither he nor the Confederacy 

would ever recover from the loss (p. 360).  

 “Grant Wins at Vicksburg” summarized his campaign in the West, and eventual 

victory at the siege of Vicksburg. It included a map of the campaign. Beneath “The 

Gettysburg Address,” Lincoln’s speech was reproduced, along with the assertion that it 

“remade America” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 361). Next to the address, authors asked under 

a “Main Idea” box: “What beliefs about the United States did Lincoln express in the 

Gettysburg Address?” (p. 361).  

 “The Confederacy Wears Down” described how the defeats of 1863 “cost the 

South much of its limited fighting power,” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 362). “It could only 

hope to hang on long enough to destroy Northern morale and work towards an armistice 

… rather than a surrender” (p. 362). “Confederate Morale” outlined the deterioration of 

the South’s fighting ability: lack of food, labor, discord in the government, and desertions 

of soldiers (p. 362). Peace movements “sprang up” in 1863, in “the mountain districts of 

North Carolina, South Carolina, Georgia, and Alabama” which Assistant Secretary of 
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War John Campbell acknowledged “menaces the existence of the Confederacy as fatally 

as … the armies of the United States” (p. 362).  

 “Grant Appoints Sherman” detailed how Lincoln appointed Grant commander of 

all Union armies, and “in turn (he) appointed William Tecumseh Sherman as commander 

of the military division of the Mississippi. These two appointments would change the 

course of the war” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 363). Included on the page was a map of the 

conduct of the war from 1863–1865. Grant and Sherman believed in total war, which 

informed their decisions and conduct for the next two years: 

They believed that it was essential to fight not only the South’s armies and 

government, but its civilian population as well. They reasoned, first, that civilians 

produced the weapons, grew the food, and transported the goods on which the 

armies relied, and, second, that the strength of the people’s will kept the war 

going. If the Union destroyed that will to fight, the Confederacy would collapse” 

(p. 363).  

“Grant and Lee in Virginia” outlined “Grant’s overall strategy (to) immobilize 

Lee’s army in Virginia while Sherman raided Georgia” (Danzer et al., p. 363). Grant 

“threw his troops into battle after battle,” as he “could afford” the casualties. Authors 

recounted the Wilderness, Spotsylvania, Cold Harbor, and Petersburg. Grant was willing 

to expend his soldiers, earning the newspaper nickname the “butcher.” He told Lincoln, 

“Whatever happens, there will be no turning back” (p. 363).  

“Sherman’s March” began with Sherman’s occupation of Atlanta, and his 

decision to “fight a different battle” by “abandon(ing) his supply lines and march(ing) 



81 
 

 
 

southeast through Georgia, creating a wide path of destruction and living off the land as 

he went” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 364). Sherman vowed to “make Southerners ‘so sick of 

war that generations would pass away before they would again appeal to it’” (p. 364). It 

detailed even greater destruction in South Carolina, characterized as revenge for 

secession. “In contrast, when Sherman’s forces entered North Carolina, which had been 

the last state to secede, they stopped destroying private homes, and — anticipating the 

end of the war — began handing out food and other supplies” (p. 364).  

“The Election of 1864” recounted political opposition that Lincoln faced from 

Democrats and Radical Republicans. Authors explained why opposition existed, who the 

rival candidates were, and that Lincoln thought “I am going to be beaten, and unless 

some great change takes place, badly beaten” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 364). The changes 

Lincoln hoped for — Farragut closing Mobile Bay, Sherman’s taking of Atlanta, and 

General Philip Sheridan’s victories in the Shenandoah Valley — “buoyed the North, and 

with the help of absentee ballots cast by Union soldiers, Lincoln won a second term” (p. 

365).  

“The Surrender At Appomattox” detailed how with “Grant and Sheridan … 

approach(ed) Richmond from the west, while Sherman was approaching from the South 

… the end of the Confederacy was near.” It recounted Davis’s “abandon(ment) (of) their 

capital, setting it afire to keep the Northerners from taking it” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 

365). Lee and Grant met at Appomattox Court House, and “at Lincoln’s request, the 

terms were generous.” “After four long years, at tremendous human and economic costs, 

the Civil War was over” (p. 365). 
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“The Legacy of the War” started with a quote from a chaplain of the 28th United 

States Colored Troops, recounting how he and crowds at Richmond cheered for the end 

of the war. The section covered “freedom for slaves,” and how “the struggle transformed 

the nation’s economy, its government, the conduct of warfare, and the future careers of 

many of its participants” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 366). “The War Changes the Nation” 

recounted the “tremendous political, economic, technological, and social change in the 

United States. It also exacted a high price in the cost of human life” (p. 366). “Political 

Changes” asserted that the war eliminated the threat of secession when states disagreed 

with federal policies. The war greatly increased the federal government’s power,  

After the war, U.S. citizens could no longer assume that the national government 

in Washington was too far away to bother them (p. 367).  

“Economic Changes” described the war’s “profound impact on the nation’s 

economy” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 367). Authors mentioned the construction of a national 

railroad system and the National Bank Act of 1863. The Northern economy benefited. 

Entrepreneurs selling war supplies “thus had money to invest in new businesses after the 

war.” There was a dramatic increase of “the sale of labor-saving agricultural tools.” “By 

the war’s end, large-scale commercial agriculture had taken hold” (p. 367). In contrast, in 

the South, the devastation left by the war “wrecked most of the region’s industry … took 

away the South’s source of cheap labor … wiped out 40% of the livestock, destroyed 

much of the South’s farm machinery, and railroads, and left thousands of acres of land 

uncultivated” (p. 367). The economic disparity between North and South, already wide, 

became worse (p. 368).  
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 “Costs of the War” cited statistics underscoring the human and economic toll of 

the Civil War. This included deaths (360,000 in the North and 260,000 in the South), 

wounded (275,000 in the North and 225,000 in the South), and the large number of 

amputees who survived (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 368). Nearly 10% of the nation’s 

approximately 31,000,000 people were in military service, “disrupt(ing) their education, 

their careers, and their families” (p. 368). It included the staggering costs of the war, and 

its long-lasting effects — “Twenty years later, interest payments on the war debt plus 

veterans’ pensions still accounted for almost two-thirds of the federal budget” (p. 368).  

 “The War Changes Lives” described what happened to people because of the war. 

The section summarized the impact on African Americans. “New Birth of Freedom” 

discussed deals to pass the Thirteenth Amendment, ending slavery. A page-long insert on 

“History Through Photojournalism” described “Mathew Brady’s Photographs,” including 

several pictures, their impact, and the circumstances under which he took them (Danzer 

et al., 2006, p. 369).  

 “Civilians Follow New Paths” summarized how specific individuals and groups 

of people “had to find new directions for their lives” (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 370).  Some 

war leaders “continued their military careers, while others returned to civilian life.” It 

recounted Sherman and Lee’s post-war lives. Veterans either “returned to their small 

towns and farms … (or) found that they were not satisfied … but wanted larger fields,” 

and “moved to large cities or went west” (p. 370). Barton’s founding of the American 

Red Cross in was an example of those “who tried to turn their wartime experience to 

good” (p. 370).  
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 Finally, “The Assassination of Lincoln” described the event in detail, along with 

John Wilkes Booth’s actions on April 14, 1865 (though authors only conveyed his 

motivation as being a “Southern sympathizer”) (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 370). The section 

included a quote from Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles, who “recorded the public’s 

immediate reactions in his diary,” including his famous description “in front of the White 

House … of several hundred colored people … weeping and wailing.” It depicted 

Lincoln’s funeral train and the massive public mourning following the “martyred leader” 

(p. 371).  

Evaluation: So What? 

Generally, the chapter thoroughly but briefly described the Civil War. It 

attempted to summarize in 37 pages a four-year monumental event that forever altered 

every aspect of life in the United States. Authors left out or treated in a cursory way many 

events or people that might be interesting or relevant (and therefore more memorable) to 

students; especially those related to women’s roles, ethnic representations, and the 

influence of and upon different economic classes: 

Table 4.1 

Paragraphs Including Women’s Roles, Ethnic Representations, Economic Class 

Descriptor Included in ---- Number of Paragraphs (186 total) 

Women’s Roles 5 

Ethnic Representations 31 

Economic Class 18 
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The chapter was not ordered thematically, but chronologically. It began with the 

firing on Fort Sumter, and ended with Lincoln’s assassination. Themes cropped up 

throughout. Authors included the impact of the war on African Americans’ lives, for 

example, on pages 346–348, 350–352, 366, and 368. However, even when the theme 

appeared on consecutive pages, it was (with one exception) no more than a paragraph or 

two in a row. In other words, it did not cover African American life throughout. Authors 

mixed it in with other things.  

Authors largely used examples and voices of well-known people. In the chapter’s 

first section, these included Major Robert Anderson (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 338), 

Abraham Lincoln (p. 341, p. 344, p. 347, p. 348), Ulysses S. Grant (p. 342), Confederate 

diplomat William Yancey (p. 346), Jefferson and Varina Davis (p. 348). There were 

some notable exceptions. These included “A woman describing the starving Confederate 

troops,” Mary Bedinger Mitchell (p. 344), a “newspaper reporter,” (p. 342), Sam Watkins 

(p. 340), and Reverend Henry M. Turner (a free-born African American from 

Washington, D.C.) (p. 348).  

The textbook balanced Northern and Southern quotes and perspectives. Authors 

illustrated motives behind each side’s actions. They “took sides” in representing concepts 

such as slavery negatively, but also explained why Southerners wanted it upheld. The 

book did not, however, include competing opinions from within a community. For 

example, it only briefly mentioned how some Northern soldiers resented fighting to 

destroy slavery. 

The Americans’ authors used a variety of methods to deliver content. They 
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included text, photographs, paintings, charts, maps, “Spotlights,” and other inset boxes in 

the main text. They also referred within the chapter to supplementary materials, such as 

videos included with the textbook (Danzer et al., 2006, p. 351).  

 Coda/Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

 Authors tried to deliver content in a lively way. They did not glamorize the 

concept of war; if anything, they hammered home its brutal realities. Compared to other 

textbooks, The Americans included the second-highest number of quotations, presumably 

to humanize the Civil War and make it relatable. Much of the problem with this (and 

many) textbooks is the volume of information authors examined in a small amount of 

space. For example, the book only mentioned briefly how some Northern soldiers 

resented fighting to destroy slavery. This could have been due to space constraints, or it 

might be unreasonable to expect authors to consider more than the most common 

perspectives. Similarly, in an attempt to appeal to curriculum writers across all states and 

cultural mores, The Americans included the most obvious moral stances, like slavery was 

immoral, or war was brutal.  

Visions of America 

The textbook Visions of America was published in 2010. The edition had three 

main authors, all of whom were college professors and writers. In addition, there were 

“more than three hundred and fifty reviewers, focus group participants, and class testers” 

who “evaluated both the extensive visual program and the narrative text” and 

“commented on the selection of images and their integration into the narrative” (p. xxix). 

There were 16 “Class Testers” and 83 “Student Reviewers” (p. xxxii). Unusually, pages 
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xxi–xxiii included a “Preface” where authors discussed in question and answer format 

“their goals in writing Visions of America” (p. xxi). As they taught in “classrooms 

familiar to most of the instructors and students who will use this book,” authors realized 

that “most” students “share … a distorted vision” of history in which it is “a series of 

events that unfolded as if preordained” (p. xxi).  

As historians we know that history is never inevitable, that vehement 

disagreements have shaped the past and continue to influence the present, that 

events are driven by choices, and that outcomes are unknowable to those who 

make those choices. We wrote Visions of America to make those perceptions just 

as obvious to our readers (p. xxi).  

Authors claimed to utilize a “unique approach” in which they explored “competing 

political, social, and cultural visions … that have generated conflicts … so that students 

can learn to appreciate the dynamic debates that shaped our nation (p. xxi). “Every 

element of the text reinforces the competing visions theme, from the narrative and images 

to the highlighted quotes and features” (p. xxi). The book “promotes active learning on 

every page,” with a “lively writing style” that “shows (students) history is a living 

narrative open to interpretation and the product of decisions people made in their past” 

(p. xxiii). Visions of America was a “Volume One,” with 14 chapters. 

Chapter 13, “A Nation Torn Apart: The Civil War, 1861–1865,” ran from pages 

374–403. It contained four sections: “Mobilization, Strategy and Diplomacy,” “The Early 

Campaigns, 1861–1863,” “Behind the Lines,” and “Toward Union Victory.” Authors 

summarized each section with a short paragraph at its start. Several features repeated in 
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all the chapters, presumably so students could practice historic skills consistently. 

Authors included descriptions of the features in the Preface. “Chapter Openings 

combine(d) a vivid image with a narrative introduction, highlighting the major themes of 

the chapter. A pithy quote sound(ed) a voice from the past, and a visual outline 

preview(ed) the chapter’s main topics” (Keene et al., 2010, p. xxv). “Historical images 

are imaginatively displayed,” and “at the bottom of every page, a learning objective in the 

form of a question focuses students on the key message of the page.” (p. xxv).  

“Competing Visions” used primary source documents such as “personal letters, diary 

entries, speeches, editorials, and other written documents” to highlight “conflicting 

visions for America” (p. xxi). Maps and graphics “make data accessible and provide(d) 

geographical context (p. xxv). The feature “Choices and Consequences”  

Drives home the point that history is shaped by the choices we make as a nation. 

Each one focuses on a significant choice that confronted ordinary citizens, 

political leaders, or judges. The major choices are followed by the decision, an 

analysis of its consequences, and the controversies that often continued for years 

(p. xxvi).  

The inset “Images as History … unpack(ed) the meaning and purpose of images — 

including cartoons, posters, magazine illustrations, posters, fine art, and photographs. 

Tightly connected to the narrative, each feature analyze(d) the way images are used to 

express opinions, shape perceptions, and influence policy” (p. xxvi). Throughout the 

chapter, quotes called “contemporary voices” “comment(ed) on the major issues of the 

day” (p. xxvi). Finally, there was a two-page Chapter Review which “provide(d) a visual 
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summary of key events, thought-provoking review questions, and key terms with 

definitions and page references” (p. xxvi).   

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

The chapter flows chronologically. The Chapter Opening contained a quote from 

Frederick Douglass and an anecdote about the drawing, “Colored troops under General 

Wild, liberating slaves in North Carolina,” taken from Harper’s Weekly (Keene et al., 

2010, p. 374). Authors described some of “the many extraordinary aspects of the Civil 

War that make it the most written-about event in American history,” such as 

emancipation, the death toll, how brother fought brother, and the “larger-than-life 

personalities” of Generals Sherman, Grant, Lee, and Jackson (p. 374). The Civil War 

“generated so much heated debate,” from the “true cause of the war … why the North 

won (or as some like to put it, why the South lost) … (and) the significance and wisdom 

of crucial decisions” (p. 374). It also “brought profound social, political, and economic 

change … ended the contentious issue of slavery … (but) immediately raised equally 

challenging questions about racial equality” (p. 374).  

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

“Mobilization, Strategy, and Diplomacy” summarized that neither the North nor 

the South properly envisioned what was about to happen. Each “believed they would win 

and win decisively” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 376). “Comparative Advantages and 

Disadvantages” first described the North’s advantages, supplementing text with a table 

(p. 376). Some, including population, industrial system, and railroads, are typically found 
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in other textbooks. Also listed was “the firmly held belief … that they were fighting to 

uphold the Constitution, the flag, and the Union … many Northerners shared the belief 

that they were indebted to the Founding Fathers, whose sacrifices won American 

independence and established the republic” (p. 377). Southerners “sought to boost their 

wartime morale,” often with the “same patriotic images and themes as Northerners,” 

including references to “colonial resistance to British authority” (p. 377). A photograph 

of Confederate sheet music referenced directly in the text underscored the point. Another 

Confederate advantage was the perception “they were fighting a war for independence 

that carried with it a sense of destiny that would sustain them through the difficult times 

ahead” (p. 377). Additionally, the “South took heart in its size: to deny Confederate 

independence the North would have to conquer the South … (they) could thus fight a 

defensive war until the North grew tired of the conflict … or until a European power … 

intervened” (p. 377). Finally, “Southerners had the upper hand in military leadership” (p. 

377). By listing advantages of both sides, authors looked at the bigger historical picture 

more than other textbooks.  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

 Visions of America’s remaining four sections described the following in some 

detail: 

1. Mobilization, Strategy, and Diplomacy (continued) 

a. Mobilization in the North 

b. Mobilization in the South 

c. The Struggle for the Border States 
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d. Wartime Diplomacy 

2. The Early Campaigns, 1861–1863 

a. No Short and Bloodless War 

b. The Peninsular Campaign 

c. A New Kind of War 

d. Toward Emancipation 

e. Slaughter and Stalemate 

f. Images as History: Photography and the Visualization of Modern War 

3. Behind the Lines 

a. Meeting the Demands of a Modern War 

b. Hardships on the Home Front 

c. New Roles for Women 

d. Copperheads 

e. Conscription and Civil Unrest 

f. Competing Visions: Civil Liberties in a Civil War 

4. Toward Union Victory 

a. Turning Point: 1863 

b. African Americans Under Arms 

c. The Confederacy Begins to Crumble 

d. Choices and Consequences: Equal Peril, Unequal Pay 

e. Victory in Battle and at the Polls 

f. War is Hell 
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g. Conclusion 

  Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

Continuing in the first section (“Mobilization, Strategy, and Diplomacy”), 

“Mobilization in the North” described how Northerners, including “thousands of free 

African Americans anxious to play a role in defeating the slaveholding South … 

clamored to join the Army” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 377). Lincoln turned potential Black 

recruits away out of a “desire to avoid provoking the slaveholding states that remained in 

the Union” (p. 377). Although true, that authors did not avoid Lincoln’s change on this 

position set this textbook apart. Also included was a critique of the readiness of the 

Northern army.  

“Mobilization in the South” said the Confederacy “needed to create an Army from 

scratch … (they) revived, reorganized, and expanded their militias, many of which were 

more like social clubs” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 378). A paragraph described the South’s 

challenge of “equipping their soldiers and sailors,” and another discussed the challenges 

of paying for the war. Inflation was created when the Confederate government “simply 

printed huge amounts of paper money … (and) reached 9,000% by 1865 (as compared 

with 80% in the Union” (p. 378). Finally, “another obstacle to Confederate victory” was 

the “popular doctrine of states’ rights … (which) envisioned the ideal national 

government as one that left most of the power and authority to the states” (p. 378). Also,” 

vociferous critics” like state governors hindered war efforts.  

“The Struggle for the Border States” described how the North and South tried to 

sway slave states that did not leave the Union. These states “held enormous strategic 
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value,” including control of major rivers and cities (Keene et al., 2010, p. 379). The 

South wanted the four states to join the Confederacy because they “contained nearly half 

of the South’s white male population and 80% of its industry” (p. 379). Nonetheless, the 

Union “managed to hold on to all four” (p. 379). Delaware contained relatively few 

slaves and “proved relatively easy to hold” (p. 379). Lincoln used a “subtle approach” in 

Kentucky, and with “the eventual arrival of federal troops,” it remained with the Union. 

Maryland “presented a far greater challenge” since its “pro-Confederate sentiment ran 

high” (p. 379). Missouri “likewise required a heavy hand,” and “resembled that of 

“Bleeding Kansas” in 1857” (p. 379). But, “Union forces … thwarted the efforts of pro-

Confederate state officials to steer Missouri into the Confederacy” (p. 379). Authors 

pointed out the Confederate cause was weakened in two important ways: 

First, it deprived the Confederacy of sorely needed soldiers and factories. Second, 

the retention of the slave states in the Union undermined a primary Confederate 

justification for secession, namely, that it was necessary to protect the institution 

of slavery (p. 379).  

 “Wartime Diplomacy” outlined what Davis “hoped to gain from England and 

France,” including “diplomatic recognition … and perhaps even military intervention” 

(Keene et al., 2010, p. 380). The “voluntary and unofficial” cotton embargo damaged the 

Southern economy to “cause enough economic pain … bring about either ‘the bankruptcy 

of every cotton factory … or the acknowledgement of our independence’” (p. 380). 

Lincoln tried to prevent foreign recognition of the Confederacy, and entered into conflict 

with England over the Trent affair. The section included a cartoon from the British 
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magazine Punch.  

 “The Early Campaigns, 1861–1863” summarized Confederate success in the east, 

Union victories in the west, the transformation of warfare through technology, and the 

Union accepting emancipation as a goal of the war. “No Short and Bloodless War” 

described how the pressure on both sides was for “a decisive military victory,” in spite of 

“limited resources” in the South, and the development of the Anaconda Plan in the North 

(Keene et al., 2010, p. 381). It included the first Battle of Bull Run and its effects: 

humiliation and a call for a million volunteers for the Union, and a reinforcement of 

Confederate belief that “one Southerner could whip ten Yankees” (p. 381). The Union 

army regrouped under General George McClellan, described as “impressive but 

supremely arrogant” (p. 381). In a box set aside from the main text, in large font, was a 

McClellan quote about how he “could become Dictator or anything else that might please 

me” (p. 381). Authors turned next to Union forces in the West, chronicling victories 

under Grant at Forts Henry and Donelson, and Shiloh. Admiral David Farragut’s capture 

of New Orleans deprived the Confederacy “of its largest city and chief source of credit, 

and closed the mouth of the Mississippi to Confederate shipping” (p. 382).  

 “The Peninsular Campaign” conveyed Lincoln’s frustration with his army’s lack 

of movement, because he “recognized that defeat of the Confederacy required victories 

over its armies in Northern Virginia” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 382). McClellan, “despite his 

gallant image … seemed unwilling to fight, claiming his troops were not yet sufficiently 

prepared. Only after weeks of goading did he agree to move” (p. 382). General Lee’s 

replacement of an injured General Joseph Johnston was “a turning point in the war” (p. 
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382). When Lee took the offensive in the Battle of Seven Days, he lost proportionally 

more men. Still, despite being “just 25 miles from Richmond,” McClellan “refused … to 

move on Lee’s weakened army, claiming inadequate intelligence, supplies, and men” (p. 

383). When Lee defeated General John Pope at the Second Battle of Bull Run, “lacking 

any alternative, (Lincoln) placed McClellan in charge of all Union forces in Northern 

Virginia” (p. 383).  

 “A New Kind of War” described the transition soldiers made to army life. 

Challenges included “learning to accept the discipline and authority … set(ting) aside 

their romantic visions of glory and get(ting) used to spending most of their time attending 

to routine duties, drilling, and enduring long periods of inactivity” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 

383). Also, they “suffered from bad food and from disease” (p. 383). The Civil War was 

a modern war, “employ(ing) enormous armies that utilized the emerging technologies of 

the Industrial Revolution,” such as the telegraph, railroads, and ironclad ships (p. 383). 

Aspects of the war that made it modern included “more accurate and deadly” artillery, 

“improved rifled muskets” that used the minié ball, the “emphasis on destroying the 

enemy’s army rather than merely seizing and holding territory and a willingness to inflict 

suffering on the civilian population” (pp. 383–384). Because “military commanders on 

both sides” were “schooled in traditional warfare” they “were slow to adjust to these 

changes” (p. 384).   

“Toward Emancipation” turned to the issue of slavery. The issue “shaped the 

Civil War” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 384). At the  

outset of the conflict, moderates like Lincoln insisted the goal of the war was the 
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preservation of the Union, not the abolition of slavery. … Abolitionists, however, 

argued that because the Southern states seceded in order to protect slavery, 

reunion could occur only after slavery was destroyed (p. 384).  

African Americans “took matters into their own hands by taking advantage of the chaos 

caused by the war and fleeing to Union Army lines” (p. 384). When General Benjamin 

Butler declared slaves contraband of war, “countless slaves left their White masters and 

flocked to the camps of Union soldiers” (p. 384). For emphasis, the book included both 

the painting, On to Liberty (1867) by Theodore Kaufmann, and described the work within 

the text. Unusually, authors described the legislative process leading up to the 

Emancipation Proclamation. Textbooks traditionally did not describe the process with 

such depth. This included the First and Second Confiscation Acts and the authorization of 

African Americans to fight in the Union Army. In response, Southerners “stepped up 

slave patrols and scrutinized slave behavior for any sign of ill intent” (p. 384). Although 

Lincoln “gradually came to see emancipation not merely as inevitable but also as 

essential for Union victory,” he waited to announce his intentions until after a Union 

victory (p. 384). This came after Antietam, a battle described not only in the text, but a 

two-page insert using an Alexander Gardner photograph of the dead lying on the 

battlefield next to the Dunker church. Authors recounted how  

Lincoln knew conservatives, Northern Democrats, and Border State Unionists 

would react negatively, and that Republicans might suffer at the polls that 

November. Still, he reasoned, the benefits of emancipation far outweighed the 

risks as it would cause chaos by encouraging slaves to flee their masters and make 
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it highly unlikely that England would intervene in the conflict (p. 385).  

After emancipation citizens knew “the war was no mere ‘insurrection’ … its goal was 

something greater than simply a restored Union. It was now a war of subjugation. 

Reunion would occur only after the destruction of the fabric of Southern society” (p. 

385).  

 “Slaughter and Stalemate” recounted the turnover of several Northern 

commanders, and Union defeats at Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville. The Union 

succeeded in western Tennessee and Kentucky, leaving “the West firmly in the hands of 

the Union Army for the rest of the war” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 385). The Confederate 

victory at Chancellorsville came at the price of Stonewall Jackson’s life, when he was 

“killed accidentally, by his own men” (p. 385).  

 “Behind the Lines” contained hardships on the home front. Civilians “faced 

shortages of goods, soaring inflation, and conscription,” as well as life for those in the 

South under Union military rule (Keene et al., 2010, p. 388). “These problems, coupled 

with mounting death tolls, led to sagging morale and rising criticism of political leaders 

in both regions” (p. 388). War demands “placed an especially great demand on women, 

who assumed new occupational and civic roles” (p. 388).  

 “Meeting the Demands of Modern War” included several events not included in 

other textbooks. For example, “Republicans took advantage of their dominant position in 

Congress to enact legislation that Southerners had long opposed,” such as those designed 

to “promote industrialization (and) western settlement” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 388). As 

part of an “unprecedented effort to outfit and finance a modern army,” Congress passed 
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“The National Bank Acts of 1863 and 1864 … (which) established a national banking 

system whereby member banks could issue treasury notes, or ‘greenbacks,’ as currency” 

(p. 388). To elaborate on how “the war effort greatly expanded the size and scope of the 

federal government,” authors included details about “the nation’s first income tax, the 

sale of $400 million in bonds to the public, and the borrowing of $2.6 billion from banks” 

(p. 388). In contrast, Davis and other Confederate leaders had difficulties with “how far 

Southerners were willing to go in adapting to the demands of modern warfare” (p. 388). 

When the Confederacy adopted a draft and an income tax, “public officials across the 

Confederacy denounced the measures as gross violations of states’ rights” (p. 388). 

Additionally, Davis, “despite his extensive political and military experience, proved an 

ineffective leader for a time of crisis” (p. 388). As the war moved into 1863, and the 

Confederate Army’s “fortunes declined … the president’s leadership style sparked 

political rancor and disunity” (p. 388).  

 “Hardships on the Homefront” related how the Civil War impacted civilian life. 

Although production of war materiel boomed, “scarcity of cotton caused widespread 

layoffs and closures in the textile industry” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 388). Workers’ wages 

rose, but inflation caused prices to rise faster. In the South, “the cessation of trade … due 

to the Union blockade” hit the economy hard (p. 388). Industry and agriculture were 

affected by “labor shortages due to military service and the flight of slaves, as well as the 

destruction or seizure of farms and factories by advancing Union armies” (p. 388). As a 

result, “shortages of nearly everything in the South” led to a “thriving black market” (p. 

388). Authors integrated a cartoon in the text showing Southern anger toward speculators, 
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reinforcing claims about rising resentment. 

“New Roles for Women” outlined the ways the war changed women’s lives in 

both the North and South. Women filled the void left by hundreds of thousands of men 

who left to fight. They ran “farms and shops, and work(ed) in factories and offices … out 

of a sense of duty to the war effort … to earn badly needed income, as military pay was 

low and inflation pushed up the cost of living” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 389). Women 

entered “previously male-dominated professions such as teaching, civil service, and 

nursing.” Authors explained the important roles nurses played in field hospitals, and 

detailed the work of Dorothea Dix and Clara Barton (p. 389). Additionally, Southern 

women managed plantations and “maintain(ed) the slave labor system, an increasingly 

difficult task as thousands of slaves fled to Union lines, leaving farms and plantations 

with inadequate labor,” and who dealt, “destitute and hungry,” with the “Union army’s 

sweep across the South” (p. 389).   

“Copperheads” outlined the behavior of and reaction to the Democratic Party in 

the North. “Even though many Northerners associated it with secession and the 

Confederacy, it remained a viable political power in the North during the war” (Keene et 

al., 2010, p. 390). Copperheads, or “peace democrats,” wanted to end the war, “even if it 

resulted in an independent Confederacy” (p. 390). Lincoln viewed their behavior as 

“seditious, if not treasonous,” and took steps to “squelch it,” including suspending habeas 

corpus, suppressing “Constitutional guarantees of free speech and the right to a speedy 

trial,” and “shutting down opposition newspapers and arresting hundreds of people” (p. 

390). Copperheads, led by Clement Vallandingham, attracted followers due to 
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“dissatisfaction with the war … in the wake of repeated Union Army failures and the 

enactment of the controversial Emancipation Proclamation and military draft” (p. 390). 

Authors integrated a full-page insert, “Competing Visions: Civil Liberties in a Civil 

War,” depicting a cartoon from Harper’s Weekly that “vilified Copperheads as 

dangerous, disloyal men who threatened the Union” (p. 390). Along with the cartoon, 

they presented opposing views on the “Constitutionality of Lincoln’s policy” (p. 391). 

Then, authors asked students to analyze whether Lincoln’s actions were justified, and 

whether “principles such as civil liberties (are) subject to different treatment during times 

of national crisis such as war” (p. 391).  

“Conscription and Civil Unrest” described how war opposition increased due to 

“the poor performance of the Union army in the field, coupled with staggering numbers 

of killed and wounded” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 390). Union army soldiers went home after 

enlistments ran out. In spite of cash bonuses and time off in exchange for reenlistment, 

“recruitment offices now went begging for new recruits” (p. 390). Congress passed the 

Conscription Act, which “declared all male citizens (and immigrants who had applied for 

citizenship) aged 20 to 45 eligible for draft into the Union army” (p. 390). Additionally, 

men could avoid service. They could pay a $300 commutation fee, hire a substitute, or 

“simply disappear — something that more than 20 percent of draftees did” (p. 392). 

There was widespread protest of the draft, but most of all in New York City. In the Draft 

Riots of July 1863,  

mobs of mostly poor, immigrant, and working-class rioters attacked draft offices, 

Union Army recruiting stations, institutions associated with the Republican Party 
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or abolition, and symbols of wealth and privilege, reflecting animosity toward the 

inequity of the draft … Rioters (also) blamed blacks as the cause of the war and 

feared them as potential labor competition (p. 392).  

The result was at least 119 deaths and $5 million in property damage. Unrest also 

occurred in the South. The “Twenty Negro Law” was an unusual inclusion compared to 

other textbooks. The law “exempted from the draft one White man per plantation that 

held twenty or more slaves” (p. 392). Supporters claimed it was “vital to maintaining 

order and productivity on plantations.” But to “poor White Southerners it engendered 

similar levels of anger” as commutation provisions in the North, and prompted many to 

desert from the army (p. 392). Additionally, a food shortage caused by drought, the 

blockade, and conquest of Southern territory prompted riots, notably in the capital of 

Richmond.  

 “Toward Union Victory” began with a summary of 1863 – onward. In “Turning 

Point: 1863,” authors rationalized Lee and Davis’s decision to invade the North. Hoping 

to force Lincoln to pull troops from the West, demoralize the Lincoln administration, 

strengthen the Copperheads, and convince France or England to intervene, Lee and his 

army moved into Pennsylvania. Authors briefly described the battle of Gettysburg, its 

casualties, and Lee’s retreat. Despite Lincoln’s frustration that General George Meade 

did not chase Lee, “he nonetheless recognized that the Union had just won a major 

victory” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 393). That same day, Lincoln received news that 

Vicksburg had fallen, “severing the Confederacy in two and giving the Union complete 

control over the Mississippi River” (p. 393).  
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 “African Americans Under Arms” discussed the rationale that brought the Union 

Army to use African American recruits: 

Thousands of free African American men already toiled in the service of the 

Union Army, performing support tasks such as moving supplies and building 

fortifications. Declining enlistments of Whites, however, and steady lobbying by 

Black leaders eventually convinced Union officials to form African American 

regiments (Keene et al., 2010, p. 393).  

“One of the first and most famous” of these regiments was the 54th Massachusetts, 

organized by leading abolitionists (p. 393). Authors quoted a pamphlet written by 

Frederick Douglass. They listed some of the more famous names associated with the 

54th. The section included “many forms of racism within the Union Army” (p. 394). 

Authors also included a drawing of duties performed by African American soldiers 

during the Battle of Milliken’s Bend (p. 394). Additionally, “many also charged that they 

received substandard medical care,” and “considerably lower pay than White soldiers” (p. 

394). To illustrate this point, authors included both an inset quote from a corporal who 

wrote to Lincoln about unequal pay, and an entire page, “Choices and Consequences: 

Equal Peril, Unequal Pay” (p. 396). The page summarized the dilemma African 

American soldiers faced as the “Lincoln administration, fearing a backlash among White 

soldiers who did not see African Americans as their equals, adopted a two-tier wage 

scale” (p. 396). African Americans had four choices to respond to the pay cut. The choice 

made by the soldiers of the 54th — “rejecting the lower wages on principle” — was 

highlighted (p. 396). “The soldiers and their families hung on for more than a year until 
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Congress … authorized an equal pay scale for all soldiers regardless of race” (p. 396). A 

summary of the Fort Pillow Massacre included an image of the slaughter that appeared in 

“a popular Northern magazine” (pp. 394–395). Authors also fleshed out the debate over 

whether African American soldiers would go into combat. “Racist notions held by 

Whites led them to question whether African Americans possessed the necessary courage 

to fight,” (p. 395). “Others cautioned that if Black regiments were not used judiciously, 

critics would charge the army with using them for cannon fodder” (p. 395). The “courage 

exhibited by the soldiers under fire” at Fort Wagner, where the 54th “lost 100 dead and 

146 wounded — won them universal praise and did much to undermine the racist belief 

that blacks would not stand and fight” (p. 395). Authors foreshadowed that “African 

American service in the war empowered them to make a claim on full citizenship rights 

after the war “(p. 395).  

 “The Confederacy Begins to Crumble” told how the Confederacy, in addition to 

its military losses, had difficulty recruiting enough men for the army (Keene et al., 2010, 

p. 395). Protests over the draft law, loss of Southern territory, and desertions made the 

situation worse. The blockade stifled the economy, and the self-imposed embargo on 

cotton failed. Slaves, emboldened by the Emancipation Proclamation, “headed for the 

Union Army or to the Northern states, exacerbating the Confederacy’s labor shortage and 

further weakening Southern agriculture” (p. 397). Still, if Southerners could endure 

hunger, starvation, and inflation, “discontent and war weariness among Northerners” 

would grow (p. 397). Lincoln needed military victories.  

 “Victory in Battle and at the Polls” related how Lincoln found effective military 
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leadership in Grant. After victories in Chattanooga and Tennessee, Lincoln named Grant 

commander of all Union armies over the objections of those in the War Department. 

“Lincoln had seen enough of generals with impressive résumés and martial airs. He saw 

in Grant a commander who understood the key to victory in modern warfare — seek out 

and destroy the enemy’s army” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 398). Authors described Grant’s 

Virginia Campaign of 1864, inserting two maps to illustrate the text. One showed Grant’s 

Army of the Potomac and its pursuit of Lee to Richmond. The other showed General 

Sherman’s push toward Atlanta and his famous March to the Sea. They described the 

Battle of the Wilderness, Spotsylvania Court House, Cold Harbor, and Petersburg, 

explaining that Grant’s “confidence in his overall strategy,” which resulted in “55,000 

Union casualties in a single month” (to 30,000 Confederate). This caused many to 

“question Grant’s competence; others simply called him a butcher” (p. 399). Grant settled 

in to Petersburg for a siege of Lee’s army. Authors described the presidential election of 

1864, and Lincoln’s vulnerability. McClellan, running as a Democrat, issued a “platform 

calling for a cease-fire and peace conference” (p. 399). Republicans rebranded 

themselves as the Union party, “intended to draw support from pro-war Democrats. 

Second, they replaced Lincoln’s vice president with Senator Andrew Johnson of 

Tennessee” (p. 399). Finally, authors included a campaign broadside that argued “a vote 

for McClellan was a vote for slavery and military defeat,” since he would make peace 

with Confederates and preserve slavery … As late as August 1864, Lincoln and many of 

his supporters fully expected him to lose” (p. 399). However, Sherman’s capture of 

Atlanta in early September “boosted morale across the North and weakened the peace 
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strategy of the Democrats,” ensuring Lincoln’s victory (p. 399). “Still, his margin of 

victory —  just 10% — demonstrated just how essential military success was to political 

victory” (p. 399).  

 “War is Hell” described the movement of Sherman and his men across Georgia. 

Their aim was “to deprive the Confederate Army of badly needed supplies and to 

demoralize the Southern people” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 399).  

Sherman’s soldiers lived off the land, taking what agricultural produce and 

livestock they could use and destroying the rest. They also destroyed Southern 

infrastructure, tearing up railroad tracks, burning bridges, and pulling down 

telegraph wires to impair the Confederacy’s ability to move goods, soldiers, and 

information (p. 400).  

Additionally, Sherman’s men enticed thousands of slaves to come into their camps. 

“(This) tactic … would become central to modern warfare in the twentieth century: 

bringing the conflict to the civilian population to undermine its willingness to continue 

supporting the war” (p. 400). The final phase of Grant’s plan could begin: “the crushing 

of Lee’s army between his and Sherman’s forces” (p. 400). Authors included a 

photograph showing the devastation following a fire that destroyed more than half of 

Columbia, South Carolina. “Evacuating Confederates and liberated slaves set some of the 

fires, but some were also started by Union soldiers motivated by vengeance against the 

state that for decades leading up to the war represented Southern nationalism and 

ultimately, secession” (p. 400). Sherman moved into North Carolina, only slightly slowed 

by Johnston’s army. Confederate leaders grew increasingly desperate, prompting secret 
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peace negotiations, expanding the draft to men as young as 17 and as old as 50, and the 

Confederate Congress’ draft “of up to 300,000 slaves to serve as soldiers” (p. 400). Lee 

maneuvered around Petersburg and Richmond in a hopeless attempt to join Johnston. 

After General Philip Sheridan’s cavalry headed them off at Appomattox Court House, 

“Lee made one last attempt to break out, but failed” (p. 401). Authors included Lee’s 

quote: “There is nothing left for me to do, and I would rather die a thousand deaths” (p. 

401). Grant offered generous terms of surrender, and turned to Lincoln’s shocking 

assassination, just as the war ended. It ended with the “last vestiges of the Confederate 

rebellion” — Johnston’s surrender to Sherman, John Wilkes Booth’s capture and death, 

and the capture and imprisonment of Jefferson Davis. Authors included a cartoon that 

demanded the Confederate president’s execution for treason.  

 “Conclusion” said the war answered “key questions (but) raised additional ones 

that would prove equally vexing and divisive” (Keene et al., 2010, p. 401). Although it  

established the supremacy of federal authority over state sovereignty, answered 

with a firm no the question of whether a state possessed the right to secede, and 

resolved the question of whether slavery would persist in a nation founded on the 

principle that ‘all men are created equal,’ others were raised (p. 401).  

These questions foreshadowed the next chapter (p. 401).  

  Evaluation: So What? 

Generally, like other textbooks, the chapter thoroughly but briefly described the 

Civil War. It attempted to do so in only 29 pages. Authors left out many events or people 

that might be interesting or relevant (and therefore more memorable) to students. 
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Women’s roles, ethnic representations, and the influence of and upon different economic 

classes were presented in the following number of paragraphs:  

Table 4.2 

Paragraphs Including Women’s Roles, Ethnic Representations, Economic Class 

Descriptor Included in ----- Number of Paragraphs (128 total) 

Women’s Roles 5 

Ethnic Representations 23 

Economic Class 8 

 

The majority (92/128) of paragraphs addressed military, economic, and political topics. 

As a result, the book did not address many human issues, concerns, and impact. Teachers 

and students missed the opportunity to connect to the material beyond statistics.  

However, Visions of America presented information in a way that was 

provocative. Authors actively encouraged students to question and debate information. A 

learning objective in the form of a question was at the bottom of each page. It integrated 

visuals into the text in a much more direct way, referencing the inset boxes, quotes, and 

photographs in the main body of the text (Keene et al., 2010, pp. 376–382, 384, 389, 392, 

394, 397–401). For example, authors included a direct reference to Theodore Kaufmann’s 

painting On to Liberty, (1867) to describe Lincoln’s contraband policy, rather than simply 

placing it on the side. The student could integrate visuals more effectively than in other 

textbooks.  

Visions of America looked at the bigger historical picture to characterize 
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advantages of both sides. It referred not only to what had happened in previous 

paragraphs, but also foreshadowed what would come. Authors criticized each side. For 

example, they used words such as “boasted” to describe Southern confidence and “inept” 

for Union generals (Keene et al., 2010, p. 378). This injected more “spirit” into the 

content than other textbooks.  

Visions of America did not only report, it analyzed. For example, while stating 

that the Border States were important strategically, authors also described why:  

Missouri and Kentucky bordered the vital Mississippi River. Kentucky also 

controlled key sections of the Ohio and Kentucky Rivers. Delaware controlled 

access to the city of Philadelphia. If Maryland seceded, Washington, D.C would 

be surrounded by Confederate territory and the Union’s main railroad route West 

would be lost. (Keene et al., 2010, p. 379).  

As a result, Visions of America’s readability was higher, more informative, and more 

interesting. 

It included events and examples other books did not. For example, it contained 

the “voluntary and unofficial” Southern cotton embargo. No other textbook did (Keene et 

al., 2010, p. 380). “Republicans took advantage of their dominant position in Congress to 

enact legislation that Southerners had long opposed,” such as those designed to “promote 

industrialization (and) western settlement” (p. 388). Additionally, Visions of America 

included a greater level of detail.  For example, when discussing the Union capture of 

New Orleans, authors said it “depriv(ed) the Confederacy of its largest city and chief 

source of credit, and closed the mouth of the Mississippi to Confederate shipping” (p. 
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382). Including the actions of the Republican Congress, and the information about New 

Orleans and credit, helps students understand political conflict in the North and why the 

Union tried to capture the city.  

Coda/Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

Like other textbooks, Visions of America took a chronological approach, 

demonstrating that content coverage was at least as important as practicing historic skills 

or learning about big ideas. Authors took more positions in their descriptions, and were 

less neutral than their counterparts. Authors provoked students to think, as each page 

contained an essential question. It did not glamorize war. Like other books, 29 pages was 

not enough to do anything but briefly summarize complicated events. To do an effective 

job, teachers would need to supplement this textbook (and the others) with items students 

find interesting. Finally, the way authors addressed content minimized the war’s human 

impact, ironic for a war involving millions of people. Authors considered women, 

African Americans, and lower middle class-to-poor Americans. But like textbooks of 

previous generations, military and political topics dominated. Authors included these 

groups, but the effort was perfunctory and incomplete. 

America: Pathways to the Present 

The textbook America: Pathways to the Present, was published in 2003. The four 

main authors were all professors. In addition, there were eight historian reviewers, 21 

teacher reviewers, seven content consultants (including senior consultants, a curriculum 

and assessment specialist, a reading consultant, a Constitution consultant, Internet 

consultant, and a Holocaust consultant), and six program advisors. There were 34 
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chapters and a reference section that included excerpts from American Literature, 

American documents, an illustrated databank, key Supreme Court cases, English and 

Spanish glossaries, and a biographical dictionary.  

Chapter 11, The Civil War, 1861–1865, ran from pages 378–420. It had four 

sections: “From Bull Run to Antietam,” “Life Behind the Lines,” “The Tide of War 

Turns,” and “Devastation and New Freedom.” Within these sections were two insets: 

“Skills for Life: Summarizing Information from Multiple Sources,” and “American 

Heritage: My Brush with History: A Union Soldier’s story.” At the start of each section, 

authors included a “Reading Focus,” the “Main Idea,” “Key Terms,” and “Taking Notes,” 

where students could organize main concepts. Each section contained “Focus On” boxes, 

although the focus varied; government, world events, economics, geography, daily life, 

and technology. The chapter had various maps, photographs, paintings, charts, and a 

poster. The end included a two-page “Review and Assessment” (Cayton, Perry, Reed, & 

Winkler, 2003, pp. 418–419). Unusually, there was a two-page eyewitness account of life 

in the Union army. David Conyngham, a soldier and journalist, wrote of interactions 

between Union and Confederate soldiers, and of his march through Georgia with General 

Sherman. An inset box, “Understanding Primary Sources,” followed, along with three 

questions that required only basic reading to respond.  

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

The chapter’s first section began chronologically. However, it had a later starting 

point than most of the other books. The previous chapter, “The Coming of the Civil 
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War,” addressed secession and Fort Sumter in a section called “A Nation Divided 

Against Itself,” and a subsection “The War Starts” (Cayton, et al., 2003, pp. 369, 371–

373). Chapter 11 began with an introduction, “Setting the Scene.” Its first major section 

was “The First Battle of Bull Run” (p. 380).  

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

 “Setting the Scene” explained that both sides were confident they would prevail. 

They quoted a girl in Richmond, and described how in response to Lincoln’s call for 

volunteers, “the Upper South … had joined the Confederacy, and the Confederate capital 

had been moved” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 380). Conversely, thousands of Northern 

volunteers organized in Washington, D.C., “just 100 miles away,” urged on by 

newspaper headlines such as “Forward to Richmond!” (p. 380).  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

 America: Pathways to the Present’s remaining five sections described the 

following: 

1. From Bull Run to Antietam (continued) 

a. The First Battle of Bull Run 

b. Preparing For War 

i. Strengths of the North and the South 

ii. Union Military Struggles 

iii. Confederate War Strategies 

iv. Tactics and Technology 

c. War in the West 
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i. Forts Henry and Donelson 

ii. The Battle of Shiloh 

iii. Action on the Mississippi 

d. War in the East 

i. The Monitor and the Merrimack 

ii. The Peninsular Campaign 

e. The South Attacks 

i. The Second Battle of Bull Run 

ii. The Battle of Antietam 

2. Life Behind the Lines 

a. Setting the Scene 

b. Politics in the South 

i. Mobilizing for War 

ii. The Impact of States’ Rights 

iii. Seeking Help From Europe 

c. Politics in the North 

i. Tensions with Great Britain 

ii. Republicans in Control 

iii. Financial Measures 

iv. Opposition to the War 

v. Emergency Wartime Actions 

d. Emancipation and the War 
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i. Lincoln and Slavery 

ii. The Emancipation Proclamation 

iii. Reaction to the Proclamation 

e. African Americans Join the War 

i. The Contraband Issue 

ii. African American Soldiers 

f. The Hardships of War 

i. The Southern Economy 

ii. The Northern Economy 

iii. Prison Camps 

iv. Medical Care 

3. The Tide of War Turns 

a. Setting the Scene 

b. Victories for General Lee 

i. The Battle of Fredericksburg 

ii. The Battle of Chancellorsville 

c. The Battle of Gettysburg 

i. July 1, 1863 

ii. July 2, 1863 

iii. July 3, 1863 

d. Vicksburg 

i. Grant Attacks 
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ii. The Siege of Vicksburg 

e. The Importance of 1863 

f. The Gettysburg Address 

4. Devastation and New Freedom 

a. Setting the Scene 

b. Grant Takes Command 

i. Battle of the Wilderness 

ii. Spotsylvania and Cold Harbor 

iii. The Siege of Petersburg 

iv. In the Shenandoah 

c. Sherman in Georgia 

i. The Capture of Atlanta 

ii. Sherman Marches to the Sea 

d. The Election of 1864 

e. A New Birth of Freedom 

f. The End of the War 

i. Sherman Moves North 

ii. Surrender at Appomattox 

g. Lincoln is Assassinated 

  Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

“The First Battle of Bull Run” described how General Irvin McDowell resisted 

Lincoln’s orders to advance. “This is not an army,” he said. “It will take a long time to 
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make an army” (Cayton et al., 2003, pp. 380–381). The undisciplined Union troops took 

four days to travel 25 miles toward Manassas, Virginia, giving 11,000 Confederate 

soldiers a chance to arrive by rail. Reporters, politicians and sightseers “planning to 

picnic and watch the battle” accompanied the Federals (p. 381). “After hours of hard 

fighting, the Union soldiers appeared to be winning” (p. 381). However, rallied in part by 

General “Stonewall” Jackson, “the Union advance was stopped,” and Union forces, “tired 

and discouraged … began to fall back,” entangled with civilians (p. 382). Although not 

large compared with future battles, “Bull Run caused some Americans on both sides to 

suspect that winning the war might not be so easy” (p. 382).  

“Preparing For War” described how the “preparations for war (was) continued 

with increased vigor by the Government” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 382). “Congress quickly 

authorized the President to raise a million three-year volunteers” (p. 382). “Strengths of 

the North and the South” recounted each side’s advantages. The North had double the 

railroad track and factories, a well-balanced economy, a large population, and a 

functioning government with an army and navy. The Confederates had a “majority of the 

nation’s trained officers,” since “most of the nation’s military colleges were in the South” 

(p. 382). They needed only to “maintain a defensive position and keep from being beaten 

… they felt that they were fighting to preserve their way of life and … their right to self-

government” (p. 382). For both sides, authors cited patriotism, beliefs about slavery, and 

adventure.  

“Union Military Strategies” described the Anaconda Plan, a nickname 

“scornfully” given by Northern newspapers (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 383). “Despite the 
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Union defeat at Bull Run political pressure for action and a quick victory remained strong 

in 1861” (p. 383). Of all the textbooks, this was the only one to mention that General 

Winfield Scott “proposed to choke off the Confederacy with the blockade and … to gain 

control of the Mississippi River, thus cutting the Confederacy in two” (p. 383). The 

paragraph also included the capture of Richmond.  

“Confederate War Strategies” described the Southern plan as “basic … to prepare 

and wait” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 383). Authors introduced the definition of “war of 

attrition,” and claimed that Southerners  

counted on their forces being able to turn back Union attacks until Northerners 

lost the will to fight. However, this strategy did not take into account the North’s 

tremendous advantage in resources. In the end, it was the North that waged a 

successful war of attrition against the South (p. 384).  

The Southern strategy of a voluntary embargo of cotton also “backfired” (p. 384). Instead 

of choking off cotton to British and French industrial leaders, “Europeans turned to India 

and Egypt for their cotton. By the time Southerners recognized the failure … the Union 

blockade had become so effective that little cotton could get out” (p. 384). Lacking 

money, the Confederacy could not earn the money it needed to buy supplies. “Tactics and 

Technologies” described how “traditional strategies exposed their troops to slaughter,” 

and improvements in guns, ammunition, and artillery such as rifling, shells, and canister, 

contributed to higher death rates (p. 284).  

“War in the West” detailed how fighting in Arkansas, Louisiana, Mississippi, and 

Tennessee “held the key to control of the Mississippi River, which ran through the heart 
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of the Confederacy” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 384). Lincoln promoted General Grant, who 

had success “organizing and training a group of Illinois volunteers” and “assigned (him) 

to command the Union forces based in Paducah, Kentucky” (p. 384). “Forts Henry and 

Donelson” recounted their importance for control of the Tennessee and Cumberland 

Rivers. Their capture were the first important victories for the North, and “Southerners 

worried that loss of the forts exposed much of the region to attack” (p. 385).  

“The Battle of Shiloh” described the gathering of forces at Pittsburg Landing, 

Tennessee. General Johnston attacked at Shiloh Church before Grant and General Don 

Carlos Buell’s armies could converge. Grant, foreshadowing his mettle, refused to 

withdraw at the end of the first day. “Retreat?” Grant scoffed. “No. I propose to attack at 

daylight and whip them” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 386). After Buell’s troops arrived 

overnight, Union forces counter-attacked and defeated the Confederates. The cost to both 

sides was dramatic. The Union had “more than 13,000 casualties, and the Confederates 

nearly 11,000, (including Johnston)” (p. 386). Shiloh “shattered any remaining illusions 

either side had about the glory of war” (p. 386).  

“Action of the Mississippi” described Admiral Farragut and the Union Navy’s 

victories at New Orleans and other river cities leading to Vicksburg. “If Northern forces 

could find some way to capture (it), the entire Mississippi River valley would finally be 

under Union control” (Cayton et al., 2003, pp. 386–387).  

In “War in the East,” and “The Monitor and the Merrimack,” authors described 

the Confederate creation of the Merrimack, an ironclad that destroyed several Union 

ships. The Union countered with a similar warship, the Monitor. When they finally 
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fought each other, “neither ship was able to do serious damage to the other … the 

Merrimack finally withdrew” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 387). The importance was not in the 

actual battle, but “in a single day, the wooden navies of the world became obsolete” (p. 

387).  

“The Peninsular Campaign” introduced General McClellan.  

He was young for a commanding general. However, he was an outstanding 

organizer, an excellent strategist, and was well liked by his troops … (his) great 

weakness was that he was very cautious and never seemed quite ready to fight. 

This irritated Lincoln … (p. 387).  

McClellan wanted to avoid marching to Manassas (Bull Run) again. Instead, he 

“transported some 100,000 soldiers by boat to a peninsula southeast of Richmond” (p. 

387). When he encountered a smaller Confederate force, McClellan asked for more 

troops. Authors emphasized Lincoln’s frustration by including an offset quote of his 

command to McClellan “to strike a blow … you must act” (p. 388). McClellan, however, 

“waited for about a month” (p. 388). In the Battle of Seven Pines, “both sides suffered 

heavy casualties … (Confederate) command … now fell to Robert E. Lee” (p. 388). As a 

commander, “Lee believed in good training and planning. However, he also understood 

that victory sometimes depends on the willingness to take chances” (p. 388).  

 “The South Attacks” recounted how Lee, Jackson, and McClellan grappled in 

Virginia. Jackson “pretended to prepare for an attack on Washington,” causing Lincoln 

and McClellan to hold troops there (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 388). Instead, Jackson joined 

Lee, and attacked McClellan’s larger army in the Seven Days’ Battles. McClellan 
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retreated, even though the Confederacy lost 4,000 more soldiers.  

 “The Second Battle of Bull Run” recounted how Lincoln recalled McClellan and 

put General John Pope in overall command. Lee again divided his army, outflanked Pope 

with Jackson’s troops, destroyed supplies, and attacked. On “virtually the same ground” 

as the first Battle of Bull Run, “Pope’s Union troops met the same fate” (Cayton et al., 

2003, p. 388). After the defeat, Lincoln returned McClellan to command.  

 “The Battle of Antietam” explained that Lee decided “the time had come to 

invade the North” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 389). He hoped to “arouse European support … 

and turn Northern opinion against the war” (p. 389). Although one of McClellan’s 

soldiers accidentally found a copy of Lee’s orders, McClellan “delayed some 16 hours 

before ordering his troops after Lee … (giving Lee) time to prepare for the Union attack” 

(p. 389). Authors summarized the devastating battle: 

By day’s end, Union casualties had grown to over 12,000. Lee’s nearly 14,000 

casualties amounted to more than a third of his army. The next day the battered 

Confederates retreated back into Virginia. Lincoln telegraphed McClellan, 

“Destroy the rebel army if possible.” But the ever-cautious general did not take 

advantage of his opportunity to destroy Lee’s army (p. 389).  

 “Life Behind the Lines” began with “Setting the Scene.” By 1862, “it was clear 

that the war was going to be neither quick nor easy, and that the resources of both sides 

would be severely strained” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 390). Soldiers who had signed up in a 

rush of fervor regretted their decision.  

 “Politics in the South” explained how the Confederate Constitution’s recognition 



120 
 

 
 

of states’ rights and slavery “caused problems for the South throughout the war” (Cayton 

et al., 2003, p. 390). Confederate officials had to “persuade individual citizens to sacrifice 

their personal interests for the common good” (p. 391). Since “Southern state 

governments were strong and sometimes fiercely independent, meeting these objectives 

would sometimes prove difficult” (p. 391).  

 “Mobilizing for War” pointed out that the Confederacy needed a draft. It required 

“three years of military service for White men ages 18 to 35” (although later raised to 50 

years old) (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 391). The Confederate government also “took charge 

of … how much wool, cotton, and leather should be produced, and seized control of 

Southern railroads from private owners” (p. 391). The decrees often conflicted with 

principles espoused by Confederate politicians. 

 “The Impact of States’ Rights” pointed out that “a fierce commitment to states’ 

rights worked against the Confederate government and harmed the war effort in many 

ways” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 391). Confederates sometimes refused to comply with draft 

officials, hampering the war effort. Authors included a quote from an Atlanta newspaper: 

“If we are defeated, it will be by the people at home” (p. 392).  

 “Seeking Help From Europe” described Southern hopes for British and French 

intervention. “Even though the Confederacy failed to gain recognition, it did receive 

some help” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 392). Great Britain allowed Confederates to use their 

ports to build ships. While the French would not openly support the Confederacy without 

Britain’s cooperation, “British opinion about the war was divided … (they) adopted a 

wait-and-see attitude. To get foreign help, the South would first have to prove itself on 
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the battlefield” (p. 392).  

“Politics in the North” summarized the challenges Lincoln faced after the early 

losses. From maintaining Union resolve, to raising troops, he and his government had to 

“strengthen civilian support for the war” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 392). “Tensions With 

Great Britain” described Lincoln’s navigation of the confrontation after Union officials 

boarded the Trent and removed two Confederate representatives who had evaded the 

blockade. Lincoln backed down after Great Britain sent troops to Canada and demanded 

the Confederates’ release. “One war at a time,” he said (p. 392). Still, Lincoln 

“vigorously protested Great Britain’s support of the Confederacy,” and demanded 

compensation for damages done by Confederate ships built in British ports, among other 

things (p. 393).  

“Republicans in Control” described how, free from Southern Democrat 

opposition, Republican lawmakers “became among the most active in American History” 

(Cayton et al., 2003, p. 393). They passed acts to build railroads, the Homestead Act, and 

raising tariff rates. “Financial Measures” recounted how Congress passed the first federal 

income tax to raise money for the war. They taxed “items such as liquor, tobacco, 

medicine, and newspaper ads. Nearly all of these taxes ended when the war was over” (p. 

393). Congress created a national currency, called greenbacks, declared to be “acceptable 

for legal payment of all public and private debts (p. 393). 

“Opposition to the War” described the negative reaction that many Northerners 

had to the draft and the policy that allowed the wealthy to buy their way out of military 

service. “Mobs of Whites in New York City vented their rage … more than 100 people 
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died … at least 11 of the dead were African Americans, who seemed to be targeted by the 

rioters” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 393). The Copperheads didn’t have much power, but 

“raised their voices in protest against the war” (p. 393). They warned about freed slaves 

flooding the North, “taking jobs from Whites … (and) tried to persuade Union soldiers to 

desert the army, and they urged other Northerners to resist the draft” (p. 394).  

“Emergency Wartime Actions” outlined the extreme measures Lincoln took to 

“restore the Union” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 395). He shut down opposition newspapers, 

denied others the use of the mails, arrested members of “disloyal” state legislatures, 

declared martial law, and suspended habeas corpus. “Most Northerners approved of 

Lincoln’s actions as necessary to restore the Union” (p. 395).  

“Emancipation and the War” described how the abolition of slavery became a 

goal of the war. “As battlefield casualties mounted, many Northerners began to question 

whether it was enough to simply restore the nation” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 395). Many 

thought depriving slaveholders of their property was a justifiable way to punish the 

rebellious South. “Lincoln and Slavery” explained the evolution of Lincoln’s attitude. At 

first,  

The President resisted pressure to make the abolition of slavery a goal of the war 

… although (he) personally opposed slavery, he did not believe that he had the 

legal authority to abolish it. He also worried about the effect such an action would 

have on the loyalty of the border states (p. 395).  

However, knowing that slave labor empowered the Confederacy, gradually Lincoln saw 

abolition as a strategy to hasten the end of the war. 
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 “The Emancipation Proclamation” noted that after the Union victory at Antietam, 

Lincoln proclaimed “slaves in areas of rebellion against the government would be free” 

(Cayton et al., 2003, p. 395). “Reaction to the Proclamation” noted that the “decree had 

little impact … because it applied only to places that were under Confederate control” (p. 

396). There were both negative and positive reactions. “Some abolitionists criticized 

Lincoln for not having gone far enough” (p. 396). Some Northerners feared competition 

for jobs. These fears resulted in Democratic Party congressional gains in 1862. Black 

Northerners were more optimistic. “Even if the proclamation brought no immediate end 

to slavery, it promised … that an enslaved people would be free when the North won the 

war” (p. 396). In Europe, the effect of the Emancipation Proclamation was significant. 

“Coupled with the news of Lee’s defeat at Antietam (the Proclamation) ended any real 

chance that France and Great Britain would intervene in the war” (p. 396).  

 “African Americans Join the War” outlined how the Emancipation Proclamation 

emboldened Blacks to join the Union army and escape to Union lines. “The Contraband 

Issue” described what happened to slaves as Union troops moved through the South. 

Sometimes, slaveholders fled with their “property.” “Frequently … slaves remained 

behind or escaped to the safety of nearby Union forces” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 396). 

General Benjamin Butler came up with a legal argument that allowed the Union army to 

free escaped slaves they encountered. “Butler maintained that if slaves were property 

then they could be considered contraband of war. The Union government, as their new 

owners, could let them go” (p. 396). Although used at first to perform non-combat jobs, 

after the Emancipation Proclamation, many Blacks enlisted to fight in the Union army.  
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 “African American Soldiers” demonstrated African Americans’ efforts to 

participate in the military. Although at first denied any role, by July, 1862, Congress 

allowed their acceptance. After the Emancipation Proclamation, thousands rushed to 

enlist, 180,000 by 1865. “More than half were black Southerners who had been freed 

from slavery by the fighting … In total, African Americans composed almost 10% of the 

troops who served the North during the war” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 397). These men had 

special motivation to fight — to help free those still enslaved, and participate in a 

“milestone in their history” (p. 397). African Americans served in all-Black regiments 

and until June 1864 received less pay than White soldiers. The book also emphasized the 

service of the 54th Massachusetts Infantry and its attack on Fort Wagner, and included 

several quotes from soldier Lewis Douglass, the son of abolitionist Frederick Douglass.  

“The Hardships of War” outlined the “drastic changes produced in the lives of 

both Northerners and Southerners” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 398). Slaves left in the South 

often “resisted the continuation of slavery by not doing their work or by destroying farm 

equipment” (pp. 397–398). In doing so, the South’s labor force was “depleted or 

weakened,” and gave the North “even greater numerical advantages in the war effort” (p. 

398). Women, whose roles expanded when male family members enlisted, took on new 

responsibilities and “lived with fear that every day could bring news of the loss of a loved 

one” (p. 398). Both sides dealt with inflation and “other economic problems” (p. 398).  

“The Southern Economy” described how Confederates tried to alleviate many 

economic problems. Reduced food and cotton production created shortages, which 

Southern women tried to improve by keeping farms and plantations operating. 
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Additionally, “many planters made the problem worse by resisting the central 

government’s pleas to shift from raising cotton to growing food crops” (Cayton et al., 

2003, p. 398). Planters stockpiled cotton they could not sell due to the Union blockade. 

Food riots took place, including the worst in Richmond in April 1863. Although Southern 

industry grew, “the Confederacy was never able to provide all the manufactured goods its 

army needed (p. 398). Additionally, the “labor shortage and lack of goods contributed to 

inflation” (p. 398). Profiteering drove up prices and caused shortages. These hardships 

led some Confederates to desert the army.  

“The Northern Economy” described how “most Northern industries boomed,” 

although some industries that “depended heavily on Southern markets or Southern 

cotton” faltered (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 399). Unlike the South, Northern farms and 

factories produced “nearly everything its army and civilian population needed” (p. 399). 

Because lower-paid women filled factory jobs, wages were “kept down overall … Prices 

rose faster than pay” (p. 399). Some manufacturers produced shoddy products to make a 

quick profit.  

“Prison Camps” described general living conditions within camps on both sides. 

This included Point Lookout, Camp Chase, Andersonville, and Libby Prison. 

Andersonville was particularly harsh, with overcrowding and high death rates. Although 

the book did not list Henry Wirz by name, it said he “was the only Confederate to be tried 

for war crimes after the South’s defeat. He was convicted and hanged” (Cayton et al., 

2003, p. 399).  

“Medical Care” outlined “frightful” health and medical conditions on both sides 



126 
 

 
 

(Cayton et al., 2003, p. 399). Disease, poor nutrition, contaminated food, mosquitoes, and 

pneumonia were factors. Poor sterilization practices led to “about one in five Union 

soldiers wounded in battle (to die) from their wounds (p. 399). Thousands of women 

served as nurses. The text emphasized the contributions of Clara Barton, Dorothea Dix, 

and a field nurse named Cornelia Hancock. Poor sanitation in camps led to the creation of 

the United States Sanitary Commission in June 1861. “Thousands of volunteers, mostly 

women,” tried to change conditions. Despite efforts to inspect, organize cleanups, and 

provide advice, “about twice as many soldiers on each side died from disease as from 

enemy gunfire” (p. 400).  

 “The Tide of War Turns” began with “Setting the Scene.” In it, a drummer boy 

described his experience with a lively quote about his duties. “Victories for General Lee” 

picked up the timeline of the war after the battle of Antietam, and introduced McClellan’s 

replacement, General Ambrose Burnside, whose reputation was “poor” (Cayton et al., 

2003, p. 403). “The Battle of Fredericksburg” described the badly planned and poorly 

executed Union strategy. “Throughout the day Burnside ordered charge after charge into 

the Confederate gunfire … suffering 13,000 casualties” to the Confederates’ 5,000 (p. 

403). Burnside resigned. 

“The Battle of Chancellorsville” recounted how Lincoln next appointed General 

Joseph Hooker, whose plan was to “move the Union army around Fredericksburg and 

attack the Confederates’ strong defenses from behind. ‘May God have mercy on General 

Lee, for I will have none’ Fighting Joe promised” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 403). It outlined 

action from the battle, Hooker’s confusion, and General Stonewall Jackson’s victory that 
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darkness stopped from being total. General J.E.B. Stuart completed the Confederate 

victory in spite of being outnumbered, after Jackson was injured on May 2. Hooker’s 

troops retreated, resulting in “Lee’s most brilliant victory” (p. 404). For Lee, however, 

Jackson’s death from wound complications dimmed the stunning victory.  

“The Battle of Gettysburg” explained how the Union reached its lowest point of 

the war. Some Northern leaders began to talk seriously of making peace with the South. 

‘If there is a worse place than Hell,’ Lincoln said, ‘I am in it’ (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 

404). Lee, emboldened, moved north looking for supplies. He hoped a “major 

Confederate victory on Northern soil would finally push the Union into giving up the 

war” (p. 404). The Union army also shifted north, staying between Lee and the capital. 

As both sides moved into position, the “Confederates encountered a unit of Union cavalry 

and a fight developed. From this skirmish grew the greatest battle ever fought in North 

America” (p. 404). 

 “July 1, 1863” described how Gettysburg began with Confederates outnumbering 

the Union. Among the gathering troops was General George Meade, “the new head of the 

Union army. He had been in command less than a week” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 405). 

The Union side set up south of town along Cemetery Ridge. The Confederates positioned 

along Seminary Ridge. Between them was a large field. Lee won the first day, and “fresh 

from his victory at Chancellorsville,” wanted to continue attacking on July 2. General 

Longstreet, Lee’s new second in command, advised against it, but Lee would not be 

dissuaded. “He ordered Longstreet to lead an attack on the southern end of the Union line 

the next morning” (p. 405).  
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 “July 2, 1863” explained how Longstreet “was not ready to attack until about 4:00 

p.m. His delays gave Meade the chance to bring up reinforcements” (p. 405). Fighting in 

a peach orchard, wheat field, and boulders known as Devil’s Den lasted into the evening. 

An Alabama regiment recognized the strategic importance of Little Round Top and 

rushed to capture the position. A Maine regiment, ordered to hold the line, heroically 

saved it, and “likely saved the Union army from defeat. At the end of the day, the Union 

lines remained intact” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 405).  

 “July 3, 1863” told how Lee “decided to risk everything on an infantry charge 

against the center of the Union position” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 405). A heavy artillery 

barrage began after a brief attack on the Northern end of the line. Lee went forward with 

his plans, in spite of Longstreet’s opposition. When Union artillery halted to save 

ammunition, Longstreet “reluctantly ordered the direct attack … nearly 15,000 

Confederates, formed in a line a mile long and three rows deep” advanced (p. 406). Three 

infantry divisions, including one commanded by General George Pickett, marched. Union 

artillery resumed shelling. What remained of the Confederate advance “closed to within 

about 200 yards of the Union lines, (then) Northern soldiers poured rifle fire into those 

who remained standing … In about 30 minutes it was over” (p. 406). Half the 

Confederates did not return. “Losses on both sides were staggering. The Union army of 

about 85,000 suffered over 23,000 casualties. Of some 75,000 Southerners, about 28,000 

were casualties … The next day, July 4, the Confederates began their retreat back to 

Virginia” (pp. 406–407).  

 “Vicksburg” set up the strategic importance of the Mississippi city, along with its 
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geographic defenses and challenges. “Grant Attacks” detailed Generals Grant and 

Sherman’s attempts to capture the city, culminating in a six-week siege. “The Siege of 

Vicksburg” described how citizens endured a constant bombardment, as well as 

starvation that reduced citizens and soldiers to “eating horses, mules, and dogs. Rats 

appeared for sale in the city’s butcher shops … soldiers’ daily rations were down to one 

biscuit and one piece of bacon per day” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 408). Vicksburg 

surrendered on Independence Day. 

 “The Importance of 1863” summarized why the turning point of the Civil War 

began for the North by July 4, in spite of a disastrous winter and spring. This included the 

Emancipation Proclamation’s effects, the fall of Vicksburg, and Lee’s retreat into 

Virginia. “The Gettysburg Address” discussed Nov. 19, 1863, at the “dedication of a 

cemetery to honor the Union soldiers who had died there just four months before” 

(Cayton et al., 2003, p. 408). Lincoln’s original purpose was to “help fill out the 

program,” but in a “short, two-minute speech he eloquently reminded listeners of the 

North’s reason for fighting the Civil War” (pp. 408–409). The Address,  

has become one of the best-loved and most-quoted speeches in English. It 

expresses simply and eloquently both grief at the terrible cost of the war and the 

reasons for renewed efforts to preserve the Union and the noble principles for 

which it stands (p. 409).  

 “Devastation and New Freedom” began with “Setting the Scene.” This included a 

description of Richmond, Virginia, in April 1865. In contrast to the start of the war, there 

was “much destruction and misery” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 410). However, African 
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Americans expressed joy.  

 “Grant Takes Command” described how by 1864, the Southern strategy “was a 

simple one — to hold on” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 410). If the Confederacy could drag out 

the war, perhaps in the November presidential election Lincoln would lose to a candidate 

who was willing to make peace and grant the South its independence. Lincoln also 

understood this, and in March, gave Grant command of all Union forces. “Grant proposed 

to use the North’s superiority in population and industry to wear down the Confederates. 

He ordered Sherman to do the same in the West” (p. 411).  

 “Battle of the Wilderness” outlined Grant’s plan to march toward Richmond. “In 

May and June, the Union and Confederate armies clashed in three major battles. This was 

exactly what Grant wanted” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 411). The Battle of the Wilderness 

raged on almost the exact same ground as Chancellorsville a year before. Grant did not 

retreat, despite massive losses. “Union soldiers were proud that under Grant’s leadership 

they would not retreat so easily” (p. 411).  

“Spotsylvania and Cold Harbor” described the two battles. Near Spotsylvania 

Court House, a series of clashes over two weeks resulted in the “Union dead … piled four 

deep” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 411). At the Battle of Cold Harbor, Grant “launched two 

direct charges on the Confederates, who were behind strong fortifications. Some 7,000 

Union soldiers fell — many in the first hour” (p. 411). In spite of growing protests over 

the loss of life, Grant told Lincoln, “I propose to fight it out on this line … if it takes all 

summer” (p. 411).  

“The Siege of Petersburg” described Grant’s dogged attempts to attack Lee. 
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“Unable to reach Richmond or defeat Lee’s army, Grant moved his army and attacked 

Petersburg” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 411). His goal was to cut off shipments of food. 

However, in less than two months, Grant lost 65,000 men. Lee built defenses. He could 

not afford to replace casualties, and was “willing to stay put and wait for the Northern 

election in November” (p. 412).  

“In the Shenandoah” Grant planned to make a “barren waste” of the Shenandoah 

Valley, which was important to the South “both strategically and as a source of Southern 

supplies” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 412). Authors included an angry letter from a relative of 

Lee, whose house and property were destroyed.  

“Sherman in Georgia” told how the general moved south toward Atlanta. 

“Sherman’s strategy was identical to Grant’s in Virginia. He would force the main 

Confederate army in the West to attempt to stop his advance.” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 

413). He would either seize Atlanta or force Confederates to face his 98,000 men. 

“The Capture of Atlanta” described the desperate attempts of General Johnston to 

block Sherman’s progress without staking everything on one battle. Like Lee, he hoped 

to delay Sherman from taking Atlanta until after the Northern presidential election. In 

spite of “Johnston’s best efforts, by mid-July 1864 the Union army was just a few miles 

from Atlanta” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 413). Jefferson Davis replaced Johnston with 

General James Hood. However, the aggressive Hood lost thousands of soldiers with each 

clash. Hood’s number dropped to less than 45,000 men, and his army was forced to 

retreat to Atlanta itself. Throughout August, Sherman besieged Atlanta, finally forcing 

the Confederates out in September. 
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“Sherman Marches to the Sea” outlined his philosophy of war. “War is cruelty. 

There is no trying to reform it. The crueler it is, the sooner it will be over” (Cayton et al., 

2003, p. 413). Sherman “convinced Grant to permit a daring move. Vowing to ‘make 

Georgia howl’ … Sherman led some 62,000 Union troops on a march to the sea to 

capture Savannah, Georgia” (p. 413). After evacuating and burning Atlanta, Sherman’s 

soldiers “cut a nearly 300-mile-long path of destruction across Georgia” (p. 414). They 

destroyed or consumed everything in their path. By the end of December, Sherman 

entered Savannah “without a fight” (p. 414).  

“The Election of 1864” described Lincoln’s political challenges, including from 

within his own party. Radical Republicans wanted emancipation and to punish the South. 

After Lincoln pocket-vetoed the Wade-Davis bill (which required strict measures for 

Southern states to reenter the Union), Radical Republicans backed John C. Frémont. To 

“broaden Lincoln’s appeal,” Republicans “temporarily changed their name to the Union 

Party (and) … dropped Vice President Hannibal Hamlin from the ticket and nominated 

Andrew Johnson of Tennessee to run with the President” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 414). 

McClellan was the Democrat nominee. Lincoln “feared that McClellan would find wide 

support among the troops ... (he) promised that if elected, he would negotiate an end to 

the war” (p. 414). The capture of Atlanta, however, changed the momentum for Lincoln. 

He won “an easy victory” in November (p. 414).  

“A New Birth of Freedom” described how Lincoln’s reelection showed that 

people increasingly accepted his stand against slavery. Congress passed the Thirteenth 

Amendment in February 1865. It ended slavery in the United States forever. In his 
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Second Inaugural Address, Lincoln wanted to “bind up the nation’s wounds” as the 

“mighty scourge of war may speedily pass away” (Cayton et al., 2003, pp. 414–415).  

“The End of the War” described the South’s deepening gloom. This was 

illustrated by Mary Chesnut’s quote, “The deep waters are closing over us” (Cayton et 

al., 2003, p. 415). “Sherman Moves North” included his journey to South Carolina. Since 

many regarded that state as the “heart of the rebellion,” Sherman and his men tried to 

“destroy the South’s remaining resources and to crush Southerners’ remaining will to 

fight” (p. 415). They burned and destroyed half the capital, Columbia. As Union troops 

moved into North Carolina, “all demolition of civilian property ceased” (p. 415).  

“Surrender at Appomattox” detailed how by April 1865, the starving Confederate 

army could no longer defend Richmond. Lee slipped south, hoping to evade Grant’s army 

and meet a retreating General Johnston. Grant’s troops cut him off at each attempt. 

Finally, they surrounded Lee at Appomattox Court House. After considering scattering 

and fighting as guerrillas, “reluctantly (Lee) admitted, ‘There is nothing left for me to do 

but go and see General Grant and I would rather die a thousand deaths’” (Cayton et al., 

2003, p. 416). The section included their meeting, generous terms of surrender, and 

“mixed feelings” of both sides.  

“Lincoln is Assassinated” began with Johnston’s surrender to Sherman in North 

Carolina. It detailed the conspiracy surrounding the assassination, the killing itself, and 

how the army tracked and killed John Wilkes Booth in Virginia. It also recounted the 

public reaction to Lincoln’s death, including how his “funeral train took 14 days to travel 

from the nation’s capital to his hometown of Springfield, Illinois” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 
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417).   

Unusually, America: Pathways to the Present also included, at the end of the 

chapter, a two-page eyewitness account written by David Conyngham, “an officer in the 

army of William T. Sherman and a journalist” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 420). The account 

described how “one day soldiers from the North and the South are shooting at each other 

in a life-and-death struggle; the next day they’re trading coffee and conversation” (p. 

420). Conyngham recorded their humanizing conversations, bartering, and interactions. 

An angry Southern officer discovered “a friendly reunion of this sort” (p. 421). The 

officer forced his men to break a truce, and, to their dismay, to wound a Union soldier. 

“At night these men deserted into our lines, assigning as a reason that they could not with 

honor serve any longer in an army that thus violated private truces” (p. 421). Conyngham 

also described in great detail the March to the Sea, particularly the foraging and 

destruction of property in South Carolina.  

Evaluation: So What? 

Like the other textbooks, the chapter described the Civil War. However, America: 

Pathways to the Present used 43 pages for the conflict — the most of any of the 

textbooks. It included many events that were not in the other books. But it did not 

highlight as many people, despite the extra pages. It did not use the extra space to 

emphasize women’s roles, ethnic representations, or the influence of and upon different 

economic classes. They appeared in the following number of paragraphs: 
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Table 4.3 

Paragraphs Including Women’s Roles, Ethnic Representations, Economic Class 

Descriptor Included in ----- Number of Paragraphs (202 total) 

Women’s Roles 7 

Ethnic Representations 22 

Economic Class 5 

 

The majority (168/202) of paragraphs addressed military, economic, and political topics. 

More than any other book, it followed a timeline of the battles. Thirty-one of the 70 

sections and subsections directly referred to a battle or campaign. As a result, it did not 

address human issues, concerns, and impact. Teachers and students missed the 

opportunity to connect to the material beyond statistics. Coverage of events was more 

important than thematic ideas.  

 The Civil War chapter was longer. But it began later chronologically than other 

books, with the First Battle of Bull Run. This, along with the longer length, implied a 

depth of study. It had depth, but typically in political or military topics. Unusually, the 

Civil War chapter referred to information from previous chapters. For example, “You 

will recall that the national government under the Articles of Confederation had suffered 

similar difficulties, and was replaced by the Constitution when Americans of that time 

felt the need for a stronger central government” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 391). This 

comparison across eras tried to broaden students’ understanding of historic concepts. But 

it could be an obscure reference for a teenager. More support might be necessary.  
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Authors largely used examples and voices that were from or about well-known 

people. For example, in the first section, these included General McDowell (Cayton et al., 

2003, pp. 380–381), Harriet Beecher Stowe (p. 383), Jefferson Davis (p. 383, p. 388), 

General Grant (p. 386), Mary Chesnut (p. 386), President Lincoln (p. 388, p. 389), 

General Lee (p. 388), and General McClellan (p. 389). There were some notable 

exceptions. These included Sallie Hunt, a Southerner who kept a diary (p. 380), a 

“Confederate officer” (p. 382), “President Lincoln’s private secretary” (p. 382), and “a 

Pennsylvania soldier” (p. 389). Additionally, at the end of the chapter, the Union 

soldier’s diary excerpt was different from other textbooks. The cultural piece was an in-

depth examination of a non-famous person of the era. The chance for students to veer 

away from the traditional presentation was refreshing. However, because it was included 

separately, after the end of the chapter, it was easy to overlook for students and teachers 

alike.  

 America: Pathways to the Present included content such as text, photographs, 

paintings, charts, maps, “Focus On” boxes, and inset boxes. However, unlike some of the 

other texts, these items were not generally referenced within the paragraphs. It was easy 

to read the chapter and ignore the supplementary boxes and visuals.  

 The characterization of events in America: Pathways to the Present appeared 

neutral, on the surface. For example, when authors described the New York Draft Riots, 

they wrote, “Riots broke out in the North after the draft law was passed. Mobs of Whites 

in New York City vented their rage at the draft … More than 100 people died during four 

days of destruction. At least 11 of the dead were African Americans, who seemed to be 
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targeted by the rioters” (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 393). This representation left out causative 

factors contained in the other textbooks, such as resentment over fighting to end slavery, 

that many rioters were recent Irish immigrants, and their fear of competition for jobs. The 

authors’ attempts to appear neutral presented history in a way that benefited certain 

groups (such as omitting Irish involvement). The result was lifeless and would not 

interest students unfamiliar with the event.  

America: Pathways to the Present included events and examples other books did 

not. It especially highlighted military matters. For example, it cited Winfield Scott as the 

author of the Anaconda Plan, which was received poorly at first (Cayton et al., 2003, p. 

382). Authors included acts of the active Republican Congress (p. 393).  “Financial 

Measures” recounted how, to raise money for the war, Congress passed the first federal 

income tax, and taxed “items such as liquor, tobacco, medicine, and newspaper ads. 

Nearly all of these taxes ended when the war was over” (p. 393). Authors explained 

General Benjamin Butler’s legal justification for slaves to become contraband of war (p. 

396). Also, it listed prisoner of war camps the others did not: Point Lookout, Camp 

Chase, Andersonville, and Libby Prison (p. 399). The book also went into greater detail 

about Lincoln’s political challenges (p. 414), and the conspiracy surrounding his 

assassination (p. 417). Details should help students understand the Civil War better. But 

if they are presented without analysis or visuals, it simply becomes more for the student 

to read.  
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Coda/Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

Like the other textbooks, America: Pathways to the Present took a chronological 

approach. It dedicated more pages to the Civil War than any of the other textbooks. 

Content coverage was a priority at least as important as practicing historic skills or 

learning about big ideas. It did not glamorize war. If anything, the sheer number of battles 

minimized war’s brutality and personal impact. Military details often came at the expense 

of humanizing stories. This textbook was also neutral. Again, although this might be 

good practice, it can be boring. In a survey course, where students need to absorb content 

for a standardized exam, this book would contain information on the test. But teachers 

using this textbook would need to supplement it with items students find more 

captivating. As in other textbooks, like Keene et al., 2010 it was ironic that the way 

authors addressed content minimized human impact in a war involving millions of 

people. The book included women, African Americans, and lower middle class-to-poor 

Americans. But, like textbooks of previous generations, and this book in particular, 

military and political topics dominated. The effort was perfunctory and incomplete. 

The American Nation  

 The American Nation was published in 2003. Both of the two main authors of this 

edition were professors and authors. It was published in association with American 

Heritage magazine, “the country’s preeminent magazine of history and culture” 

(Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. iii). A senior consultant was a historian, author, and curator 

emeritus with the Smithsonian Institution. Program reviewers included eight academic 

consultants, 21 teacher reviewers, a reading specialist, a curriculum and assessment 
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specialist, an accuracy panel, and five program advisors. There were 30 chapters, along 

with a reference section.  

 Chapter 17, The Civil War, ran from pages 484–513. It had five sections: “The 

Conflict Takes Shape,” “No Easy Victory,” “A Promise of Victory,” “Hardships of War,” 

and “The War Ends.” At the start of each section, authors identified a “Main Idea,” 

“Reading Focus,” “Key Terms,” and “Taking Notes,” where students were supposed to 

fill in a table of prompts as they read. At the start of each section, authors summarized it 

with a paragraph, “Setting the Scene.” Integrated into the chapter (and all other chapters 

in the book) were several features so students could practice historic skills consistently. 

These included “Chart Skills,” “An American Profile,” “Geography Skills,” “Primary 

Source,” “Viewing History,” and “Graphic Organizer Skills.” Throughout the chapter, 

there were maps, photographs, paintings, charts, graphic summaries and a poster. 

Additionally, in the table of contents, was an “American Heritage History Happened 

Here” photograph and explanation of a monument at the Battle of Antietam, a 

“Connecting With Geography: The Battle of Fredericksburg,” and a full-page explanation 

of how “taking Fredericksburg was a step toward capturing Richmond” (Davidson & 

Stoff, 2003, p. 495). “Skills For Life: Analyzing Photographs” was a full-page analysis of 

a family at a Union Army camp in 1862. At the end of the chapter was a two-page 

“Review and Assessment” (Davidson & Stoff,  2003, pp. 512–513).  



140 
 

 
 

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

 The chapter’s first section ran chronologically. However, it began later than many 

other books. The previous chapter, “Slavery Divides the Nation,” included Secession and 

Fort Sumter (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, pp. 480–481). Chapter 17 began with an 

introduction, “Setting the Scene,” and its first major section, “A Nation Divided” (p. 

486). 

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

The chapter was organized chronologically. “Setting the Scene” showed that both 

sides felt the war would be over quickly. “Few suspected that the Civil War would last 

four terrible years. By the time the fighting was over, every part of American society 

would be affected by the Civil War” (Davidson & Stoff,  2003, p. 486).  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

 The American Nation’s remaining five sections described the following: 

1. The Conflict Takes Shape (continued) 

a. Setting the Scene 

b. A Nation Divided  

c. Strengths and Weaknesses 

i. The South 

ii. The North 

d. The War’s Leaders 

i. President Jefferson Davis 
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ii. President Abraham Lincoln 

iii. Military Leaders 

2. No Easy Victory 

a. Setting the Scene 

b. Strategies for Victory 

i. Union Plans 

ii. Confederate Plans 

c. Early Encounters 

i. Battle of Bull Run 

ii. Caution, Delay, and Retreat 

iii. Naval Action 

iv. Antietam 

d. Confederate Victories in the East 

e. Union Victories in the West 

3. A Promise of Freedom 

a. Setting the Scene 

b. Lincoln’s Goal 

c. The Emancipation Proclamation 

i. Motives and Timing 

ii. Impact of the Proclamation 

d. African American contributions 

i. In the Union Army 
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ii. Acts of Bravery 

iii. Behind Confederate Lines 

4. Hardships of War 

a. Setting the Scene 

b. The Hard Life of Soldiers 

c. Opposition to War in the North 

i. The Draft Law 

ii. Riots in the Cities 

d. Problems in the South 

e. The Northern Economy 

i. Taxation and Inflation 

ii. Economic Benefits 

f. The Southern Economy 

i. The Economy Suffers 

ii. Effects of the Blockade 

g. Women in the War 

i. Nursing the Wounded 

5. The War Ends 

a. Setting the Scene 

b. The Fall of Vicksburg 

c. Union Victory at Gettysburg 

i. Pickett’s Charge 



143 
 

 
 

d. The Gettysburg Address 

e. Grant’s Plan for Total War 

i. Sheridan in the Shenandoah 

ii. Sherman’s March to the Sea 

f. Lincoln is Reelected 

g. The Civil War Ends 

h. A Turning Point in American History 

Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

Continuing in the first section (“The Conflict Takes Shape”), “A Nation Divided” 

described how “each side was convinced that its cause was just.” Southerners wanted to 

keep their “traditional way of life – including the institution of slavery,” and Northerners 

“believed that they had to fight to save the Union” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 486). At 

the outset of the war, “many Northerners, guided by feelings of racism, approved of 

slavery” (p. 486). Eight slave states faced a dilemma of which side to join. These states 

“had more than half of the South’s population and food crops … (and) many of the 

South’s factories ...” (pp. 486–487). Although four stayed with the Union, including the 

crucial state of Maryland, “there were some citizens of the border states who supported 

the South … Lincoln declared martial law … many people who sided with the South 

were arrested” (p. 487).   

“Strengths and Weaknesses” summarized advantages and disadvantages of both 

sides as the war began. “The South” asserted that they “had the strong advantage of 

fighting a defensive war” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 487). Further, “white southerners 
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believed that they were fighting a war for independence, similar to the American 

Revolution” (p. 487). More advantages included knowledge of the (often wooded) terrain 

and obscure roads, and assistance from friendly civilians. Some of the South’s 

weaknesses included few factories, disconnected railroads, and a scarcity of weapons and 

vital supplies. There were also political problems. The Confederate constitution “favored 

states’ rights and limited the authority of the central government” (p. 488). A small 

population, which included slaves, meant “the South did not have enough people to serve 

as soldiers and to support the war effort” (p. 488).  

“The North” summarized the advantages and disadvantages of the Union. Pros 

included a large population. Industry was “the North’s greatest resource” (Davidson & 

Stoff, 2003, p. 488). Northern factories produced more than 90% of the nation’s 

manufactured goods before the war and had more than 70% of its rail lines. The Union 

could quickly produce war materiel and transport troops and supplies (p. 488). 

Additionally, the North had a strong navy. “With few warships and only a small merchant 

fleet, the South was unable to compete with the North at sea” (p. 488). However, “to 

bring the South back into the Union, northern soldiers had to conquer a huge area … they 

were invading unfamiliar land … their lines of supply would be much longer … and thus 

more open to attack” (p. 488).  

“The War’s Leaders” explained that the presidents and military leaders “on both 

sides played key roles in determining the war’s outcome” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 

488). “President Jefferson Davis” said “many people thought that Davis was a stronger 

leader than Lincoln. Davis’s experience prepared him for the position. However, he did 
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not want it” (p. 488). Authors described Davis and his background positively. But “he 

spent much time worrying about small matters and arguing with his advisors” (p. 489).  

“President Abraham Lincoln” told how many had doubts about Lincoln’s ability 

to lead. “He did not have much experience in national politics or military matters. 

However, Lincoln proved to be a patient but strong leader and a fine war planner” 

(Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 489). It relayed a charming anecdote about his sense of 

humor. “Day by day Lincoln gained the respect of those around him” (p. 489).  

“Military Leaders” focused on the dilemma many Southern officers faced: 

whether to stay with the Union, or fight with their home states. When confronted with 

this choice, Lee turned down Lincoln’s offer to command the Union army and became 

the Confederate commander. Many officers made the same decision, leaving Lincoln 

unable to find “generals to match those of the South” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 489).  

“No Easy Victory” started with a paragraph, “Setting the Scene.” Although both 

sides expected a quick victory, “the reality of war soon shattered this expectation” 

(Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 490). “Strategies for Victory” summarized that the North 

“planned an aggressive campaign against the South. The South, meanwhile, planned to 

hold tight until the North lost the will to fight” (p. 490).  

“Union Plans” relayed strategies adopted by the Federals, including the blockade 

of southern ports. Also, the Union wanted to seize the capital of Richmond, Virginia, to 

quickly capture the Confederate government. In the West, the Union “planned to seize 

control of the Mississippi River,” preventing the South from using the river for resupply, 

and separating “Arkansas, Texas, and Louisiana from the rest of the Confederacy” 



146 
 

 
 

Davidson & Stoff, 2003, (p. 490).  

“Confederate Plans” outlined the South’s strategy, which was “simpler” 

(Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 491). “The Confederate army would fight a defensive war 

until northerners tired of fighting” (p. 491). Also, the South counted on European money, 

supplies, and eventual recognition of the Confederacy.  

“Early Encounters” relayed that President Lincoln responded to popular calls for 

an attack. “Battle of Bull Run” described the festive mood surrounding the Union troops 

and accompanying sightseers as they marched for Richmond. Federals “at first succeeded 

in breaking up Confederate battle lines” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 491). However, after 

General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson and his men rallied, “in the end, it was the Union 

troops who panicked and ran” (p. 491). The first major battle showed “that the war would 

be long and bloody” (p. 491).  

“Caution, Delay, and Retreat” explained that after Bull Run, Lincoln appointed 

General George McClellan as commander of the Union army. It lauded his ability to 

organize. However, it criticized McClellan as being too cautious. “He delayed leading his 

troops into battle,” to the point where Lincoln lost patience (p. 492). “Naval Action” 

described Confederate attempts to circumvent the Union blockade. In spite of “blockade 

runners, trade ... dropped by more than 90%” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 492). Needing 

a way to break the North’s stranglehold, Confederates took an abandoned Union warship, 

“covered it with iron plates and renamed it the Virginia” (p. 492). In response, the Union 

built its own ironclad, the Monitor. After an encounter which resulted in a draw, “the 

Union built more than 50 ironclads … ironclad ships changed naval warfare” (p. 492).  
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“Antietam” described how Lee went on the offensive in Maryland in September 

1862. He knew a southern victory on northern soil would be a blow to northern morale. 

When a Union officer found a copy of Lee’s battle plan, McClellan was slow to react. 

“Finally, after a few days, he attacked Lee’s main force at Antietam” (Davidson & Stoff, 

2003, p. 492). Although Lee lost thousands of men and retreated into Virginia, McClellan 

did not pursue. “Neither side was a clear winner at the Battle of Antietam.” But the North 

claimed victory. Still, McClellan had, once again, “failed to follow up his victory by 

pursuing the Confederates” (p. 493). Lincoln replaced McClellan with General Ambrose 

Burnside.  

“Confederate Victories in the East” described Fredericksburg and 

Chancellorsville. It characterized the Confederate achievements as “stunning” (Davidson 

& Stoff, 2003, p. 493). “The Battle of Fredericksburg was one of the Union’s worst 

defeats” (p. 493). Authors included a full-page insert, “Connecting With … Geography: 

The Battle of Fredericksburg. It detailed how the terrain contributed to the Confederate 

victory, and asked students to consider how geography affected the outcome. At 

Chancellorsville, Lee “again outmaneuvered Union forces … on thickly wooded ground” 

(p. 493). General Stonewall Jackson, however, was killed after “Confederate sentries 

fired at what they thought was an approaching Union soldier” (p. 494).  

 “Union Victories in the West” described how Union forces “met with better 

success” in the Mississippi River Valley. General Ulysses S. Grant “began moving 

toward (the) goal” of seizing control of the river (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 494). Grant 

captured Forts Henry and Donelson, and “pushed south to Shiloh,” where “he was 
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surprised by Confederate forces” (p. 494). After falling back, Grant and his men 

rebounded. With reinforcements the Union won the battle in “one of the bloodiest 

encounters of the Civil War” (p. 494). While this happened, the Union navy captured 

New Orleans, Louisiana, and Memphis, Tennessee. Federals controlled the Mississippi 

River, denying the South a supply line. 

 “A Promise of Freedom” started with a “Setting the Scene.” It included an 

anecdote from a 12-year-old runaway slave. As Union troops approached, more slaves 

tried to escape “into the arms of Union troops with the hope of freedom” (Davidson & 

Stoff, 2003, p. 496). “At first, the Civil War was not a war against slavery. But … some 

northerners began to rethink the aims of the war” (p. 496).  

 “Lincoln’s Goal” quoted the president to underscore his first aim was to preserve 

the Union, not to end slavery. Because he “did not want to do anything that might cause 

these (border) states to shift their loyalty to the Confederacy,” he “handled the slavery 

issue cautiously” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 497).  

 “The Emancipation Proclamation” explained that Lincoln “came to believe that he 

could save the Union only by broadening the goals of the war” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, 

p. 497). Still, his plan would only “free enslaved African Americans living in the 

Confederacy,” not those “in the four loyal slave states,” nor those “in Confederate lands 

that had already been captured by the Union” (p. 497).  

“Motives and Timing” explained practical reasons for Lincoln’s emancipation 

plan. Because slave labor helped the Confederacy, “Lincoln knew that emancipation 

would weaken the Confederacy’s ability to carry on the war” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 
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497). However, Lincoln tread carefully. First, he did not want to anger slave owners in 

the Union. Next, “he knew that many northerners opposed freedom for enslaved African 

Americans. Finally, “when he felt he could act to free slaves without threatening the 

Union, he did so” (p. 497). Lincoln did not want emancipation to be received as a 

“desperate effort to save a losing cause, (so) he waited for a victory to announce his plan” 

(p. 497). Following Antietam, Lincoln issued a preliminary proclamation, followed by 

the formal Emancipation Proclamation on Jan. 1, 1863.  

“Impact of the Proclamation” said the act changed the purpose of the war. “Now, 

Union troops were fighting to end slavery as well as to save the Union” (Davidson & 

Stoff, 2003, p. 497). Authors included a quote from abolitionist Frederick Douglass about 

the “many emotional celebrations that took place,” and assessed that although “in the 

South, Lincoln’s proclamation was seen as a fiend’s act … the proclamation won the 

sympathy of Europeans, especially workers. As a result, it became less likely that Britain 

… would come to the aid of the South” (pp. 497–498).  

“African American Contributions” explained that “both free African Americans 

and escaped slaves enlisted in the Union army” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 498). “In the 

Union Army” said the role of Black units gradually expanded. At first they worked as 

laborers and in non-combat duty at half pay. Gradually, protests forced the government to 

change conditions. 

By 1863, African American troops were fighting in major battles against the 

Confederates (and) in 1864, all soldiers would receive equal pay. By the end of 

the war, about 200,000 African Americans had fought for the Union. Nearly 
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40,000 lost their lives (pp. 498–499).  

“Acts of Bravery” highlighted the service of the 54th Massachusetts. The African 

American regiment led an attack on Fort Wagner in South Carolina. Almost half the 

regiment was killed before it withdrew. “The courage of the 54th Massachusetts and 

other regiments helped to win respect for African American soldiers” (Davidson & Stoff, 

2003, p. 499).  

“Behind Confederate Lines” described how slaves “hoped to weaken the South’s 

war effort” by slowing down or sabotaging work (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 499). As 

the Union army advanced, others took more direct action. By escaping, “about one fourth 

of the South’s enslaved population” made it to freedom (p. 499).  

“Hardships of War” started with a “Setting the Scene” paragraph. This featured a 

father’s first-hand account of hunger in a Richmond, Virginia, family. Although fighting 

mostly disrupted Southerners, since the majority of the fighting took place there, “for 

both North and South, the war affected every area of life” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 

500).  

“The Hard Life of Soldiers” described difficult wartime conditions. It included a 

lot of details in a small space — five paragraphs. It referenced long marches and drills, 

sleeping on the ground, fear during combat, the youth of most soldiers, and the death toll. 

Additionally, it included technological advances that created high casualty rates. It 

addressed medical care on the battlefield, describing the prevalence of amputations, poor 

sanitary conditions, and the spread of disease. Andersonville prison was mentioned, as 

well as desertion rates. 
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“Opposition to the War in the North” explained why some Northerners were 

dissatisfied with the conduct of the war. It defined the term “Copperheads,” and 

explained that “some northerners opposed using force to keep the South in the Union … 

other northerners supported the war but opposed the way Lincoln was conducting it” 

(Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 501). 

“The Draft Law” described how the North offered money to enlist, but some 

abused the system, and eventually “there was a shortage of volunteers to serve in the 

Union army” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 501). In 1863,  

Congress passed a draft law … (that) required all able-bodied males between the 

ages of 20 and 45 to serve in the military … a man could avoid the draft by 

paying the government $300 or by hiring someone to serve in his place. This 

angered many people ...” (p. 502).  

“Riots in the Cities” explained the effect of the draft law on certain communities 

in the North. In particular, immigrants and those who competed with African Americans 

for jobs, especially as the law passed soon after Lincoln issued the Emancipation 

Proclamation. At the worst riot, in New York, “White workers attacked free Blacks … 

(and) rich New Yorkers who had paid to avoid serving in the army. At least 74 people 

were killed in the riot” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 502). Lincoln’s response was to 

suspend habeas corpus to “stop the riots and other ‘disloyal practices.’” (p. 502). 

“Problems in the South” relayed several challenges facing the Confederates. 

“President Davis … struggled to create a strong federal government … many southerners 

firmly believed in states’ rights” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 502). Like the North, the 
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South passed a draft law as the war dragged on. Also, because men “who owned or 

supervised more than 20 slaves did not have to serve,” those who did not became 

resentful (p. 502). No slaves put on a Confederate uniform. But the “desperate 

Confederate congress finally agreed” with Lee’s request that they could (p. 502).  

“The Northern Economy” summarized ways the Union raised money, as well as 

ways the war helped stimulate the economy. “Taxation and Inflation” discussed the 

nation’s first income tax and bond sales. But these moves weren’t enough, so “the North 

printed more than $400 million in paper money. As the money supply increased, each 

dollar was worth less. In response, businesses charged more for their goods” (Davidson 

& Stoff, 2003, p. 503). “Economic Benefits” outlined several ways the war helped the 

northern economy. Farmers, unable to plant and harvest crops from the front, bought tens 

of thousands of machines to make up for being gone. “As a result, farm production 

actually went up during the war” (p. 503). The wartime demand for other goods improved 

industry, even though profiteers “charged excessive prices for goods that the government 

desperately needed for the war” (p. 503).  

“The Southern Economy” described the Confederacy’s financial ruin. This was 

caused by “the cost of the war, the loss of the cotton trade, and severe shortages brought 

on by the Union blockade” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 503). “The Economy Suffers” 

outlined the ways the South tried to raise money, and how they backfired. The 

Confederacy also had an income tax, and a “tax-in-kind” that “required farmers to turn 

over one tenth of their crops to the government” (p. 503). Like the Union, the 

Confederacy had paper money and “printed so much that wild inflation set in” (p. 503). 
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Davis hoped to force Britain’s hand by withholding cotton. Instead, England found other 

sources (p. 503). “Effects of the Blockade” described how the Union forced the 

Confederate army to “wait weeks for supplies of food and clothing … and cut off most 

deliveries from across the Atlantic” (pp. 503–504). Confederates tried to build and run 

their own factories, and “offered contracts and draft exemptions for its workers if they 

started making war goods” (p. 504).  

“Women in the War” described the critical role of women during the conflict. 

They “took jobs in industry and on farms. Women’s aid societies helped supply the 

troops with food, bedding, clothing, and medicine,” often fundraising to pay for these 

items (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 504). “Nursing the Wounded” described how “at first, 

doctors were unwilling to permit even trained nurses to work in military hospitals,” but as 

the wounded flooded in, “this attitude soon changed” (p. 504). It cited several nurses 

from both sides. 

The fifth section, “The War Ends,” also started with a “Setting the Scene.” It 

described how Grant became commander of the Union army due to his aggressive and 

decisive leadership. “The Fall of Vicksburg” described the siege of that city, ending with 

Grant’s victory. Coupled with the capture of Port Hudson, Louisiana, it meant “the entire 

Mississippi was now under Union control. The Confederacy was split into two parts” 

(Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 506).  

“Union Victory at Gettysburg” told of Lee’s hopes that a surprise attack and 

victory would enable him “to swing south and capture Washington, D.C.” (Davidson & 

Stoff, 2003, p. 506). On the first day, “Confederates drove the Union forces out of 
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Gettysburg. The Yankees, however, took up strong positions on Cemetery Ridge, 

overlooking the town” (p. 506). The second day was hard-fought, but the well-prepared 

Union line held. “Pickett’s Charge” described Lee’s motivation to attack on the third day, 

despite heavy losses. “He ordered General George Pickett to lead 15,000 men in a daring 

charge … Row after row of soldiers fell to the ground, dead … Pickett’s Charge failed” 

(p. 506). Lee retreated; still, Union General George C. Meade did not follow Lee, and the 

Confederates slipped away.  

The Union victories at Vicksburg and Gettysburg marked the turning point of the 

Civil War. It seemed just a matter of time before the Confederacy would fall. 

However, the South was still determined to fight (p. 507).  

 “The Gettysburg Address” told of Lincoln’s attendance at a ceremony to dedicate 

“a cemetery to the memory of those soldiers who died in battle” (Davidson & Stoff, 

2003, p. 507). While there, he “said that the Civil War was a test of whether or not a 

democratic nation could survive. He reminded Americans that their nation was founded 

on the belief that ‘all men are created equal’” (p. 507). The speech was “honored as a 

statement of American ideals” (p. 508).  

 “Grant’s Plan for Total War” described how a frustrated Lincoln finally found the 

Union commander in “Unconditional Surrender” Grant. “I can’t spare this man,” Lincoln 

said. “He fights” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 508). Grant’s plan to win the war was to 

“wage total war against the South … to destroy food, equipment, and anything else they 

found that might be useful to the enemy” (p. 508).  

 “Sheridan in the Shenandoah” recounted how General Philip Sheridan carried out 
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Grant’s orders for total war. He destroyed farms, livestock and burned barns, leaving 

nothing for the Confederate army or populace. “Sherman’s March to the Sea” conveyed 

that Sherman, too, destroyed everything in his path.  

 “Lincoln is Reelected” said that the president viewed his reelection chances in 

1864 as bleak. The Union’s hopes for victory (before Atlanta fell) looked dim. “Many 

northerners were unhappy with his handling of the war” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 

509). Democrats nominated McClellan, who said he would end the war, and even restore 

slavery to achieve peace. However, the timely victory in Atlanta, combined with 

Sheridan’s success in the Shenandoah, ensured Lincoln’s reelection. At his second 

Inaugural Address, Lincoln delivered the famous lines “With malice toward none, with 

charity for all … let us strive … to bind up the nation’s wounds” (p. 509).  

 “The Civil War Ends” described Grant’s costly drive to capture Richmond. 

Although “60,000 men were killed or wounded in a single month at the battles of the 

Wilderness, Spotsylvania, and Cold Harbor … Grant pressed on. He knew that the Union 

could replace men and supplies. The South could not” (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 509). 

A nine-month siege of Petersburg followed, with both Petersburg and Richmond falling 

on the same day. Lee and his troops were trapped in Appomattox Court House, Virgina, 

where he surrendered. Grant gave Lee generous terms of surrender. 

 “A Turning Point in American History” summarized the “immense toll” of the 

Civil War (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 510). “No war has ever resulted in more American 

deaths,” costing “more than 11 times the entire amount spent by the federal government 

between 1789 and 1861!” (p. 510). A shift in the balance of power ensured the 
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Republican party was in control. Secession as an idea “was dead” (p. 510). The “power of 

the federal government grew” (p. 510). Although “the war also put an end to slavery in 

the United States … a long and difficult struggle for equality lay ahead” (p. 510).  

 The end of the chapter included a one-page insert that analyzed a photograph of a 

family in a Union army camp in 1862. It cautioned students that when working with 

primary sources, “we must learn to evaluate them for accuracy and bias” (Davidson & 

Stoff, 2003, p. 511). Authors cited four steps of analysis: identify the subject, look for 

details, analyze the photographer’s intent, and draw conclusions. Additionally, a two-

page “Review and Assessment” rounded out the chapter. 

Evaluation: So What? 

Like the other textbooks, the chapter generally described the Civil War., using 29 

pages to do so. The American Nation did not include many events that other textbooks 

did. It often summarized in a few sentences events that other books covered in pages. It 

left out some facts. For example, it did not use the term “Anaconda Plan” to describe the 

Union strategy, even though the book described its pieces (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 

490). Three paragraphs summarized the battles of Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville, 

when other authors used several pages (pp. 493–494). Grant’s capture of Forts Henry and 

Donelson took one sentence (p. 494). Authors ascribed Sherman’s famous “Devil’s own 

day” quote to “one of Grant’s officers who thought they should retreat” (p. 494)!  This 

was a lost opportunity to show how Sherman and Grant interacted. 

The American Nation did not highlight as many people as other textbooks. 

Therefore, it did not emphasize women’s roles, ethnic representations, and the influence 
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of and upon different economic classes. They were presented in the following number of 

paragraphs: 

Table 4.4 

Paragraphs Including Women’s Roles, Ethnic Representations, Economic Class 

Descriptor Included in ----- Number of Paragraphs (158 total) 

Women’s Roles 4 

Ethnic Representations 31 

Economic Class 8 

 

The majority of paragraphs (115/158) addressed military, economic, and political topics. 

Many of the paragraphs contained three or fewer sentences. As a result, it did not address 

human issues, concerns, and impact. Teachers and students missed the opportunity to 

connect to the material beyond statistics. Coverage of events seemed to be more 

important than analyzing thematic ideas.  

 The Civil War chapter of The American Nation began later than other textbooks, 

with each side’s strengths and weaknesses, instead of Fort Sumter. This book was simple 

compared with some of the others. It included the meanings of words in the reading, 

rather than a separate glossary. For example, authors defined racism and martial law in 

the text (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, pp. 486–487). They also included facts other books did 

not, even though the facts were presented in a simpler manner. For example, the South’s 

rail network “often did not connect to one another. Tracks simply ran between two points 

and then stopped” (p. 487). “President Jefferson Davis” offered that “many people 
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thought that Davis was a stronger leader than Lincoln. Davis’s experience prepared him 

for the position. However, he did not want it” (p. 488). Such material often contains the 

information students find most interesting. 

Authors did not use many direct quotes. Those they did were mostly from or 

about well-known people. Only 10 of 19 quotes were set aside in quotation boxes. These 

well-known voices included Jefferson Davis (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, p. 487), Arthur 

James Freemantle (p. 488), and Abraham Lincoln (p. 489). There were some notable 

exceptions. These included “one confident Union supporter,” (p. 380), and a 

“Confederate in North Carolina” (p. 382). Additionally, the analysis of the army camp 

photograph was distinctive from other textbooks. It provided an in-depth cultural 

examination of a non-famous person of the era. The chance for students to veer away 

from the traditional presentation of the rest of the chapter was refreshing. However, 

students and teachers alike could easily overlook the photo because it appeared after the 

end of the chapter, in a separate section.  

 The American Nation delivered content using a variety of methods. Authors 

included photographs, paintings, charts, maps, “An American Profile” boxes, and “Chart 

Skills” and Geography Skills” boxes. However, unlike some of the other texts, it did not 

reference these items within the paragraphs. The supplementary boxes and visuals were 

easy to ignore.  

 The characterization of events in The American Nation was neutral and brief. For 

example, Andersonville prison was mentioned in two sentences (Davidson & Stoff, 2003, 

pp. 500–501). The whole battle of Gettysburg lasted one page (p. 506). Sherman’s 
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capture of Atlanta and March to the Sea took seven sentences (p. 508). It left out 

causative factors and long-term results contained in other textbooks. The result was stale 

and uninteresting to students unfamiliar with the event.  Could stripping away details help 

students understand Civil War basics better? Essential facts might be easier to remember. 

But if the details don’t include analysis, accompanying visuals, or conclusions, it could 

simply become more detritus for the student.  

Coda/Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

Like other textbooks, The American Nation took a chronological approach to 

organization. Through its minimalist perspective, the authors demonstrated that content 

coverage was at least as important as practicing historic skills or learning about big ideas. 

It did not glamorize the concept of war. Indeed, it diminished the extremes of war by 

paring facts down to the essentials. The American Nation contained few humanizing 

anecdotes or tales of bravery. Authors stripped down those they did include. Like some of 

the others, the textbook was neutral. Although this might be good practice, it can be 

boring. The American Nation seemed targeted to teachers covering content for a survey 

course and standardized exam. The book would certainly contain information that might 

be tested. Additionally, The American Nation might be more accessible for students in 

lower-level classes. Definitions were often in the paragraphs, and the approach was 

direct. But teachers need to supplement the book with items students find more 

intriguing. As with several of the other textbooks, it was ironic that the way the book 

addressed content minimized human impact in a war involving millions of people. The 

American Nation included some consideration of women, African Americans, and lower 
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middle class-to-poor Americans. But military and political topics still dominated. The 

treatment of these groups was superficial and incomplete. 

The American Vision 

The American Vision was published in 2008. Of its five main authors, four were 

professors and one a historian. A contributing author added 14 “three-dimensional, 

interactive graphic organizers” “to help you identify and learn about the Big Ideas 

discussed in each section” (Appleby, Brinkley, Broussard, McPherson, & Ritchie, 2008, 

p. R21). It had 11 academic consultants and 59 teacher reviewers. Along with 31 chapters 

was a reference section. It included a skills handbook, directions for “foldables” graphic 

organizers, U.S. presidents, American facts, documents of American History, Supreme 

Court case summaries, a literature library, flag etiquette, and English and Spanish 

glossaries. 

Chapter Nine, The Civil War, 1861–1865, ran from pages 312–353. It had five 

sections: “The Opposing Sides,” “The Early Stages,” “Life During the War,” “The 

Turning Point,” and “The War Ends.” Each section began with a highlighted box. The 

“Guide to Reading” outlined the “Big Ideas,” “Content Vocabulary,” “Academic 

Vocabulary,” “People and Events to Identify,” and a “Reading Strategy.” Vocabulary 

words listed in the guide were highlighted in yellow throughout the text. 

Each section started with a “Main Idea” and a “History and You” passage that 

asked questions and advised students to “read on” about a topic. The chapter had 

photographs, cartoons, paintings, maps, charts, a two-page primary source analysis, and a 

two-page “geography and history” insert. Scattered throughout the main text were 
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“Primary Source” quotation boxes. A two-page “Assessment” ended the chapter 

(Appleby et al., 2008, pp. 352–353).  

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

The chapter ran chronologically. But it began at a later starting point than all the 

other books. The previous chapter, “Sectional Conflict Intensifies, 1848–1860,” included 

secession, Fort Sumter, and the dilemma of the border states. Chapter Nine began with an 

introductory paragraph and its first major section, “Choosing Sides” (Appleby et al., 

2008, p. 314). 

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

 In the introduction, authors explained that both sides had “distinct advantages and 

disadvantages,” and expectations of a quick resolution (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 314). 

Instead, “the Civil War became a long, bloody, and bitter struggle in which neither side 

won an easy triumph” (p. 314).  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

 The American Vision’s remaining five sections described the following: 

1. The Opposing Sides  

a. Choosing Sides (continued) 

i. The Opposing Economies 

ii. Financing the War 

iii. Party Politics in the North 

iv. Weak Southern Government 
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v. The Diplomatic Challenge 

b. The First Modern War 

i. Military Technology 

ii. The South’s Strategy 

iii. The Union’s Anaconda Plan 

2. The Early Stages 

a. Mobilizing the Troops 

b. The Naval War 

i. The Blockade 

ii. Farragut Seizes New Orleans 

c. The War in the West 

i. Shiloh 

ii. Murfreesboro 

d. The War in the East 

i. The Peninsula Campaign 

ii. The Battle of Antietam 

iii. The Emancipation Proclamation 

3. Life During the War 

a. The Wartime Economies 

i. Southern Shortages, Falling Morale 

ii. The Union’s War Boom 

b. African Americans in the Military 



163 
 

 
 

c. Military Life 

i. The Soldiers in the Field 

ii. Battlefield Medicine 

iii. Women Serve as Nurses 

iv. Military Prisons 

4. The Turning Point 

a. Vicksburg Falls 

i. Grierson’s Raid 

ii. The Siege of Vicksburg 

b. The Road to Gettysburg 

i. Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville 

ii. The Battle of Gettysburg 

iii. The Aftermath 

c. Battle for Tennessee 

i. Chickamauga 

ii. The Battle of Chattanooga 

iii. Grant Becomes General in Chief 

5. The War Ends 

a. Grant Versus Lee 

i. From the Wilderness to Cold Harbor 

ii. The Siege of Petersburg 

b. The Union Advances 
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i. Farragut Attacks Mobile 

ii. Sherman’s March to the Sea 

c. The South Surrenders 

i. The Election of 1864 

ii. Surrender 

iii. Lincoln’s Assassination 

iv. Aftermath of the Civil War 

Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

Continuing in the first section (“The Opposing Sides”), “Choosing Sides” 

described how military officers, including Robert E. Lee, had to decide whether to 

support the Union or the Confederacy. It recounted the South’s strong military tradition. 

Conversely, the North’s strong naval tradition supplied the Union with officers, warships, 

and all but one of the nation’s shipyards.  

“The Opposing Economies” contrasted the economic prospects of both sides. The 

North’s vastly larger population “gave it a great advantage in raising an army and 

supporting the war effort” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 314). The North’s factories, 

producing vital weapons and equipment “gave the region an important economic 

advantage” (p. 315). Both sides produced food. But the South’s inability to effectively 

“distribute it once the war began” became a major problem (p. 315). The fact that it had 

“only half as many miles of railroad track as the North, and had only one line … 

connecting the Western states of the Confederacy … made it much easier for Northern 

forces to disrupt the movement of food and troops” (p. 315).  
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“Financing the War” compared the economic realities of both sides at the 

beginning of the conflict. Both “needed to act quickly to raise money for the war,” but the 

North was much better equipped to do so. It “controlled the national treasury … could 

expect continued revenue from tariffs, (and) many Northern banks … held large reserves 

of cash, which they lent the government by purchasing bonds” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 

315). The Union also passed the Legal Tender Act in February 1862, creating a national 

currency, or “greenback.” The South had a poor financial situation that “became worse 

over time. Most Southern planters were in debt and unable to buy bonds. At the same 

time, Southern banks were small and had few cash reserves. As a result, they could not 

buy many bonds” (p. 316). The South hoped to raise money by taxing trade, but the 

Northern blockade reduced trade and revenue dramatically, and “many Southerners 

refused to pay” (p. 316). To pay its bills, the Confederacy printed paper money, causing 

rapid inflation by the end of the war.  

 “Party Politics in the North” recounted divisions within the Republican party. 

“Many members of the Republican Party were abolitionists. Lincoln’s goal, however, 

was to preserve the Union, even if it meant allowing slavery to continue” (Appleby et al., 

2008, p. 316). Democrats posed more problems. Some supported a war to keep the 

Union, but not if it meant ending slavery. Copperheads “opposed the war and called for 

reuniting the states through negotiation” (p. 316). Conscription was also a major source 

of tension. Lincoln suspended writs of habeas corpus to enforce conscription laws. After 

defining habeas corpus, authors explained Lincoln’s justification for the order.  

 “Weak Southern Government” explained that “although the South had no 
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organized opposition party, President Jefferson Davis still faced many problems” 

(Appleby et al., 2008, p. 316). The Confederate commitment to states’ rights impeded his 

ability to conduct the war. Other leaders, including Vice President Alexander Stephens, 

criticized conscription and martial law.  

“The Diplomatic Challenge” detailed how the Civil War put the governments of 

Europe in a difficult position. The North 

did not want the Europeans interfering in the war and expected them to respect the 

North’s blockade of Southern ports. Confederate leaders, on the other hand, 

wanted the Europeans, particularly the British, to recognize the Confederate 

States of America as an independent country, and to provide military assistance to 

the South (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 316).  

The South stopped selling cotton to the British and French textile industries to force their 

governments to recognize the Confederacy. The French agreed to recognize the South if 

England would. The British, however, were unwilling to risk war with the United States. 

“Until the Confederacy won decisive victories on the battlefield and proved it would 

survive and eventually win the war, the British would not risk recognizing it” (p. 317).  

“The First Modern War” asserted that the Civil War was, in many ways, the first 

modern conflict, fought with “huge armies, made up mostly of civilian volunteers, that 

required vast quantities of supplies and equipment” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 318). 

“Military Technology” explained how old tactics, combined with new technologies, 

inflicted high casualties. Attrition — wearing down of one side by the other through 

exhaustion of soldiers and resources — played a critical role as the war dragged on.” The 
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North’s large population gave them an advantage (p. 319).  

 “The South’s Strategy” explained that early in the war, Davis drew up a plan 

similar to one used in the Revolutionary War. For example, “his generals would pick 

their battles carefully, attacking and retreating when necessary and avoiding large battles 

that might risk heavy losses” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 319). He hoped the Union would 

have to “spend its resources until it became tired of the war and agreed to negotiate” (p. 

319). However, many Southerners “scorned the idea of defensive warfare” (p. 319). 

Instead, “Southern troops often went on the offensive, charging enemy lines and suffering 

very high casualties” (p. 319). These were soldiers they could not afford to lose.  

 “The Union’s Anaconda Plan” outlined General Winfield Scott’s blueprint to 

defeat the South. Critics said the strategy was “slow and indirect,” but he hoped it would 

cause the Confederacy to “run out of resources and surrender … with the least amount of 

bloodshed” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 319). The plan involved a naval blockade of 

Confederate ports, and dividing the South by controlling the Mississippi River. 

 Section two, “The Early Stages,” told of the “military setbacks and high casualties 

early in the war” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 320). Also, the Emancipation Proclamation 

“put slavery at the heart of the Union war effort” (p. 320). “Mobilizing the Troops” said 

“it became clear to leaders on both sides that they would need conscription to ensure the 

necessary number of troops” (p. 320). Lincoln hoped a swift strike would “lead to a quick 

end to the conflict” (p. 320). “At first, the attack at Bull Run went well for the Union” (p. 

320). However, as Confederate reinforcements arrived, their troops rallied behind 

General Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson, and the Union retreat “turned into a panic” (p. 
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320). The defeat proved “the North would need a large, well-trained army to defeat the 

South … the day after Bull Run, (Lincoln) signed another bill for the enlistment of 

500,000 men for three years” (p. 320). Both sides found that as the war continued and 

feverish excitement subsided, they needed to “resort to conscription” (p. 320). “The 

Naval War” summarized that the Union navy “successfully blockaded Southern ports and 

took control of the mouth of the Mississippi River” (p. 321). “The Blockade” described 

how the Union strategy was effective, especially as the war continued. But “it was 

difficult to stop all of the blockade runners … the South could ship at least some of its 

cotton to Europe in exchange for shoes, rifles, and other supplies” (p. 322). Confederate 

warships, built in Great Britain, “attacked Northern merchant ships at sea” (p. 322). 

These raiders sank dozens of Union vessels, and “strained relations between the United 

States and Great Britain … (since) Union officials did not think Great Britain should have 

allowed the ships to be built” (p. 322).  

 “Farragut Seizes New Orleans” described the Union’s attempts to seize control of 

the lower Mississippi River. Despite Admiral David Farragut’s Southern pedigree, he 

was a “staunch supporter of the Union” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 322). Farragut slipped 

his fleet past Confederate forts and guns with minimal damage. General Benjamin 

Butler’s 15,000 troops took control of the city.  

 “The War in the West” concentrated on General Ulysses S. Grant and his 

“campaign to seize control of the Cumberland and Tennessee Rivers … (which) would 

cut Tennessee in two and provide the Union with a river route deep into the 

Confederacy” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 323). Grant’s capture of Forts Henry and 
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Donelson gained control of Kentucky and most of western Tennessee. “Shiloh” described 

Grant’s intention to cut the rail line at Corinth, Mississippi. “Determined to stop the 

Union advance, Confederate forces launched a surprise attack on Grant’s troops … near a 

small church named Shiloh” (p. 323). Although at first forced back, Grant “managed to 

assemble a defensive line that held off repeated Southern attacks … knowing 

reinforcements were coming, Grant went on the offensive, surprising the Confederates 

and forcing … a retreat” (p. 324). More soldiers died and were wounded at Shiloh than 

any other battle to that point, and caused newspapers to demand that Lincoln fire Grant. 

“Lincoln refused. ‘I can’t spare this man; he fights’” (p. 324).  

 “Murfreesboro” described fighting in the West after Shiloh. It included several 

changes in the commands of each army, and battles such as Perryville, Chattanooga, and 

Murfreesboro. “The War in the East,” said that as troops “struggled for control of 

Tennessee and the Mississippi River,” another major campaign to capture Richmond was 

under way (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 324). “The Peninsula Campaign” described General 

George McClellan’s “overly cautious” approach (p. 324). McClellan continued to make 

mistakes, allowing his forces to become divided by the Chickahominy River, and 

providing Confederates the chance to inflict heavy casualties. General Robert E. Lee 

became Confederate commander after General Joseph Johnston was wounded. Lee began 

a series of attacks on McClellan’s army that became known as the Seven Days’ Battle. 

“Although Lee was unable to decisively defeat the Union army, he inflicted heavy 

casualties and forced McClellan retreated to the James River” (p. 324). Lincoln ordered 

McClellan to return to Washington. Lee attacked, and “the maneuvers by the two sides 
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led to another battle at Bull Run … again, the South forced the North to retreat, leaving 

the Confederate forces only 20 miles from Washington” (p. 325). Lee invaded Maryland. 

“The Battle of Antietam” outlined Lee and Davis’s reasons to invade Maryland. 

They believed that an invasion might convince the North to accept the South’s 

independence. They also thought a victory might help the South win recognition from the 

British and the Peace Democrats gain control of Congress in the upcoming elections … 

Lee could also feed his troops from Northern farms and draw Union troops out of 

Virginia during harvest season (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 325). Antietam was the 

“bloodiest one-day battle in the war and in American history … although McClellan did 

not break Lee’s lines, he inflicted so many casualties that Lee decided to retreat to 

Virginia” (p. 326). After Antietam, the British decided to wait instead of recognizing the 

Confederacy. 

 “The Emancipation Proclamation” detailed the process Lincoln went through to 

conclude that ending slavery was a key Union war aim. Republicans were “divided on the 

issue … Lincoln did not want to risk losing the loyalty of the slaveholding border states 

that had chosen to remain in the Union” (Appleby et al., 2008, p 327). As time passed, 

“with Northern casualties rising to staggering levels, many Northerners, including the 

president, began to conclude that slavery had to end — in part to punish the South and in 

part to make the soldiers’ sacrifices worthwhile” (p. 327). Lincoln used Antietam to issue 

the Emancipation Proclamation. It transformed the war “from a war to preserve the Union 

to a war of liberation,” and that it gave “new energy among Union forces” (p. 327).  

 Section three, “Life During the War,” began with “The Wartime Economies.” It 
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described the costs of the war on both sides. “The South had “few financial resources and 

little industry (and) suffered more from wartime inflation and critical shortages” 

(Appleby et al., 2008, p. 328). “In contrast, the North, supported by banks and industries, 

responded quickly to the demands of the war” (p. 328).  

 “Southern Shortages, Falling Morale” described the South’s hardships. “The 

collapse of the Southern transportation system, the blockade of Southern ports, and the 

presence of Southern troops in several important agricultural regions” caused food 

shortages (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 328). Soldiers deserted to help hungry families. 

Shortages led to riots. 

 “The Union’s War Boom” contrasted the North’s positive economic experience 

during the war. Its industries supplied the army with “uniforms, munitions, and other 

necessities” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 328). Because men served in the army, women 

alleviated farming labor shortages, and stepped into industries such as textile production. 

The North also dealt with mob violence. The Union Conscription Act permitted wealthy 

men to hire replacements or pay a $300 fee. Rioters, many of whom were recent Irish and 

German immigrants, killed “about 100 people and destroyed over $1 million worth of 

property” (p. 329).  

 “African Americans and the Military” described how many African Americans 

eagerly enlisted. About 180,000, or nine percent, of the Union army was Black. In 

addition, “10,000 to 15,000 served in the Union navy” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 330). It 

highlighted the experiences of Charles and Lewis Douglass, the sons of Frederick 

Douglass, and their service in the 54th Massachusetts regiment. Lewis Douglass’s 
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description of the “valiant” effort of the 54th to take Fort Wagner underscored African 

American soldiers’ contributions. 

 “Military Life” summarized how “soldiers suffered physical hardship and women 

provided medical assistance” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 331). “Soldiers in the Field” 

described how some Confederate soldiers didn’t have shoes or blankets. Each side 

subsisted on scanty meals — hardtack, potatoes, and beans in the North, and cornmeal in 

the South. “Whenever possible, soldiers supplemented their diet with fruit or vegetables 

seized or purchased from farms they passed” (p. 331).  

 “Battlefield Medicine” described the shocking sights and smells of war. “Doctors 

struggled to tend to the wounded … (and) had little understanding of infection and 

germs” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 331). Infection was rampant. Diseases such as 

“smallpox, dysentery, typhoid, and pneumonia” mowed down thousands (p. 332). 

Doctors often resorted to amputation.  

“Women Serve as Nurses” described the many contributions women made to the 

war effort. They managed family farms and businesses, and became nurses. Elizabeth 

Blackwell and the United States Sanitary Commission “provided medical assistance and 

supplies to army camps and hospitals … (and) thousands of women volunteered to work 

for the Commission” (Appleby et al., 2008, pp. 332–333). Individuals served as 

battlefield and hospital nurses. Southern women were often encouraged to stay home and 

make bandages and other needed supplies. But “many founded small hospitals or braved 

the horrors of the battlefield” (p. 333). Women from both sides effected a “turning point 

for the nursing profession … (and) helped to break down the belief that women were 



173 
 

 
 

weaker than men” (p. 333).  

 “Military Prisons” discussed prisoners of war and horrific conditions in camps. 

The sides initially exchanged prisoners. But after the Emancipation Proclamation, “the 

Confederacy announced that it would not exchange freed African Americans for 

Southern White prisoners” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 333). As a result, Lincoln stopped all 

prisoner exchanges. Conditions, bad on both sides, were even worse in the South, which 

suffered from food shortages. Andersonville, in particular, had “no shade or shelter. 

Exposure, overcrowding, lack of food, and disease” killed thousands (p. 333).  

Authors included a two-page insert about the Emancipation Proclamation that 

analyzed primary sources. These included excerpts from political cartoons, political 

speeches, and letters. Four “Document-Based Questions” followed. They challenged 

students to summarize, contrast, and assess the items.  

Section four, “The Turning Point,” explained that “The tide of the war began to 

turn after the North won pivotal victories” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 336).  “Vicksburg 

Falls” explained that in spite of Grant’s successes in 1862, the Confederacy still held 

Vicksburg, Mississippi. With it came “hog and hominy without limit, fresh troops from 

the states of the far South, and a cotton country where they can raise the staple without 

interference” (p. 336).  

“Grierson’s Raid” explained that Grant could not approach Vicksburg from the 

north because it was too swampy. Instead, he moved around and approached the city 

from the south. Colonel Benjamin Grierson’s cavalry went on a raid through Mississippi, 

“tearing up railroads, burning depots, and fighting skirmishes. His raid enabled Grant to 
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move his troops south of the city” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 336).  

“The Siege of Vicksburg” described how Grant foraged, marched, and fought his 

way toward Vicksburg. After Confederates repulsed the Union twice, inflicting high 

casualties, “Grant decided that the only way to take the city was to put it under siege — 

to cut off its food and supplies and bombard it until its defenders gave up” (Appleby et 

al., 2008, p. 337). After six weeks, and with Vicksburg’s citizens starving, the 

Confederates surrendered.  

“The Road to Gettysburg” described the lead up to the bloodiest battle of the war. 

Lincoln had replaced McClellan with General Ambrose Burnside, whom he encouraged 

to “push South into Virginia and destroy Lee’s army” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 338).  

“Fredericksburg and Chancellorsville” explained that instead of victories, Lincoln 

got two devastating defeats from generals he then replaced. At Fredericksburg, Virginia, 

“the Union troops suffered over 12,000 casualties, more than twice the loss suffered by 

the Confederates. Faced with complaints about Burnside from other officers, Lincoln 

replaced him with General Joseph Hooker” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 338). Hooker left a 

large part of his army behind to prevent Lee from moving, and circled behind him, 

intending to attack from the rear. But Lee also divided his forces. He attacked near 

Chancellorsville, Virginia. “Although outnumbered two to one, Lee’s forces repeatedly 

defeated the Union troops” (p. 339). 

“The Battle of Gettysburg” summarized the three-day conflict. After 

Chancellorsville, a frustrated Lincoln replaced Hooker with General George Meade, who 

chased Lee north. Foraging Southern troops came across Union cavalry, and  
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on July 1, 1863, the Confederates pushed the Union troops out of the town into 

the hills to the south. At the same time, the main forces of both armies hurried to 

the scene of the fighting. On July 2, Lee attacked, but the Union troops held their 

ground. The following day, he ordered nearly 15,000 men under the command of 

General George E. Pickett and General A.P. Hill to undertake a massive assault. 

… Union cannons and guns opened fire, inflicting 7,000 casualties in less than 

half an hour (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 339).  

“The Aftermath” described how Lee retreated with his men. Even though his 

troops were trapped, “General Meade, with his army depleted by the battle, decided not 

to attack” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 340). The South lost 28,000 killed or wounded, “over 

one-third of Lee’s entire force. The Union army suffered about 23,000 casualties, but 

could better afford the losses” (p. 340). It characterized Gettysburg as the turning point of 

the war. The victory strengthened Republicans politically. Also, any Confederate hope of 

Great Britain recognizing the Confederacy was over.  

“Battle for Tennessee” described how fighting broke out near Chattanooga, 

Tennessee, a “vital railroad junction” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 340). “Chickamauga” 

included the struggle as federal troops advanced into Georgia, but were forced to fall 

back into Chattanooga. “The Battle of Chattanooga” told of Lincoln’s efforts to save that 

city by sending 20,000 troops 1,200 miles by rail. Additionally, he placed Grant in 

overall command in the west. Grant attacked Lookout Mountain and drove the 

Confederates to Missionary Ridge (p. 341). There, they waited, and although 

“outnumbered … they awaited a Union attack, secure on a high rugged position” (p. 
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341). Grant, did not intend an all-out assault and ordered General William T. Sherman 

“to attack the north end of the ridge. When Sherman failed to break through, Grant 

ordered … a limited attack … in front of Missionary Ridge as a diversion” (p. 341). To 

Grant’s surprise, his troops  

overran the Confederate trenches and charged up the steep slope … the surprised 

Confederates … retreated in panic, leaving Missionary Ridge — and Chattanooga 

— to the Union army (p. 341).  

“Grant Becomes General in Chief” described Lincoln’s motives in making Grant 

a lieutenant general and giving him overall command. “Grant had accomplished two 

crucial objectives for the Union” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 341). His capture of Vicksburg 

and victory at Chattanooga “had given the Union control of the Mississippi River (and) 

secured eastern Tennessee and cleared the way for an invasion of Georgia” (p. 341). 

Lincoln finally found a general he could trust to win.  

The American Vision included a two-page examination of the geography of the 

battle of Gettysburg. The Confederates might have been able to win the battle on the first 

day, if they had immediately attacked in the hills south of town. But Union forces 

controlled the high ground and gained the advantage. Additionally, Lee tried to seize 

Little Round Top so his artillery could shell the Union line. Finally, Union artillery and 

sharpshooters encamped on Cemetery Ridge beat back the Confederates’ direct assault 

during Pickett’s Charge.  

 Section five, “The War Ends,” explained that “After four bloody years of 

fighting, Union forces began to wear down the Confederate army” (Appleby et al., 2008, 
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p. 344). “Grant Versus Lee” reported that “in the final year of the war, Grant’s forces 

battled Lee’s for control of Virginia” (p. 344). After placing Sherman in control in the 

West, Grant took command of the Army of the Potomac.  

“From the Wilderness to Cold Harbor” underscored Grant’s determination to 

force the South to surrender. Union troops endured several months of unrelenting battle. 

The Wilderness, Spotsylvania Court House, and Cold Harbor “continued without pause 

… Savage combat, advances and retreats, and the digging of defensive trenches filled 

most days and nights” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 344). Although he proportionally lost 

many more men than Lee, Grant could replace them and Lee could not. 

“The Siege of Petersburg” described how Grant’s moves in Virginia were similar 

to those employed at Vicksburg. While General Philip Sheridan’s cavalry raids distracted 

Lee, Grant flanked the Confederates and circled back toward Petersburg. Unfortunately 

for him, the city was heavily defended and reinforced with cannon. Exhausted Union 

troops could not conduct a successful frontal assault. Instead, “Grant ordered his troops to 

put the city under siege” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 345). 

“The Union Advances” summarized how Grant fought against Lee in the east, 

Sherman marched toward Atlanta, and the Union navy prepared to seal off Mobile, 

Alabama. “Farragut Attacks Mobile” included the Union commander’s determination to 

get past Confederate forts. This was even after a mine, known then as a torpedo, “blew up 

a Union ship … (and) brought the fleet to a halt” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 346). Authors 

included Farragut’s famous quote: “Damn the torpedoes! Full speed ahead!” Although 

the Union did not capture Mobile, it sealed off the bay. “Blockade runners could no 
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longer use any port on the Gulf of Mexico” (p. 346).  

“Sherman’s March to the Sea” described Sherman’s advance upon Atlanta, its 

capture, and his troops’ March to Savannah. Sherman believed he must make “a hostile 

people … feel the hard hand of war” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 346). His men ransacked 

houses, burned crops, and killed livestock. After reaching Savannah, they turned into 

South Carolina, where Union soldiers “burned, pillaged, or looted nearly everything in 

front of them,” setting at least 12 towns on fire, including the state capital, Columbia (p. 

347).  

“The South Surrenders” relayed Lincoln’s fear that the war would cost him 

reelection. In “The Election of 1864” Democrats nominated General George B. 

McClellan, who promised a weary public he would end the war. The capture of Atlanta, 

however, came in time to “revitalize Northern support for the war and for Lincoln 

himself.” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 348). After the election, Lincoln decided the time had 

come to amend the Constitution and end slavery. The Thirteenth Amendment “narrowly 

passed the House of Representatives and was sent to the states for ratification” (p. 348).  

“Surrender” explained how a cornered and cut off Lee had to capitulate. At 

Appomattox Court House, Grant gave Lee generous terms of surrender, allowing 

Confederates to take their horses, and guaranteeing they would not be prosecuted for 

treason.  

“Lincoln’s Assassination” told how at the war’s end, the president spoke about 

including African Americans in Southern state governments. Actor John Wilkes Booth 

heard one of the speeches and hated the idea. Lincoln ignored advice to employ guards in 
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public, including during a trip to Ford’s Theatre. While there, Booth shot Lincoln in the 

back of the head. “Lincoln’s death shocked the nation,” and “tens of thousands of men, 

women, and children lined railroad tracks across the nation as Lincoln’s body was 

transported back to Springfield, Illinois for burial” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 349).  

“Aftermath of the Civil War” summarized that the conflict “strengthened the 

power of the federal government over the states” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 349). 

American society was “transformed … by finally ending the enslavement of millions of 

African Americans (and leaving) the South socially and economically devastated” (p. 

349). The United States moved forward with many unresolved questions.  

Evaluation: So What? 

Like the other textbooks, the chapter described the Civil War. The American 

Vision filled 41 pages — more than many books I examined. It included many events that 

were not in other books; however, it did not highlight as many people. The extra pages 

gave The American Vision the chance to emphasize women’s roles, ethnic 

representations, and the influence of and upon different economic classes. Despite this, it 

highlighted those topics the same amount as other textbooks. It presented them in the 

following number of paragraphs: 

Table 4.5 

Paragraphs Including Women’s Roles, Ethnic Representations, Economic Class 

Descriptor Included in ---- Number of Paragraphs (175 total) 

Women’s Roles 8 

Ethnic Representations 24 

Economic Class 5 
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The majority (138/175) of paragraphs addressed military, economic, and political topics. 

The American Vision followed a timeline of the battles. Twenty-five of the 54 sections 

and subsections directly referred to a battle or campaign. As a result, it did not 

extensively address human issues, concerns, and impact. The reader could miss the 

opportunity to connect to the material beyond statistics. However, authors included 

repercussions of events. The book often pointed out the impact of a political decision or 

battle. 

 Even though it was longer than average, the Civil War chapter began later than 

most of the other textbooks. It started with a section that analyzed the economies, politics 

and militaries of both sides. Bull Run, rather than the firing on Fort Sumter, was the first 

battle outlined.  

Authors largely used examples and voices that were from or about well-known 

people. These included Robert E. Lee (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 314), and Abraham 

Lincoln (p. 316, p. 317). There were some exceptions. These included George Julian, “a 

Republican” (p. 327), a “missionary in Iowa” (p. 329), Union soldier Elisha Rhodes (p. 

331), “one Southern soldier,” (p. 331), and nurse Kate Cumming of Mobile, Alabama (p. 

333). Additionally, it included two unusual supplements: An analysis of primary sources 

about the Emancipation Proclamation, and the influence of geography at the Battle of 

Gettysburg. The chance to veer away from the chapter’s traditional presentation was 

refreshing.  

 The American Vision’s authors included a variety of methods to deliver content. 

They included text, photographs, paintings, charts, maps, “Guide to Reading” and 
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“Technology and History” boxes, and other inset boxes. However, these items were not 

generally referenced within the paragraphs. It was easy to ignore the supplementary 

boxes and visuals. 

 The characterization of events in The American Vision was neutral. However, it 

contained many details that the other books did not, wove them into summaries, and led 

readers to conclusions about the war. For example, when authors described the Union’s 

financial advantages, they included that it “controlled the national treasury … could 

expect continued revenue from tariffs, (and) many Northern banks … held large reserves 

of cash, which they lent the government by purchasing bonds” (p. 315). These facts are 

more interesting than simply writing that the North’s economy was stronger. Another 

example was that “10,000 to 15,000 (African Americans) served in the Union navy” 

(Appleby et al., 2008, p. 330). No other textbooks included this information. These 

contributions were helpful and elucidating, rather than excessive. The result might 

prompt interest in the subject. 

The American Vision had a higher level of analysis than the others. Authors went 

beyond simply reporting facts. For example, when discussing the South’s war strategy, 

they included that Jefferson Davis envisioned  

a struggle similar to the Revolutionary War … (where) his generals would pick 

their battles carefully, attacking and retreating when necessary and avoiding large 

battles that might risk heavy losses. The idea of a defensive war of attrition, 

however, outraged many Southerners. Believing themselves superior fighters, 

they scorned the idea of defensive warfare … when battles occurred, Southern 
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troops often went on the offensive, charging enemy lines and suffering very high 

casualties” (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 319).  

This analysis, not included in any other textbook, helps students understand the war’s 

outcome.  

The American Vision included and excluded events that other textbooks did not. 

For example, Admiral David Farragut’s seizure of New Orleans, which did not merit 

more than a mention in any other textbook, lasted four paragraphs. The Battle of 

Murfreesboro was another four. It devoted almost as much space to Grierson’s Raid 

(Appleby et al., 2008, p. 336) as the Battle of Gettysburg (p. 339). Conversely, it left out 

or treated superficially circumstances that other books covered. Sherman’s advance upon 

Atlanta, and the subsequent battle, got fewer paragraphs (three) than other textbooks (p. 

346). Many textbooks tried to cover as many major events as possible, albeit 

superficially. It seemed that The American Vision’s authors chose only the most 

beneficial or educationally profitable items. 

Coda/Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

 Like the other textbooks, The American Vision took a chronological approach. It 

emphasized analysis, demonstrating that practicing historic skills and learning about big 

ideas was a priority. It did not glamorize the concept of war. One could argue that facts 

minimized the romance of war for students. The American Vision included few 

humanizing anecdotes or tales of bravery, but contained information tested on 

standardized exams. Additionally, this textbook might be more accessible to students in 

mid to upper-level classes. Definitions were often in the paragraphs, and the approach 
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was direct. But the full impact of the narrative would require an elevated level of the 

reader’s attention and comprehension. Teachers using this textbook need to supplement it 

with items students find more intriguing. As with several other textbooks, it was ironic 

that in a war involving millions of people, the way it addressed content minimized human 

impact. The American Vision considered women, African Americans, and lower income 

Americans. But, like textbooks of previous generations, and this book in particular, 

military and political topics dominated. Its attempt to include these groups was 

superficial and incomplete. 
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CHAPTER 5: ANALYSIS OF PRIMARY SOURCES 

Coda/Analysis-Waldo 

 
Source/Textbook: The Civil War Diaries and Letters of Private/Corporal Alfred 

Edward Waldo 

These are the letters and diaries of 18-year-old Alfred Edward Waldo of 

Stoughton, Massachusetts. They span his service in Company E of the 35th Regiment of 

Massachusetts Infantry Volunteers from August 1862 until his death in June 1864, 

following the loss of his arm at Spotsylvania Courthouse. The letters are predominantly 

to his mother and father. His diaries described weather, travel, food, life in camp, and 

some of the war’s bloodiest battles, including Antietam, Fredericksburg, Vicksburg, and 

The Wilderness. He detailed marches, steamer rides, railroad trips, heat, frostbite, feast, 

and famine. 

Waldo, a volunteer and son of a farmer, was not particularly patriotic or idealistic 

in his writing. In fact, his subjects were practical: food, foraging, weather, and his need 

for boots, socks, shirts, and tents. He remarked several times that he was ready to face 

whatever lay ahead of him, perhaps to fortify his own resolve, perhaps to reassure his 

family. When he complained, it was chiefly about heat, cold, and lack of food and 

supplies. Yet he was equally descriptive enjoying full rations or the company of his 

fellow soldiers. He fell ill several times. Waldo made a number of racist remarks in his 

writing. He noted several friends and officers lost in battle and also those who died out of 

combat. He served for a time as company cook, but later chose to stay in the field, 

ostensibly due to pay. He was elevated to the rank of corporal, and speculated that he 
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might become a sergeant. After the Battle of the Wilderness, he was shot in the arm while 

charging the rifle pits at Spotsylvania Courthouse. Although he was told and he believed 

that his arm could be saved, he eventually had to have it amputated above the elbow. 

After having “the chills,” and “a poor apetite (sic),” he died at Armory Hospital in 

Washington, D.C. He was buried at Arlington National Cemetery. 

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

On August 11, 1862, Waldo enlisted for a three-year term as part of the army 

quota for Stoughton. He was sworn in at Camp Stanton in Lynnfield, Massachusetts, and 

began his “first duty as a soldier” (Waldo, 2006, p. 7). He wrote in four small diaries, or 

“memorandum,” and sent approximately fifty letters home to his parents. 

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

Waldo wrote to his father, William P. Waldo (1810–1895), a farmer and later a 

shoemaker, and his mother, Mary (Talbot) Waldo (1821–1903). Waldo turned 18 in 

March 1862 and enlisted in August. He wrote of fellow soldiers born in and around 

Stoughton, officers of his company and regiment, and occasionally of seeing or meeting 

famous and influential leaders such as President Lincoln and Generals Burnside and 

Grant. 

Waldo wrote about a variety of topics, which is explained in more detail in 

subsequent paragraphs. He wrote of camp life, traveling by foot, steam and rail, the type, 

scarcity, or an abundance of food, amount and quality of sleep he got, and of needing, 

losing, and getting clothing, shoes, and supplies. He wrote of his heartiness while 
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lamenting the lack of rations. He described his pay, mail, duties, and food in great detail. 

Waldo sometimes described picket duty as well as battles. He wrote a number of racially 

charged remarks and a few politically oriented opinions, but mostly lacked commentary 

on matters not directly affecting his day-to-day life.   

Waldo wrote from Camp Stanton, Antietam, Fredericksburg, Vicksburg, The 

Wilderness, and everywhere in between. He described thousands of miles of marches, 

camping, steamer rides, railroad trips, and foraging duties that carried him from 

Massachusetts to New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Washington, D.C., Virginia, 

Kentucky, Ohio, Tennessee, and Mississippi. 

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

1. Waldo made a number of racially charged remarks, at times describing African 

Americans, Jews, and Native Americans. 

2. Waldo discussed friends, relatives, and famous figures of the era. 

3. Waldo described life in camp, whether it was comfortable or not. 

4. Waldo detailed the multiple methods he used to travel thousands of miles. 

5. Waldo specified the abundance, scarcity, and his attempts to forage food. 

6. Waldo recounted his needing, losing, and obtaining clothing, shoes, and supplies. 

7. Waldo showed off a bit, particularly for his parents, telling of his heartiness, and 

bragging of his and his regiment’s efforts. 

8. Waldo lamented delays in his pay, and described what he did with it when it 

arrived. 

9. Waldo chronicled the mail he received and sent. 
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10. Waldo listed the daily services and duties he performed. 

11. Waldo inserted his political opinions about such events as the draft and 

abolitionism. 

12. Waldo portrayed both large battles and small skirmishes, including the days 

leading up to and after major events. 

13. In spite of the brave face he often adopted, inevitably he fell ill, with varying 

degrees of severity. 

14. Waldo depicted his own and others’ injuries, including the arm wound he 

received that led to its amputation and his death. 

15. Waldo inserted scores of entries about death due to combat, accidents, and illness. 

  Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

Waldo reported hearing from and about friends and relatives, and whether they 

were ill or killed. He often sought out men from Stoughton who served in other 

regiments. He reported when they were wounded, how they looked, and told his parents 

about them. Presumably, they then told the men’s families that they were well. He asked 

whether the town of Stoughton had met its quota for the draft, and who had joined. When 

a good friend from home was killed (Augustus Capen), he recorded the state of the body, 

how and where he personally buried it, the fate of “Gus’s” possessions, and inquired 

whether Capen’s parents would send for the body. He remarked that he had found a 

cousin’s name listed among the wounded from Wisconsin. 

Waldo made a number of racially charged remarks, at times discussing African 

Americans, Jews, and Native Americans. Waldo’s father was known for his racist views, 
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and perhaps paternal influence was in play, particularly as many of the racist remarks 

were in letters to his parents. Perhaps they were his own beliefs. He used the pejorative 

‘nigger’ several times. He claimed that he and his fellow soldiers were not “abolutionists” 

(Waldo, 2006, p. 21), and that they were not willing to “fight to free the nigger” (p. 53). 

He resented that African American manual laborers got to ride in army wagons rather 

than march (p. 59). He wrote of not wanting to get into debt with “Sutler,” whom he 

decried as “an old Jew” (p. 70). He believed that if “Negroes” fought for the Union, that 

the “red man” would help the Confederates, saying of Native Americans, “... if there is a 

more savage race of men on the face of the earth I have not heard of them” (p. 127). 

Undoubtedly, many other Union soldiers shared his sentiments.  

Waldo described life in camp, and reported with satisfaction when it was 

comfortable. He detailed meals, rations, and what he was able to forage. He described the 

facilities where they slept, particularly if they were well situated, when he received plenty 

of rations, and what they ate. At times he described himself as “lazy” and “fat.” Almost 

daily, he noted the food he received from both the army, friends, and in boxes from 

home. He detailed with pride the meals that he concocted out of available ingredients, 

such as “hasty pudding,” “mince pie,” and “slap jacks.” He described the water, cayenne 

tea, and coffee he drank. Among the foods he listed were corn, potatoes, molasses, rice, 

sugar, beans, hardtack, salt, peaches, eggs, and chickens. Sometimes, Waldo bought food 

from local citizens. Frequently he decried or praised the prices of these items.  

Periodically, particularly while on the march, he received little to no food from 

the army. Then, he hoped he could buy or forage something to eat. Every so often, he ate 
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nothing for days. At these times, his tone veered from amused to questioning. In one 

letter home, he lied and told his parents he had plenty to eat, while at the same time in his 

diary, reported only having half rations. Usually, if the army fell short, Waldo and the 

other soldiers foraged such items as hens, sheep, corn, peaches, peanuts, and blackberries. 

Interestingly, sometimes local families allowed Waldo and other Union soldiers into their 

homes and fed them, even if their sons and husbands were off fighting for the 

Confederacy. As Waldo put it, “If Uncle Sam don’t give us enough to eat, Johnny Reb 

must” (Waldo, 2006, p. 97). 

Often, life in camp was difficult. The soldiers frequently did not receive their mail 

or pay on time. The weather was a constant source of misery. Supplies of items such as 

tents, socks, shoes, and blankets were sometimes low, and rations dwindled to almost 

nothing, requiring Waldo to either forage or even to steal food from supply wagons. On a 

long march, he often threw away or had stolen from him clothing, overcoats, canteens, 

and tents. Sometimes he lost these items in battle. He asked his parents to make and send 

shirts, stockings, boots, and silk bags. The army usually replaced what he needed, 

although not always to his liking, or as fast as he needed them. 

Waldo detailed the multiple ways he traveled thousands of miles. He took trains, 

pontoons, wagons, and steamships, and often combined methods of transportation. 

Mostly, he marched. He described the length of the travel each day, whether he or others 

had fallen out on the march, and how they camped along the way. He occasionally 

recounted the local population’s reaction to the troops. 

Waldo showed off a bit, particularly for his parents, telling of his spirit, and 
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bragging of his and his regiment’s efforts. He boasted that he was “tough and hearty as 

can be” (Waldo, 2006, p. 11). He reassured his parents that he was unlikely to fall ill as 

he was “tough as a door nail and likely to be till I get home” (p. 60). He assured them that 

the “9th Corps … is worth more than 50,000 men” (p. 122). Despite his assertions, 

inevitably Waldo fell ill, with varying degrees of severity. Sometimes he stayed in camp 

to recover, and other times, he had to move, usually falling out on the march or riding in 

a wagon. He suffered from typical soldier’s complaints, such as dysentery, lice, colds, ear 

aches, and tooth aches. 

Waldo lamented delays in his pay, and described what he did with it when it 

arrived. He usually sent most of his money home to his parents, and kept some to buy 

food and supplies. He encouraged his parents to apply for the dollar a week that parents 

of minors in the army received. 

Waldo chronicled the mail he got and sent. He especially described mail with 

items in it such as clothing, newspapers, stamps, mittens, and food. He noted when he 

expected mail but did not get any. He also chastised himself when he did not return 

letters in a timely manner. 

Waldo listed the daily services and duties he performed. Particularly, he described 

guard duty in camp, picket duty out in the field, his time as a cook, drill, and digging rifle 

pits. Often, he complained about the weather or physical hardships. Usually, however, he 

noted the necessity of completing the duty as part of his job and in order to survive in the 

field. 

Waldo inserted political opinions about such events as abolitionism and the draft. 
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Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation in January 1863. In February, Waldo 

asserted  

You cannot find 5 men in the regt. but what are death on the Administration. They 

say that they never will fire another gun at the Rebs. They were willing to fight 

till they had got to fight to free the nigger and when it come to that they think it is 

time to stop. it is not only so in this regt. but in all of them (Waldo, 2006, p. 53). 

In several entries, Waldo speculated that he would enjoy living in the southern 

countryside, “but I should want niggers enough to work it” (Waldo, 2006, p. 21). He 

claimed that the soldiers became “democrats” in the army (p. 28). He hoped that draftees 

would supplement his regiment, and that the army would rotate other regiments in with 

his to share the burden of battle (p. 94). 

Waldo portrayed both large battles and small skirmishes, including the days 

leading up to and after major events. He wrote of South Mountain, Antietam, 

Fredericksburg, Vicksburg, The Wilderness, and Spotsylvania Courthouse. Sometimes, 

he and his regiment retreated and were “whipped” (Waldo, 2006, p. 13). At other times, 

the enemy “ran like a flock of sheep” (p. 107). He described “cannonading” (p. 13), 

sleeping among the dead on a battlefield in the Blue Ridge Mountains (p. 15), and 

skirmishes among pickets (p. 106). Sometimes he maintained bravado. “There has none 

of the 9th Army corps had any fighting to do with the(m) yet but when we get at it I 

expect we shall clean them out” (p. 101). At other times, he gave credit to the 

Confederates. “They are determined and I guess that they find we are equally so” (p. 

132). Waldo depicted his own and others’ injuries, including the arm wound that led to 
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his death. He wrote of a rattlesnake bite and heat stroke. He described diseases in the 

regiment such as scurvy, dysentery, and smallpox, and lamented the dwindling numbers 

of his company. Waldo got a minor wound on his leg from a shell, and six months later, 

on May 18, he was shot in the arm at Spotsylvania Courthouse. After being told in an 

army hospital that it must be amputated, he sent for his regimental doctor, who told him 

to resist the operation. However, in spite of some improvement, Waldo started to fail, and 

his arm was taken off. By May 30, his last entry, he noted he had been unable to write 

and his uncle had arrived. He died on June 7, presumably of infection. 

Waldo wrote scores of entries about death due to combat, accidents, and illness. 

He remarked about the sheer number of dead after a battle: “we were under fire about 2 

hours, there was a great many of the Rebels killed, they lay in heaps 16 & 17 in a pile we 

slept on the battle field that night amongst the dead and wounded” (Waldo, 2006, p. 15). 

Soldiers were killed not just in battle, but through accidents. A fellow soldier got 

chloroform to treat self-inflicted wounds to his thumbs and never woke up (p. 44). A man 

drowned while on picket duty, and alligators attacked soldiers bathing near Vicksburg, 

Mississippi.  

Usually, Waldo detachedly marked these events. However, he wrote in his diary 

and in letters to his parents about the death at Fredericksburg of his friend from home, 

Augustus Capen. Waldo recorded,  

Gus was killed. He lay up side of a board fence and a cannon ball came through 

the fence killing him and 2 others. It took his left leg right off up next to his body 

so it only hung by a piece of skin it was bound up but he lived but a few minutes. 
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We did not drive the rebs an inch that day” (Waldo, 2006, p. 35).  

Later, he told his parents,  

You wanted to know if we had to carry off the things of them that were killed. 

The rebels saved us the trouble. There was not but a very few men that had a thing 

on their bodies. Not a thread of any kind. Gus had on all of his clothes but a shoe 

(p. 35).  

He personally buried Capen on the battlefield: 

I went over the river with a squad of men to bury the dead we went under a flag of 

truce. I buried Capens body and marked the place so that I can find it … I went 

over & buried Augustus and marked the grave so that if there is a chance and his 

folk wish to they can get his body (p. 34).  

Waldo had presumably grown up with Capen, shared food, shelter, and even a blanket 

with him. Still, he noted nothing about his personal grief.  

Evaluation: So What? 

Waldo’s racially charged remarks dispel the notion that Union soldiers might all 

or even mostly be in favor of abolition. Only once did he make any remotely conciliatory 

statements about African Americans, and even then it was faint praise. “I should like to 

see a nigger brigade go into battle once. I don’t want to see any of them get hurt but I 

should like to see them run a little” (Waldo, 2006, p. 53). Waldo did not advocate for the 

more progressive belief systems of his era, and if his diary entries are to be believed, 

many Union soldiers agreed with him. Although they agreed that the war was in large 

part about slavery, many Union soldiers did not want their own efforts to be 
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predominantly about it. Since frequently they were  

Indifferent or hostile to African Americans, some Union troops opposed the 

abolition of slavery. They fought the Civil War for "the Union" and "the Cause of 

Constitutional Liberty," or out of a sense of duty or personal honor, without 

connecting their commitments to the evils of "the peculiar institution." The 

regimental newspaper of the 17th Illinois, for example, lashed out at fanatics to 

whom the horrors of war were of no consequence as long as their "darling project 

is accomplished." Not surprisingly, then, historians have not agreed about the 

relative weight common soldiers assigned to freedom, equality and slavery — or 

whether they thought much at all about any of these ideas (Altschuler, 2007).   

Manning (2008) emphasized that Northern troops grew more likely to support 

emancipation the longer they remained in the field. But there is little evidence to suggest 

that, even if soldiers supported emancipation, it was a harbinger for equality after the war 

(Altschuler, 2007). Waldo’s statements, to a modern reader, blur the simplistic political 

positions usually assigned to each side in the Civil War. Waldo’s political opinions did 

not advocate for the more progressive belief systems of his era, and if his diary entries are 

to be believed, many Union soldiers agreed. 

Waldo reported about friends, relatives, and famous figures from the era. His 

letters and diary served as an informal news report back home in Stoughton. He heard 

about people he knew, and updated them in return. It must have made him feel important 

to interact with so many soldiers and famous figures, giving his actions more meaning 

and consequence. It also would have impressed his parents back in Stoughton, who, after 
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all, were not well-known or wealthy. Waldo wrote of rumors and reputations of these 

people. He claimed, “I saw General Grant today for the first time. I have heard it said that 

he was a great smoker and he was smoking when I saw him, so I guess he is” (Waldo, 

2006, p. 77).  He also asked after people whom he was curious about. He inquired of his 

parents, “Do Augustus folks ever say anything about sending for his body? I heard that 

Charles Upham was coming out after it. Has James Osgood got home yet” (p. 41)? For a 

very young man very far away from home, he must have tried to stay connected to those 

he left behind. 

Waldo described life in camp, whether it was comfortable or not. He listed his 

daily services and duties, many in a perfunctory way. Some days he had little to nothing 

to do, yet other days were fully occupied. Along with thousands of others, Waldo 

endured the hardships of camp life and learned how to make do with meager supplies, 

disease, uncooperative weather, and few of the comforts of home. Sometimes, he was 

either issued or able to find or buy vital items, particularly when it came to food and 

clothing. At other times, he went for weeks needing boots, days without eating, and 

shivered under a shared camp blanket.  

Waldo specified the abundance, scarcity, and his attempts to forage food. During 

his time in the army, Waldo described himself as both “fat as a hog” (Waldo, 2006, p. 53) 

and “starved out” (p. 63). When food was available, he happily detailed the recipes he 

created (slap jacks, Johnny cake), and when it was not, he tersely noted it. “We do not get 

full rations now and we can’t buy anything. We are most starved” (p. 87). His 

descriptions of the many ways he and the other soldiers got food was noteworthy. They 
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were issued rations. They often purchased food and livestock from civilians. They hunted 

and harvested. They were not above stealing when they had to, whether from rebellious 

Southerners or the army itself. By far, the predominant topic about which Waldo wrote 

was food.  

 Waldo recounted his needing, losing, and obtaining clothing, shoes, and supplies. 

Sometimes Waldo decided that he needed specific things. Predictably, he wrote to his 

parents requesting items to make his life easier. These included flannel shirts, oil silk 

bags for carrying sugar and coffee, cayenne pepper with which he could make a tea, and 

stockings. The number of times that Waldo obtained and lost certain items was 

noteworthy. He wrote to his parents for some replacements, but relied upon the army for 

most of them. At times, the lack of supplies meant he was unable to properly perform 

guard duty or marches. “The reg. went on picket I was excused by the Acting Colonel for 

not having a shirt and boots” (Waldo, 2006, p. 36). Waldo voluntarily threw away 

unnecessary blankets and clothing in the summer. He also lost his possessions during the 

chaos of battle. The pursuit of these things occupied an appreciable amount of his letters 

and diaries. Certainly, clothing and supplies were essential to his work. 

Waldo and the others showed a remarkable capacity for improvising or finding 

the things they needed. He reported with pride how he and his fellow soldiers made 

makeshift quarters. He wrote,  

Some of the boys here have got houses all built up in good shape. They are 

clapboarded and shingled. I have not built one yet but shall soon if we stop here. I 
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don’t like to work well enough to get one all built and then have to leave it 

(Waldo, 2006, p. 95).  

Waldo rarely elaborated on a complaint. Rather, he simply reported the 

circumstances he found himself in, and how he dealt with them. For example, “I have not 

eat anything since Sunday” (written Tuesday) (p. 19). Occasionally, Waldo justified 

morally questionable decisions. He remarked,  

We are great thieves here but not so large ones as the old Regiments. Last night 2 

or 3 of us went to the Quartermasters and when the guards back was turned took a 

box of hard tack which weighs 50 lbs and carried it to our quarters. We don’t 

mean to starve as long as there is anything to eat” (p. 29).  

From annoyances to hardships, Waldo’s experiences mirrored those endured by both 

sides. 

 Waldo detailed the multiple methods he used to travel thousands of miles. For a 

Massachusetts farmer who probably had not traveled far in 18 years, he saw a large swath 

of the United States, and interacted with scores of people he would never have otherwise 

met. Sometimes he remarked favorably on his experiences. He wrote,  

The farm that we are on now was owned by a rebel who burnt his house and then 

went south at the breaking out of the rebellion. It was sold yesterday. There is 

1100 acres of it and it is better looking land than you can find in the east (p. 69).  

On another occasion, he was pleasantly surprised and even entertained by Confederate 

civilians with whom he interacted. He wrote,  

The last time that I was on I ate supper at a Rebel woman’s house and she was 
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one of the greatest I ever saw … I got there at 5 o’clock and stopped til after 9. It 

was a very nice house and they had things in great style, nigger waiters, etc. I 

stopped in the parlor til supper was ready and then we went into the dining room 

and took supper. We had silver forks and the cups & plates were china and other 

things to corresponde to eat. We had fried ham, warm biscuits and butter, 

slapjacks, tea & white sugar, sweet milk and buttermilk … When I came off I told 

her I was agoing to write home that I ate supper with one of the hardest rebel 

women I ever saw. She sent her respects to you and told me to tell you that she 

tried to plague me a little (p. 65).  

For Waldo and the millions who served on both sides, soldiering would have been 

incredibly educational.  

Waldo showed off, particularly for his parents, bragging of his and his regiment’s 

efforts. As a young man, he would have tried to prove to himself and his family that he 

could perform as well as any other soldier. Sometimes he demonstrated both personal and 

regimental pride. “There was a great many out of the regiment that fell out on the side of 

the road but there was not many from our company. I am as tough and hearty as can be” 

(Waldo, 2006, p. 11). In another entry he wrote, “If the 9th Corps is small it’s name is 

worth more than 50,000 men. If the Rebs. hear that the Corps is coming they take to their 

legs as fast as possible” (p. 122).  

Waldo masked hardship from his parents, assurances that would have helped both 

them and himself. He wrote,  

The last charge that we made I was struck by a piece of shell that was nearly spent 
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on my skin. It bruised me a little and that was all (so I guess that they don’t mean 

to kill me after all). I am tough and well and can eat all that I can get. I think that I 

grow tougher & tougher every day (Waldo, 2006, p. 113).  

 Waldo lamented delays in his pay, and described what he did with it when it 

arrived. He often sent money home to his parents. He kept some to purchase food to 

supplement his rations. Presumably since he did not have a family to support, he did not 

seem particularly upset when months lapsed between payments. Waldo must have been 

proud to send money home. 

 Waldo chronicled the mail he received and sent. The mail was Waldo’s lifeline to 

home. He wrote his parents often, and received letters from them and other family and 

friends. He received news and supplies, both essential to Waldo. He told them of his 

condition, asked for clothing, assured them of his toughness, notified them of battles, and 

updated them on friends from Stoughton. The mail occupied many of Waldo’s diary 

entries, signifying its importance. 

 Waldo portrayed both large battles and small skirmishes, including the days 

leading up to and after major events. Sometimes he was aware of the import of the battles 

in which he fought; other times, he was not.  

 In spite of the brave face he often adopted, inevitably Waldo became ill with 

varying degrees of severity. Waldo’s complaints ranged from minor and fleeting, to 

problems that required a doctor’s care. In spite of asserting “I think that I grow tougher & 

tougher every day,” Waldo at times succumbed to colds, lice, toothaches and dysentery, 

experiences shared by millions of soldiers (Waldo, 2006, p. 53).  
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Waldo wrote about injuries with little editorial comment, except occasionally to 

remark on the suddenness of such events, or when unusual deaths resulted. He wrote to 

his parents several times about illness and injury, and his assertions might have been to 

reassure himself as much as them. Waldo’s arm wound, amputation, infection, and death 

in an army hospital mirrored the fate of thousands of others. His entries about death due 

to combat, accidents, and illness only warranted more than a few words in his diary or 

letters when the manner of death was unusual, such as alligator attack, or if the deceased 

was a friend. 

Coda: Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

Waldo reported hearing from and about friends, relatives, and famous people, and 

whether they were ill or killed. He often sought out men from Stoughton who served in 

other regiments. Presumably, his parents told the men’s families that they were alright. 

When one of his better friends from home was killed (Augustus Capen), he recorded the 

circumstances of his death. Waldo personally saw several famous political and military 

figures, including Lincoln, Generals Burnside, Ferrero, Longstreet, Hooker, Jackson, and 

Grant. He also wrote about enemy soldiers, and about visiting the homes and workplaces 

of other well-known figures.  

All of this must have made Waldo feel important. He saw and interacted with 

soldiers and famous figures in important circumstances. Reporting about them gave his 

being there more meaning and consequence. It would have impressed and been of interest 

to his parents, who were not well-known or wealthy.  

Waldo’s descriptions of life in camp, and the details of his daily life proved that 
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he and the other soldiers were remarkably resourceful. Along with thousands of others, 

he endured the hardships of camp life and learned how to make do with meager supplies, 

disease, uncooperative weather, and few of the comforts of home. He rarely complained 

about tasks that included guard and picket duty, cooking, drill, and digging rifle pits. 

Instead, he noted the necessity of these tasks. Waldo realistically dealt as best he could 

with circumstances that swung from feast to famine.   

For men throughout both armies and, indeed, for many civilians, the Civil War 

was both a time of plenty and scarcity. Food dominated Waldo’s thoughts. Waldo served 

for two years, across different seasons, and in varied climates. Various items were 

instrumental to his health and ability to soldier, and he spent a good deal of time 

organizing, buying, and arranging them.  

Waldo’s travels were noteworthy. Millions of young men from all over the United 

States saw, for the first time, areas of the country and interacted with people they would 

otherwise never have met. It illuminated for them the vastness of the nation and the 

spectrum of its people and opinions.   

Waldo’s boasting was probably for his own as well as his parents’ benefit, and 

through them, would also have reassured his community that he and his unit were capable 

soldiers. For many soldiers, mail was a literal and figurative lifeline that supplied them 

with news, clothing, food, supplies, and connections to news and home. He often noted 

with pleasure when he got letters or other items. He also wrote hundreds of letters to 

friends and family. Clearly, mail was a focal point in his life.  

Waldo made a number of racist remarks directed at African Americans, Jews, and 
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Native Americans. This contrasted the oft-presented textbook scenario that Union 

soldiers were more open to societal change than Confederates. Undoubtedly, many others 

shared his prejudiced sentiments. Waldo’s words, to a modern reader, blurred the 

simplistic political positions usually assigned by textbooks to each side in the war.  

Similarly, when Waldo inserted his political opinions he offered conservative 

views. He was critical of progressive policies such as the Emancipation Proclamation, 

and proffered that other Union soldiers were as well. Again, his writings served as an 

interesting contrast to simplified summaries that students might previously have 

encountered.  

In Waldo’s portrayal of several major battles, he did not offer much insight into 

their conduct or results. He did not question their necessity, nor the leadership of 

politicians or generals. Like with many other topics, Waldo’s description of these events 

was fairly succinct.  

Waldo’s illnesses mirrored the experiences of millions of other soldiers. In fact, 

he was lucky that disease, which claimed thousands of soldiers, did not kill him. Waldo 

was surrounded by injured men. He wrote about them with little editorial comment, 

except occasionally to remark on the suddenness of such events, or when unusual deaths 

resulted. He wrote bravely to his parents several times about withstanding illness and 

injury, and his assertions might have been to reassure himself as much as them. Waldo 

himself was injured several times, and like thousands of others, died as a result of an arm 

infection.  

Waldo lived in an era that, even in peacetime, was in closer proximity to death 
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than in modern times. His stoicism about it was probably both a coping mechanism and a 

reflection of the mores of his era.  

Coda/Analysis - Ferguson 

Source/Textbook: The Civil War Diaries of John Hill Ferguson, Illinois Tenth 

Regiment of Volunteers 

These are the diaries of 35-year-old Scottish immigrant John Hill Ferguson of 

Clark County, Illinois. They span his service in the Illinois Tenth Regiment of Volunteers 

from January 1864–June 1865, when he was mustered out of service as a second 

lieutenant. The diaries chronicled here, which “focus on the Atlanta campaign with 

Sherman,” are numbers four and five of a five-volume set (Ferguson, 2001, p. xiii). In 

them, he “reports his day-to-day activities in a fairly objective manner” (p. xi). He 

detailed marches, life in camp, attempts to find food, his surroundings, and occasionally 

politics. 

Ferguson emigrated to New Jersey with several siblings, then moved to “East-

Central Illinois in Clark County. He became a U.S. citizen in 1856” and lived with his 

brother, Thomas, at the time of his army enrollment (Ferguson, 2001, p. x). At 33 (his age 

of enlistment), he was “slightly older than many of his fellow soldiers … (which) may 

have made him more susceptible to illness … but it also may have kept him alive in 

situations that required quick wittedness and good judgement” (p. x). His diaries were 

“thoughtful, concise, and generally fair,” and as his literacy improved, so did the quality 

of his entries (p. xi). Ferguson enlisted “in order to see the Union preserved; he is not 

taking a moral stance against slavery” (p. xi). Although he used the parlance of the era in 
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references to slaves, he wrote of his sadness at the death of an African American man at 

the hands of a Union soldier “because the man refused to pick up the soldier’s hat” (p. 

xi). He “does not like to see them beaten or mistreated, and his interactions with them are 

decent and honest” (p. xi).  

Ferguson had a strong moral compass. He attended church services while 

garrisoned and in the field, did not drink alcohol excessively, and did not hire prostitutes 

(although he noted their existence). Ferguson did not gamble or play cards, sending most 

of his money home. “He look(ed) after his fellow soldiers when they (were ill and 

visit(ed) them in the field hospitals” (Ferguson, 2001, p. xi). He was kind to struggling 

civilians, especially women and children, and even shared his rations with them.  

After his discharge from the army, Ferguson married Jane Coryell Rogers, a 

widow to whom he wrote throughout the war and referred to as “correspondent at York” 

in his diary. They lived on a farm in Hutsonville, Illinois, and had a daughter, Ella. 

Ferguson “was considered quite prosperous in his time” (Ferguson, 2001, p. xi). After 

suffering his whole life from lung ailments that began during the war, he died in 1910 of 

tuberculosis. During his funeral at Old Hutsonville Cemetery, his friend and fellow 

soldier eulogized Ferguson as “Always strickly honest, quiet, and unpretentious; kind, 

self-sacrificing, and generous” (p. xii).  

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

Starting in the fall of 1861, John Hill Ferguson enlisted with the Illinois Tenth 

Regiment of Veteran Volunteers, Company G. He trained at Camp Butler in Springfield. 
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His first diary entry was February 28, 1862, in Bird’s Point, Missouri. He filled three 

diaries which were not the subject of this study. Diaries four and five “focus on the 

Atlanta campaign with Sherman,” and run from January 1 to September 13, 1864, and 

January 1 to June 10, 1865, respectively (Ferguson, 2001, p. xiii).  

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

Ferguson wrote about his life in camp, on the march, and as a fighting soldier. 

Diary four began as his regiment advanced upon Atlanta. It ended just after Atlanta fell in 

September 1864. Diary five picked up the next January near Savannah, Georgia, told of 

his march through the Carolinas to Virginia, celebrations in Washington at the end of the 

war, and ended abruptly in June in camp at Louisville, Kentucky, as he made his way 

home. 

Ferguson wrote about a variety of topics, including camp life, his travels, and how 

he got food, clothing, shoes and supplies.  Ferguson described his duties in great detail 

and showed pride in his regiment’s accomplishments. He often referred to African 

Americans and their roles as slaves, servants in the Union army, and soldiers. Ferguson 

was opinionated about why he fought, women, blame for the war, and how it was 

conducted. He extensively and vividly portrayed both major battles and small skirmishes, 

and discussed the inevitable illnesses and deaths. Sometimes, Ferguson enjoyed his time 

in the army, recounting entertainment and pleasant distractions. Ferguson often noted 

interactions with Confederate soldiers and civilians.  

Ferguson wrote from the Tennessee/Georgia border, the outskirts of Atlanta, 

Savannah, Georgia, Beaufort, South Carolina, the swamps of North Carolina, Richmond, 
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Virginia, Washington, D.C., and everywhere in between: tramping through endless 

marches, holding steady in camp, and exploring towns along the way.  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

1. Ferguson reported hearing about and seeing famous figures from the era.  

2. Ferguson described life in camp and his efforts to make it comfortable.  

3. Ferguson detailed the multiple ways he traveled thousands of miles. 

4. Ferguson discussed the abundance and scarcity of food. 

5. Ferguson recounted needing, losing, and getting clothing and supplies. 

6. Ferguson chronicled the mail he received and sent. 

7. Ferguson listed the daily services and duties he performed. 

8. Ferguson referred to African Americans and their roles as servants in the 

Union army, as soldiers, and as slaves. 

9. Ferguson opined about why he fought, women, blame for the war, and its 

conduct. 

10. Ferguson portrayed both major battles and small skirmishes. 

11. Ferguson depicted his own and others’ injuries and illnesses.  

12. Ferguson wrote often about death due to combat, accidents, and illness. 

13.  Ferguson described his interactions with Rebel soldiers. 

14. Ferguson wrote of entertainment and pleasant distractions. 

 Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

 Ferguson reported hearing about and seeing famous figures from the era. In 

particular, he remarked about generals, especially General William Tecumseh Sherman, 
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who led Ferguson’s Army of the Tennessee. Sometimes the setting was a parade or rally. 

“Seen General Grant and Sherman pass out to the front on the cars about 10 Oclock. The 

boys cheered him good as he passed” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 120). Sometimes he spotted 

generals planning for battle. “Major General Sherman and General [O.O.] Howard and 

Gen [George H. Thomas] was here, a good part of the time viewing the Rebel works with 

there glasses from this hill” (p. 29). Notably, Ferguson took his Sherman sightings as 

signs that they were winning the war. “General Sherman passed along our lines today on 

foot. He looked very pleasent. His expression of countenance was sufficient to prove to 

all who noticed him that every thing was working well” (p. 50). Ferguson was proud to 

see Sherman during a dress parade.  

He was sitting on a chair out side of the doar surrounded by various officers of 

high rank, but all strangers to [us] excepting our Hero Sherman. He seemed well 

pleased at the rough appearance and good order of his war worn veterans as they 

passed by the head of column at a sholder arms, keeping time with the music” (p. 

127).  

 Ferguson described life in camp at great length, especially in diary four. He often 

stopped in one place for weeks, and worked hard to make camp as pleasant as possible. 

The occasional respite from fighting rejuvenated and refocused the men.  

We have our camp well cleened up, with good shades built with brush over the 

tents. We can now rest with the greatest of ease from the hardships of the last two 

months and would not object to staying here until the war closes, but I cannot 

expect the campaign will end here. Atlanta must be ours first, so a few days is all 
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we can expect to remain in camp (Ferguson, 2001, p. 60).  

Relentless cold and rain plagued the soldiers in ways that even battle could not. “I 

never lay so cold in my life. I thought I would freeze to death before morning. We only 

had one blanket over us as we had to hang one of them up at the end of our tent to brake 

the cold north wind off of us” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 5). Even campfires did not always 

help. “Today has been very cold with hard frost … we cannot keep comfortable by a 

large logg fiar” (p. 3).  

Ferguson traveled thousands of miles. Typically, he marched on foot, but he also 

journeyed by steam ferry and train. “We crossed the river on a steem ferry boat large 

enough to hold the whole regiment” (p. 17). Sometimes officers used whatever options 

were available to move large numbers of men. “We found ourselves aboard a second 

class hog train. Each car was crouded and cold as the day was, quite a number was 

obledged to go on top of the cars” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 14). Things did not always go 

according to plan.  

Shortly after day light we marched again and arived at Bridgeport about 9 oclock 

… We expected to leave here for Stevenson in the afternoon but the train that 

came after us, unfortunatly the loccomative run off the track. They have been to 

work at it ever since, but no likelyhood of its being put on tonight (p. 7).  

Mostly, Ferguson and the other men had to march for days on end. Sometimes, 

the sheer volume of men and materiel slowed their progress. “Orders last night to be 

ready to march at day light … Moved along slowely. Had to stop often” (Ferguson, 2001, 

p. 35). Inevitably, weather impacted their movement. “These last two day’s marching will 
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be layed down as amongest the hardest and most trying of our experance. Some 14 within 

the last two days fell dead on the road and many others were sun struck that will not 

recover soon” (pp. 123–124). The varied terrain challenged their morale, particularly in 

the swamps of Georgia and the Carolinas.  

The word was given forward, so we waded in, every stepp getting deeper, until 

we got up to the arm pits … and some had to turn back. Although the distance 

wass not quite a ½ mile, it took us upewards of half an houre to make the trip (pp. 

103–104).  

Even though the marching was relentless, it did not always diminish their fighting spirit.  

Our feet being sore and blistered from our late marches we found it give some of 

us much pain and suffereing to make this extera march while we aught to be 

sleeping and takeing our rest, but we dragged along surprising to our selvs, 

believeing it necessery and just that we should be in the front with our brigade 

and share in the conflict about to come off (pp. 35–36).  

The men often traveled by foot between 15 and 20 miles per day, sometimes more. 

Ferguson noted especially long marches in his diary. “We marched in on the rail road 

some 26 or 27 miles. It was the hardest day’s march I ever marched” (p. 6). Another time 

he wrote, “Some place, but don’t know where and feeling so misserably tiared I do not 

care. I am intirely exausted from the want of sleep, being nearly 48 hours on picket and 

then marching some 18 miles today” (p. 81). After Ferguson heard of General Robert E. 

Lee’s surrender, he had to get from Raleigh, North Carolina, to Washington, D.C., to be 

mustered out of the army. The men had no choice but to walk almost 300 miles.  
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Like many soldiers, Ferguson thought a lot about food. He fared well while in 

camp. “We have lived pritty well today in the way of grubb. We had some homeny for 

brackfast and a kettel of been soup in the afternoon which answered for dinner and 

supper” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 4). They were able to supplement rations with food from the 

commissary.  

Some little flower had been drawn for 3 days rations. Nearly half of it was baked 

up and we only had two biskets a peice and a small peice of meat and some 

coffee. But licky for us Brother James … went to Brigade head quarters and got 

about two qts of shilled corn which they brought in the evening. I soon had watter 

got, and the corn put on with some ashes in to make homeny, and against late bed 

time we had it boyled, and ready to eate. It was a glorious dish and greatly 

relieved our craveing apitites (p. 3).  

However, Ferguson and the other soldiers often went hungry. Rations were 

particularly limited during the Atlanta campaign. Sometimes they ate only once a day. 

“All the liveing we have had today was one bisket, and that we eat for brackfasts,” 

complained Ferguson (Ferguson, 2001, p. 3). Another time he wrote,  

We came in hungery but found nothing to eat. The quartermaster said they were 

not due us till noon so we had to go without anything to eat until one Oclock, and 

then we only drawed 6 small crackers for 4 meals (p. 5). 

Interestingly, Ferguson did not blame the army or any specific officer. In fact, he seemed 

confident that the army tried its best.  

Rations is somewhat scarce at this time and has been since our arivel at this place 
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(Savannah, GA). But we do not complain, believeing that the officers in charge of 

our commisery departments are doing all in their power to precure it (p. 95). 

 The Union army often relied upon foragers to supplement or even fully provide 

food. They had varying degrees of success.  

Our foragers, or bummers as they are called, brought in some more prisoners this 

evening but very little forage. After getting into camp some of the boys went out 

to a house about one mile and a half from here and got all the meat and pitatos 

they could carrie on two mules (p. 109). 

After the Union army captured Atlanta, it pivoted northward through the 

Carolinas. Ferguson commented that “As forage and grub was about plaid with us we did 

not minde a little fight in order to reach a part of the country where it promised us a 

liveing” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 109). While some Southern civilians starved and dealt with 

crippling inflation, others lived in abundance. Similarly, at times the soldiers could find 

nothing; at others, plenty. Ferguson wrote from Georgia, “Quite a number of our boys 

went out a forageing today and brought in rosting ears and some apples” (p. 75). Later, in 

South Carolina, he recounted that “3 men detailed from each company as foragers. They 

are now all mounted and brings in more grub than we can consume” (p. 102). He noted 

with relish that  

… we have had a gay time eateing oysters since we came here (Beaufort, SC). 

Our boys gos out … at low water and gets all they want (p. 97). 

Periodically, the soldiers raided large plantations and farms. Union soldiers 

particularly wanted to exact revenge in South Carolina, the birthplace of the rebellion. 
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Came to a large plantation said to be the welthiest in the south. …  While the 

waggons were being loaded up, our boys broke in the doars and windows by 

which they made an enterance. Overhauled all the finery, wardrobs, and so forth 

scattering and upseting every thing. After plundering until they were tiared, they 

set fire to it and in a few minutes the flames eluminated the heavens (Ferguson, 

2001, p. 98). 

Ferguson documented the resentment of the civilians whose homes were pillaged:  

… we set fire to a large barn filled with cotton and a cotton gine. In a few minutes 

it was all in flames. The old lady came out to the doar on hearing the roaring of 

the flames. When she saw what was dun, she fell down and went to praying with 

both hands extended upewards. I did not hear the words she uttered but I do not 

think she prayed for the Yankees without it was for their ruen (p. 102). 

Foraging in enemy territory was dangerous, however.  

4 of our foragers belonging to our regt. was killed today. The Rebs cut their 

throats and let them lay. Some few was taken prisoner (p. 108). 

Ferguson bought clothing, shoes and supplies while passing through cities. In 

Nashville, Tennessee, “I have went around through several stores and bought me a payr 

of boots, and one hat, one shirt, and pare of suspenders” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 7). 

Accustomed to living with inflated Georgia prices, he was pleasantly surprised upon 

reaching Beaufort: “It is surprising to finde how cheap goods are here to what we have 

been obliged to pay in rebeldom. Goods are sold at New York prices. They are shiped 

direct from that city to Beaufort” (p. 96). Every so often he remarked upon thievery in the 
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ranks: “As I was doing up my knapsack, some one picked up my over coat and packed it 

off. It was a right fine cavelry overcoat. I bought it in Nashville for 9 dollars” (p. 10).  

Usually, the army provided for its men, particularly in anticipation of a large 

campaign. Before the battle for Atlanta, “We have also drawn clothing today. Plenty of 

everything for all who wanted. From all appearances and prepairations going on, gos to 

show some big move close at hand” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 26). After Appomattox, the 

Union army ordered the men to stop foraging. “Foraging of all kinds is stoped. The 

people all ask protection under the old flag and we have no wish to refuse it” (p. 119). 

This decree needed to be enforced, however, as not every man was willing to stop:  

An officer will be sent in advance of each division with a sufficient guard to place 

one or more at each house to remain here until the division have all passed, to 

provent any one from molesting anything about the primises. … all pillagers 

when caught will be instantly and sovearly dealt with (p. 122). 

Ferguson recorded the army’s efforts to restore lawfulness at the very end of the war. On 

April 20, 1865, he wrote, “A line guard has been placed around our brigade this morning 

to keep out boys from going out into the country and rubbing the cittizens of what little 

they have to subsist their famielys” (p. 119). 

Ferguson chronicled the mail he received and sent. As an immigrant from 

Scotland, he occasionally received mail from and sent mail to that country. “I have wrote 

a letter to Scotland in answer to one I received last night,” he recorded (Ferguson, 2001, 

p. 20). He and his brother James sent photographs of themselves there, presumably to 

family, probably to parents.  
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Like many soldiers, Ferguson wrote home to a sweetheart. He catalogued a poem 

that he wrote to a “Dear Friend,” Jane Coryell Rogers, a widow whom he married after 

the war.  

You see Dear Miss-I am so lonesom and sad with no one to write to drives me 

quite mad And I though to kill time, I would write this and see if you Dear Miss, 

would not write something pleasent to me … I can write nothing more that would 

be of intrest to you So I will close this epistle with a hand here so true … And I 

trust that you will answer, as soon as you can And gladden the heart of a lonely 

little man (Ferguson, 2001, pp. 78–79).  

Many soldiers tried to pique the sympathies of their “ducks” back home: “The boys seem 

to imploy their time … explaining all their late hardships in hopes that their little pet may 

say, “Poor fellow. What he has suffered” (p. 87). 

 Ferguson listed the daily services and duties he performed. Sometimes they were 

uneventful. “I have been very buisey since we have been here makeing our muster rolls 

and a variety of other papers” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 117). He often spent the bulk of his 

time setting up camp and settling in. “I was detailed at noon in charge of 8 men to cut 

poles and brush and fix up the sinks. My task occupied the greatest part of the afternoon” 

(p. 21). Other times, the soldiers’ assignment was to destroy; for example, when they 

ripped up railroad tracks to prevent Confederates from being resupplied. “Had orders to 

move at day light in light marching orders and to take all the axes we could … we were 

going to tair up rail road … We marched out … went to work tareing up, pileing, and 

burning” (p. 99). 
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 When not in battle or marching, Ferguson usually went on picket duty. This 

involved a small unit of soldiers on a line forward of the army to scout out and warn of an 

enemy advance. It provided varying degrees of danger and hardship. Some of Ferguson’s 

entries about picket duty were innocuous. “I was detailed this morning for picket in 

charge of 12 men, with 2 corporals.” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 20). Weather was always a 

factor. 

Today has been very cold with a north wind … The boys sees rather a hard time 

standing picket as they are not aloued any fiar on there posts. Some are paying 

others $1.50 cts. to stand two hours for them (p. 3). 

By definition, picket duty created the chance a soldier might literally run into the enemy. 

“The Rebs attacked our pickets early this morning at this place and was drove back … 

where they came out in large force and drove the brigade back that pursued them. We 

took some 12 prisoners (p. 27). 

 At the end of the war, Ferguson’s duties involved a lot of dress parade and 

ceremony. This included a review by military commanders and the larger civilian Grand 

Review of Sherman’s army.  The men wanted to appear in as good a light as possible. 

We made a fine appearance with our palised boots and harnis all shining bright as 

new. Every man dun his best. The Generals present all agreed that our corps made 

the best appearance both in drill and cleaneliness of any others reviewed” 

(Ferguson, 2001, p. 120). 

Ferguson even noted that the Army of the Tennessee could not perhaps look as fancy as 

the well-equipped Army of the Potomac. But he thought they were better when it came to 
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drill: 

… we are far behinde the Army of the Potomac in the way of finery, they may 

make a much gayer appearance with their pallised boots, paper collers, and fancy 

neck ties. But we do not fear them in the way of drill. We hope to beat them 

enough in that to make up for our deficency of Pop and Grander (p. 130). 

He described his final parade through Washington in extensive detail.  

As we neared the U.S. Capital we were hailed by long and loud cheering from the 

multitudes of people that thronged the side walks … Large and lofty banners were 

floting high on all sides and all draped in morning for the lemented President 

Abraham Lincoln. Also the windows of every house we passed, high and logh 

was draped in the same stile. Each window was raised in every house and 

apartment, and presented a duzin heads from each and as many white 

handkerchiefs fluttered over our heads and in many cases flowers were thrown 

down amongst us from the windows and the house tops at every place (p. 131).  

He noted with pride that the signs that lined the streets called them “Westeran Heros,” 

and listed the battles they had won (p. 132). He particularly recounted a banner of 

“jijantic length” that hung over the Capitol Building that “streemed” with a “famenine 

beauty” and was inscribed with the words, “The only National Debt we owe, That we 

cannot pay, Is the debt we owe our Union Defenors” (p. 132).  

 Ferguson seemed particularly touched by the interactions he had along the parade 

route with grateful civilians.  He wrote,  

The streets or rather side walks were crowded with people of all ages and sex with 
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buckets filled with ice water or cold spring water, inviting the soldiers to drink. 

And the little girls gaily dressed scipped along with their hands full of roses, 

presenting the soldiers with bowquets and would say as they would hand them 

out, “The private soldiers are the ones that dun the hard fighting, and they are the 

ones that need the prais (Ferguson, 2001, p. 131). 

Ferguson made a number of remarks referring to African Americans with whom 

he interacted, and their roles as servants in the Union army, as Union soldiers, and as 

slaves. The editor of his diaries, Janet Corell Ellison, noted that in earlier volumes his 

primary motivation for enlisting was to preserve the Union, not to take a moral stance 

against slavery. However, in comparison to other Union soldiers, 

Despite his use of terms like “darkies” or “negoras” for slaves and Negroes, he 

does not like to see them beaten or mistreated, and his interactions with them are 

decent and honest. On one occasion, Ferguson records how a Union soldier 

murdered a Negro because the man refused to pick up the soldier’s hat. Ferguson 

expresses sadness at his death, commenting that he was a good worker who could 

be relied on to complete whatever task was given to him (Ferguson, 2001, p. xi).  

Several times Ferguson referenced coffee or food prepared by Black men. “The moon 

was just makeing hir appearance in the east so we concluded that we would remian there 

and eat supper, as our darkies had it partly cooked” (p. 65). Another time he reported, 

“Huddled up together and only got up to eat when our darky would bring us some coffee” 

(p. 47). He occasionally recounted how other soldiers referred to and treated Black men. 

During one battle, he noted, “Our loss only about 45 as we were inntrinched. The Rebs 
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were made desperit with whisky and told by there officers it was only hundered day men 

and neigors they had to contend with, and that a desperit charge would brake our lines, 

then they would flank us ...” (p. 42). Another incident involved Union soldiers who got 

drunk and actually killed African American soldiers:  

A detail of 20 men and a sergeant was called for to each company to go up town 

after rations. It was 10 Oclock P.M. when they reached town. I understand they 

broke ranks, went where they pleased, and cut up all sorts of divelment. Killed 

two Negro soldiers. Crippled and knocked down a number of others. A whole 

regt. Had to brought with fixed bayonets to guard them out of town (p. 96). 

While Sherman’s army marched through South Carolina, they often relied upon the help 

of slaves to alert them to stashed food and valuables.  

We went out to the first plantation after forage. We finde more meat than our 

whole army can distroy. Also plenty of pitatos, sugar, molasses, corn, and rice 

meal. The Negros tells our boys where there masters hides such things that they 

want to kepp out of our hands, and our boys gos and digs their boxes of 

valueables (p. 104).   

Ferguson expressed his personal opinions about the conduct of the war and, why 

he fought. Toward the end of the war, as his division returned to the ground of the battle 

of Fredericksburg, he opined that “This battle was lost through bad generalship that every 

private in Sherman’s army can see at the first glance over the ground where the battle was 

fought, and where our army was defeated” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 128).  

In several entries he philosophized about the war, and thought he should share the 
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honorable burden of fighting. He noted, 

I can look forward and imadgin the dangers, exposurs, and hardships we will have 

to incounter dureing the nixt 3 years should the war last … And why not I share 

with others in these tryals and have the honor of going through the whole campain 

from first to last should I live, and should there be any honor attatched to it 

(Ferguson, 2001, pp. 4–5). 

On New Year’s Day, 1865, Ferguson longed for an end to the war.  

This the first day of January 1865 findes me sitting alone … somewhat reflecting 

over the past and thinking of the many gay and happy hours I have spent on the 

first day of years gon by, never to return. But I will incurage myself with the idea 

and the belief that this war will soon close and that another New Year’s Day will 

finde us all at home, injoying ourselvs as civilions in a civilized country (p. 95). 

 Notably, Ferguson observed different Southern women. They varied from 

prostitutes, to hostile Confederates, to flattering North Carolinians. He seemed fascinated 

yet disgusted by prostitutes in Nashville: 

No deasent woman or any one that has any respect for there carractor will live or 

pass throu this part of town … If all weman were as vulgar spoken, and as 

reguardless of shame as these weman are, I would say and mean it two, God keep 

me from ever forming aquantence with a woman (Ferguson, 2001, p. 18). 

Ferguson pitied the women of Orangeburg, South Carolina, despite their fear and 

hostility.  

I could not help but sympathize with the lady cittizens of this town. they expected 
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nothing else then we would burn down every house and had made them selvs 

busey from the time they heard the first yell of the Yankees on this side of the 

river doing up what little clothing and beding they had or could carry, and piled 

them out of doars, and were standing around them with their shawls and bonnets 

on, redy for us to put the match to their houses.  …  Some weman were crying 

bitterly. Others seemed sullen and independent” (p. 105). 

            At other times Ferguson seemed surprised and pleased by his and the other 

soldiers’ reception. In Raleigh, North Carolina, local citizens, including the women, 

cheered as they passed. He recalled,  

… The cittizens seemed much delighted at the seen and the young ladies would 

come out to the street and look at our long and endless lines as they passed 

through, clap their hands together, and exlame, “O how delightful the Yankee 

soldiers looks!” “O, how pritty!” And “What fine looking men! I do declair! 

(Ferguson, 2001, p. 118). 

Ferguson felt vengeance and outrage at the Confederacy, especially regarding the 

death of Lincoln. South Carolina, particularly, was a target of both he and the other 

soldiers’ disgust. When they approached Columbia, he remarked,  

I expect by tomorrow morning there will be no Rebs to be found. The great 

Capital of South Carolina will be left to the hands of Yankees to plunder. I trust it 

may be consumed to flames, as it was here they inaugrated this rebelion 

(Ferguson, 2001, p. 107). 

When news of Lincoln’s assassination reached the troops, angry soldiers wanted to exact 
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revenge. However, the men were prevented from carrying out any vigilantism. He 

recalled,  

On the 17th the deploreable and heart rending news of President Lincoln’s death 

reached us. A strong guard had to be placed around the city of Raleigh to keep the 

soldiers from racking out their vengence on the cittizens of Raleigh (p. 119). 

 As the war closed, Ferguson was relieved and joyful. “I never see our army in 

better cheer than at the present. Each and all of them is anxious to press forward and 

crush the thing at once as they want to go home to see there little ducks or something of 

that nature” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 117). Upon finally hearing news of their victory, he 

rejoiced,  

Thanks be to the Almighty God who rules all things! Through his goodness and 

tender mercies to us we have at last brought the Confederate powers to shrink at 

our feet and begg for mercy. This day [is] the happiest of our lives … After our 

troops received these glorious news, they liked to go mad from joy and 

excitement. They cheered long and loud and throwed their hats high in the air.” 

(p. 118). 

Ferguson portrayed both large battles and small skirmishes. The bulk of his 

entries in Diary Four refer to the Atlanta campaign. Typically, in anticipation of large-

scale movements or battles, the men sent their unnecessary property to warehouses for 

storage and drew rations. Ferguson described these arrangements: “… all unnecessery 

bagage is to be boxed up tomorrow morning and sent to the rear” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 26). 

Rather than appearing afraid, Ferguson wrote, “We have orders to move tomorrow 
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morning at day light with 3 days rations. I expect the ball will open tomorrow” (p. 28).  

 Ferguson’s brigade opened the Atlanta campaign with aggressive orders: 

Our brigade was advanced and deployed and pushed forward with orders to take a 

large hill about one mile and a half distent. We found no Rebels on reaching the 

hill but the valley below and rocky face is alive with them (p. 29). 

Ferguson wrote confidently of his position. He noted,  

The Rebs are as thick as grass hoppers all around us with the exception of the side 

by which we came in and nothing to provent them from getting clear around, as 

we are advanced a mile a head of any other troops. But the hill is high and very 

steep and we have no fears but our regt. can hold it (p. 29). 

Ferguson said the engagement included the heaviest musketry he had ever heard. “It was 

more like a continuel role of thunder than anything els I can compair it with” (p. 30). The 

ferocity of the battle caused Ferguson to contemplate the price he might have to pay: 

If this Buzzard Roost is taken by storm, it will cause many a one to grieve the loss 

of there husband, father, brother, or some near relation. But if it cannot be taken 

without storm, I would say let us rush on it tomorrow and take it at all hazards no 

matter what may be the loss. Let us meet our fate, with honer to ourselvs and 

those who bear our names or is intrested in our wellfair. For nothing can be 

gained by cowardice, neather honnor nor safty, not a drop of blood saved (p. 31). 

Along the advance towards Atlanta, soldiers on both sides protected themselves in 

breastworks or entrenchments, fortified with sharp stakes and sharpened brush stuck in 

the ground. “At early day brake the Rebels opened on us from there intrinchments. We 
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returned the fiar which was kept up all day, but as we were behinde our brestworks they 

dun us but little harm” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 34).  

The Confederates resisted and inflicted death and injury even as they retreated to 

Atlanta.  

The Rebels, well informed of our comeing, drawed in there pickets and kept 

concealed until the advance guard was within there lines and the columns 

marching close behinde. All at once they opened a tremendous fiar on our troops 

from masked battreys, riffel pits, and brestworks. The 34th retreated from that 

horrican of death quick as possable but not all of them (p. 36). 

During these conflicts, Ferguson noted unusual or unexpected events, such as 

fighting that continued past dark. He recalled a Confederate soldier who was  

surprised, not expecting us so suddenly … We got so close on one Reb that he 

was affraid to run. So he lay flat behinde a logg until we got right unto him when 

he gumped up, throwed up his hands, and sang out, “I surrender, I surrender! 

(Ferguson, 2001, p. 40). 

Eventually, both armies dug in around the heavily fortified Kennesaw Mountain. 

The fighting was fierce.  

This afternoon our battries opened on the hill. The heaviest fire I ever seen thrown 

from artillery. The hill seemed to be in a continuel blaze and clouded up with 

smok. It lookes as if it was imposseble to remian there 5 minutes and live, but 

they no doubt found some shilter behind there works, although a great many must 

have been killed dureing the 5 or 6 hours of the heaviest cannonading ever 
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witnessed in this army (p. 51).  

It was exhausting, characterized by relentless assaults, advances, entrenchments, and 

defensive maneuvers. Ferguson described the experience:  

Heavy fighting all day. The Rebs made several charges but was repulced every 

time … Their loss is dreadful. Our artilery and siege guns have kept up a 

continuel thundering all day. Rebel Jo Johnston has been relieved from command 

and General Hood takes his place, much to the dissatisfaction of the Rebel army. 

He seems determined to break our lines and continuely keeps charging in mass 

with the hopes of makeing a breach some where (p. 67). 

At Jonesboro, General Hood desperately tried to repel Sherman, to little effect. Ferguson 

wrote,  

The Rebs have made a number of attempts to charge us today, but so [feeble] that 

it amounted to nothing … The Rebel Army is devided in two and will 

undoubtedly be captured or cut into pieces. Today has been the heaviest fighting 

of any dureing the campaign. Could we only be blissed with 4 hours more of day 

light we could make a cleen thing in wipeing out the Rebel Army (p. 82). 

By the next day, Hood retreated to Alabama. As he left Atlanta, he blew up goods 

and supplies to prevent Sherman from capturing them. Ferguson heard the blasts:  

A great explosion could be heard in the direction of Atlanta comencing about two 

Oclock this morning and lasting the nearly day light … today we have learned … 

Hood ordered a train of 84 cars loaded with fixed amoneation to be blowen up so 

that it might not fall into our hands (Ferguson, 2001, p. 83). 
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Ferguson aptly summarized the situation in his diary: 

All is quiet today, the enemy haveing left our front and still falling back. I do not 

believe that Sherman intends to follow them any farther at this time … Everything 

goes to show that Sherman intends to end the campaign for the present, and fall 

back to Atlanta and there form a new bass of operations, recruit, and rest his 

army, and prepair for a fall campaign which believe will gutt the Confederacy (p. 

84). 

Ferguson depicted injuries and illnesses. Disease killed more men than combat in 

the civil war. Ferguson recounted many cases. “Small pox has broken out in our regt. 6 

casses were taken to the hospital yesterday and I am told there is 17 casses in all this 

evening” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 22). Ill soldiers often relied upon their friends. Ferguson 

described the experience of a soldier from his unit, who eventually died:  

Jesse R. Ingle … was taken with a chill and fever. Was very sick last night and 

today. He is likely to have a bad spell … I helped to strip him and put on his 

hospital clothing, placed him on his cot, and left him (p. 18). 

Ferguson himself suffered from various lung ailments throughout the war; indeed, when 

he died in 1910, tuberculosis was listed as the cause. In one entry he noted, “I have been 

in a manner sick all day with a bad cold” (p. 21). A few weeks later, still unable to 

completely shake his illness, he wrote 

On my way in I was taken with a chill and was followed by fever. The doctor 

came to see me and pronounced it winter fever. I was sent to brigade hospital in 

an ambulance where I lay in rather a low condeation for several days. Once the 



226 
 

 
 

fever was broke I mended very fast … Although I am not stout yet, I feel I am 

improveing fast and I think in a few days I will be again fit for duty” (pp. 23–24). 

Luckily, Ferguson was still in camp and had access to doctors, medicine, and the brigade 

hospital.  

 Ferguson must have witnessed hundreds of injuries and wounds large and small. 

He often reported the numbers of injured soldiers after a skirmish or battle. Several of 

their stories made it into his diary. Ferguson described the condition of wounded 

Confederates after a brutal fight during the Atlanta campaign: 

I have seen about 200 of their wounded brought in and they are undoubteldy the 

worst wounded men I ever saw. Nearly half of them has lost eather an arm or a 

legg, and some both. Some are shot through the head and the brains runing out, 

yet they live. I seen one had 10 bullet holes through him, and yet he did not 

dispair” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 83). 

Grotesque injuries often earned a mention in his diary. He described the wounds from 

one Michigan company: 

One through the bridge of the nose, another shot in the mouth, the ball comeing 

out at the back of his head. The 3ed was hit on the lower jaw with a piece of shell, 

mashing it so that it hung down on both sides. At any other time or place the sight 

would have been a sarious one (p. 48). 

 Usually, he recounted injuries as part of a funny story or a cautionary tale. 

Sometimes the anecdote was of a near miss. “Elijah Rock got wounded this evening,” 

Ferguson wrote.  
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He was standing takeing his smoke when a bullet hit him on the chin, only 

makeing a flesh wound and brakkeing his pipe all to peaces. He turned around 

and said to Michael O’Brien, “There is your pipe all gone to hell” (pp. 42–43). 

Another entry featured an unlucky soldier: 

He was shot in the arm while eateing brakefast, and remarking at the same time, 

what the people would think at home if they knew we were eatin breakfast so 

contentedly and the bullets buzzing around our ears like hornets when disturbed. 

He had not finised his remarks when Zip a bullet took him in the arm. After that 

the boys were more carefull in keeping concealed (p. 31). 

Ferguson saw his brother, James, get struck in the shoulder with a minié ball. James 

recovered, but “... it becomes due my pen to place in my journal one of the most grievous 

and painful trials on record.” 

Brother James had just finised writing some letters … when a bullet hit him in the 

back of the left sholder and came out at the lower end of his caller bone cutting a 

gash up along his throat to his chin. He fell flat on his face and the blood flowed 

rappadly. I cannot express my feeling or thoughts for a few moments, as at first 

sight I thought he was shot in the head as the blood seemed to run from his mouth. 

But on farther exemination I felt more reconciled, as I do not believe it will 

indager his life if good care is taken. Never the less it is a desperat and painful 

wound (pp. 41–42). 

Ferguson included scores of entries about death. It surrounded him. He 

commented on its sudden and random nature:  
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… some recruts got to fooling with the muskets and bursting caps at each other. 

One gun being loaded, went off, blowing the whole pate from one of there fool 

heads and scattering his brains all over the place. He was killed immediately. 

Green recruts, like refts, has got to learn by sad experience (Ferguson, 2001, p. 

15). 

Another man in his unit died while playing cards: “The bullet passed through his head – 

he never knew what hit him” (p. 73). Perhaps Ferguson contemplated his own chances as 

he wrote,  

No one knowing what minute would be his last. Our regiment lost 2 killed and 3 

wounded. One … had the whole top blown off his head. 2ed private Co. F was 

struck by a peice of shell in top of his sholder and cut down into his heart. He 

never knew what hurt him (pp. 51–52).  

Accidental death was common, with people in the wrong place at the wrong time. 

“A private in co. E was killed this morning by a tree falling on him” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 

27). In another entry, he reported,  

We lost a darky on our way to Cairo in the Ohio. He fell over board and was seen 

a swiming amongest the ice, a mile and a half behinde us. He was a good 

sweemer but could not possably reach land as the ice was runing thick and piled 

up on both sides of the current (p. 9). 

 Battlefield deaths were plentiful. Ferguson was affected by the volume and 

physical presence of dead bodies during a fight. “Our loss is heavy and the sight is 

sickening.”  
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To look over the field and see the dead wounded and dieing laying all over 

wallowing in their blood, and many hallowing for god sake to help them, where 

no help could reach them ... Their only chance was to lay there and die (Ferguson, 

2001, p. 54). 

In another ghoulish entry, he noted, “Quite a number of our men lay along the enemy’s 

works. They were a fearful sight, swelled up as big as 4 men and black as a pollised stove 

by laying in the sun” (pp. 55–56). Ferguson often tallied up the totals of a skirmish or 

battle and analyzed whether it was worth the price.  

Nearly all our field officers were killed or wounded and a great many of the line 

officers. This has been rather a serious day and much to be lamented. The loss of 

so many brave men without any particuler gain … Our loss in this unfruitful and 

badly conducted charge must be very large (p. 54). 

Sometimes he described casualty numbers as a way of demonstrating victory. After Ezra 

Church, Ferguson wrote, 

Our whole loss is not supposed to be over 300, where the enemy loss is estemated 

at from 8,000 to 10,000 in killed and wounded … The dead Rebs are laying thick 

all over the ground and in many places laying cross each other (pp. 69–70). 

 The task of burying the dead often fell to men like Ferguson. Particularly when 

the dead was a friend, or from their unit, soldiers risked their own safety to provide a 

proper burial. In North Carolina, Ferguson recalled, 

After compleeting our works and the darkness of the night … I would be safe to 

leave the company long enought to assign the body of John Hungerford to the 
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grave, so I called for 4 volunteers to accompany me … When his grave was dug 

we placed two boards the length of it in the bottom then put down two edge ways 

forming a box. Then placed his remains in it … closing it as compleet as if it was 

in a coffin. The chapline of the 25 Wisconsin was present and made a prair over 

the grave. We then filled it up and covered it off as nice we could by the light of a 

fire (Ferguson, 2001, p. 116).    

Ferguson wrote often of his interactions with Rebel soldiers. He reported 

Confederate prisoners’ attitudes about their surrender, and their leadership.  

As our boys charged the Rebel works this evening and drove them out, one Reb 

who had remained in the works gumped up, throwed up his cap, and sang out, 

“Old Hood whipped again by G-d!” We have captured quite a number of 

prisoners today. I have not learned how many. Rebel prisoners acknoladges 

themselvs baddly whipped and out generaled (Ferguson, 2001, pp. 82–83). 

Prisoners remained proud, in spite of their capture. “This Cleburne’s Division clames 

never to have ben licked before, and says they had determined to die sooner than be 

captured” (p. 83). Ferguson also wrote proudly about his own army: 

I have just been to talk with the prisoners … They declair if they had known it 

was Sherman’s Army that they never would have fought so hard to hold … for it 

has been given up by them all that Sherman’s Army could not be stoped (p. 102). 

Sometimes Confederates confessed to feelings of hopelessness and despair. They 

were often hungry and told Ferguson their generals had lied to them.  

About one hundered Rebs came in today and give themselvs up and report a large 
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number yet a comeing. They report the Rebel army demoralized, and says every 

man of Bragg’s old army will disert the first opertunity … They say there army is 

about starved out. They have nothing to eat and the soldiers will not put up with it 

long (Ferguson, 2001, p. 3). 

Often, the sides bantered across battlefields, shouting between entrenchments. 

Sometimes they joked, other times, insults flew. “We have had a very good time on 

picket,” Ferguson wrote. 

Our boys on post frequently hollowed over to the Rebs something very laughable 

and entresting to us, but rather offencive to the enemy. They would answer, “You 

damned Yankees,” and pour down a volley of musketry at the same time 

(Ferguson, 2001, p. 51). 

After a skirmish ended for the night, soldiers might shout across to the other side: 

… some of our boys hollowed over to the Rebs and wanted to know what they 

thought of things and matters by this time. Rebs answered, “We will give you hell 

tomorrow. We have a large force going around in your rear, so by tomorrow 

night, we intend to take you in.” Chapin, general spokesman, replyed “Rebs don’t 

you know anything? If you did you would know that you were all prisoners now.” 

... We also told them Grant was in Richmond but there answers was you are 

damed liears (p. 34). 

As long as neither party was advancing, men in the field often sent out flags of truce, 

agreeing that shooting at each other would waste life. Ferguson noted that when they did 

not fire as much, it increased the likelihood of Confederate deserter. “In fact there is but 
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little firing dun from our side for several day. For the reason that diserters come in more 

numerous when we do not fire so much” (p. 75). Even if an overzealous soldier or new 

recruit broke the agreement, they renegotiated the lull. Ferguson described one such 

incident: 

The Rebs would hollow over, “See here Yank. That is not fair. You agreed not to 

shoot.” The Yank would reply, “You must not minde that fellow. He is a 

hundered day man, and don’t know any better.” After a while a Reb would send a 

ball over. Our boys would sing out, “See here Reb, you agreed not to shoot.” The 

Reb would reply, “You must not minde that fellow. He is a conscript and don’t 

know any better.” ...This was all understood and each party returned to their 

proper places (pp. 53–54). 

Occasionally an officer forbade informal truces or meetings: 

The Rebs would not talk to us today. Their officers have strickly forbiden it. 3 or 

4 of our boys have went over near their pits, without arms and holding up a 

newspaper, but the Rebs would signel for them to go back, but would not speak 

(p. 76). 

Typically, however, Ferguson said the men would chat, exchange newspapers, and trade 

Northern coffee for Southern tobacco. Sometimes the fraternization was so pleasant, they 

even talked the Rebels into staying.  

One Reb came over yesterday and talked for some time and drank coffee with our 

boys. When he got up to go some of our boys remarked he had better stay with 

them. After a minute’s though he said if he had a cleen shirt he would stay. One 
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of our men told him if that was all the truble, he would give him one so he 

accepted the offer and staye (p. 53). 

The truces also provided an opportunity for both sides to bury the dead and spy on each 

other. Sometimes generals dressed in privates’ uniforms to mingle and scout things out. 

Ferguson wrote,  

They borrow coats from officers of lower rank, so as not to make the rank known. 

General Morgan took a spade and pick, and went with the detail, buirring the 

dead. No one would ever suspect him other than a private, but while he was to 

work he kept looking around and notising all particilers about the Rebel works (p. 

55). 

Ferguson wrote of entertainment and pleasant distractions, including a furlough in 

1864 where friends and family took him to dances, dress parades and speeches.  

… we marched up to the public squair, where General [Benjamin M.] Prentiss 

presented the flag to Tillson. Prentiss made us a very suteable little speach to 

which Colonel Tillson promised faithfully to protect to the last … The cittizens 

were called on by General Prentiss to give 3 cheers to the 10th Ills. Accordingly 

they took off there hats and give us 3 rousing cheers. The laydes aided them with 

there squeeking voices, and waving there white handkerchiefs all they could 

(Ferguson, 2001, p. 14). 

He was able to “Got up in town, (see) a great many of my old friends, (have) something 

to drink, then (start) up to find where Brother Thomas lived ... I stayed with him the 

ballance of the day” (p. 11). He particularly enjoyed when women showered him with 
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attention: 

The mejjoritiy was ladys, which went to show that our taken leve was much 

regreated amongst the fair sachs. I am not able to say how many ladys I shook 

hands with before I went unto the ferry boat. But since I made a beginning I was 

bound to go through with all, and they were so numers that I had to stop and rest 

my arm, and wipe the swet from my hand a few times before I made it (p. 12). 

Sometimes Ferguson reported the antics of soldiers who drank too much while on leave. 

Occasionally, they skirted the lines of legality.  

A great many of the boys got to drinking a little too much and went to houses 

where common wemen were harbered. Then they got into truble and had there not 

been so many of them, some would a been killed. If not they would a been arested 

and had to pay a fine. But as it was they came off tollereable well. One or two got 

there nozes cracked a little, and some a black eye (pp. 12–13). 

At the end of the war, while in Washington, D.C., Ferguson was able to sightsee and visit 

the Capitol Building and other notable places.  

… we climbed the marble steps and entered the gallaries of this emence United 

States building … This was the appartment where the President and Senitors meet 

and where all national business is discussed and transacted … I might go on and 

coat objects of wounder and admeration from the beautifull seenaries of this 

building until I would fill a book with the particulers (p. 134). 
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Evaluation: So What? 

Ferguson heard about and saw many famous figures, especially generals like 

Sherman. Their presence built his confidence about the conduct of the war, and injected 

importance into his participation. Typically, his life in rural Illinois limited access to 

ceremony and authority, and Ferguson must have been thrilled to view and interact with 

these figures.  

Camp life was a major part of Ferguson’s experience. Tearing down and building 

the camps occupied much of his time, and factored not only into how enjoyably he passed 

time, but his physical comfort and even health. Ferguson endured geography and weather 

that ranged widely. It occupied his mind and often dictated his activity. His descriptions 

of camp life could counteract students’ expectations that a soldier spent all his time 

fighting battles.  

Ferguson’s near-constant movement must have exacted a strong physical and 

mental toll. The immigrant farmer from Illinois had already traveled far in his life. 

During the war he saw a large swath of the United States, and interacted with scores of 

people in his adopted homeland. Sometimes he remarked favorably on his experiences, 

even with the enemy. For Ferguson and millions of others, soldiering would have been 

incredibly educational. Perhaps it solidified his decision to make the United States his 

home.  

Ferguson described times of plenty, as well as want. When food was available, he 

listed the items he and the men ate, and when it was not, surprisingly, he noted it fairly 

dispassionately, considering how miserable it must have been. Ferguson’s age (mid 30s) 
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probably gave him a maturity and perspective that precluded complaining, even in his 

private diary. His descriptions of the many ways that soldiers got food was noteworthy. 

The army issued rations. Soldiers purchased food from the commissary. They foraged, 

particularly on the march from Atlanta to the Carolinas. To teenagers, this aspect of 

soldiering would be humanizing.  

Ferguson purchased supplies and was issued items from the army. He angrily 

noted his stolen overcoat. He recalled how the army issued clothing before a large 

campaign, and described how the men in his unit foraged, or essentially stole, from 

Confederate civilians, mentioning the rebels’ disloyalty. 

Ferguson did not typically describe the contents of his mail, but instead noted how 

often he or his brother got letters. Except for noting that he had sent a photograph to 

Scotland, did not describe the contents of his letters. Perhaps his immigrant status made 

letter writing less unusual for him. He did not fixate on writing or receiving letters in his 

diary in the same way that others in this research did. 

Ferguson went into great detail about all of his duties. Particularly, he described 

building, maintaining, and breaking down camp, picket duty, digging rifle pits, fighting 

battles, marching through enemy territory, and dress parades. He rarely complained. He 

described them in detail, and with pride, particularly those having to do with the Union 

victory. Conceivably Ferguson felt his contribution in preserving the Union gave him the 

right to call the United States his home. 

 Ferguson’s remarks regarding African Americans reflect that before the war, he 

probably had very limited experience with anyone who was not White. Certainly, he had 
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never grown up interacting with anyone other than Scots; when he emigrated to the 

United States, he lived in New Jersey and Illinois. The editor of his earlier diaries wrote 

that his primary motivation for enlisting was to preserve the Union, not to take a moral 

stance against slavery. This was probably common. He occasionally referred to incidents 

involving the mistreatment and even murder of Black men. He did refer to the murdered 

men as “soldiers,” rather than “men,” “darkies,” or any other pejorative. He also 

described how “Negroes” alerted Union soldiers to the location of supplies and valuables 

on Southern property. His view of Black men seemed to at the very least not be negative; 

in several entries, these men are helpful or useful. 

Ferguson inserted his personal convictions about various topics, such as why he 

fought, women he encountered, blame for the war, and its conduct. Ferguson believed 

that if others endured hardships to preserve the Union, then he was also obliged to help. 

Perhaps as an immigrant, Ferguson felt especially keen that he should pay his dues.  

Ferguson shared views of women that probably mirrored those of many men of 

his day. He appeared to be fascinated but disgusted by the prostitutes in Nashville. He felt 

empathy for Confederate refugees in Orangeburg.  He noted with pride when supportive 

women encouraged the army. Ferguson clearly believed that support from respectable 

women was an endorsement of a worthy cause.  

Although he never criticized or questioned the things he personally had to do in 

battle, while overlooking the field at Fredericksburg, he challenged the “bad generalship” 

that he believed led to the defeat (Ferguson, 2001, p. 128). Probably lots of men shared 

that opinion. Ferguson used the opportunity of a private diary to share his personal 
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thoughts. He rarely made political statements in it. As a second lieutenant, he would have 

been mindful that his public conduct should be exemplary, and his support for the army 

unconditional. 

Ferguson wrote extensively of the Atlanta campaign, Sherman’s March to the 

Sea, and moving north through the Carolinas. Usually he described how his own men 

dealt well with the challenges of battle. He wrote of “cannonaiding and heavy 

skirmishing” (Ferguson, 2001, p. 47), risking his safety to bury a friend (p. 116), and 

slogging through the swamps of South Carolina (p. 108). Sometimes he maintained 

bravado — “The Rebs are thick as grass hoppers all around us … But the hill is high and 

very steep and we have no fears but our regt. can hold it” (p. 29). At other times, he gave 

credit to the Confederates. “... every dog had his day. This was the Rebs” (p. 52).  

Although Ferguson got sick several times, he rarely complained of common 

illnesses such as dysentery, lice, colds, ear aches, and tooth aches. Sometimes he was 

able to recover in camp. At other times, he had to go to a camp hospital. He wrote 

constantly of injuries, particularly of those that involved good or bad luck He wrote 

extensively about his brother’s injury. Writing about casualties must have been a way for 

Ferguson to cope with the real possibility that it could happen to him.  

Ferguson lived in an era where random and sudden death was more common, but 

he still must have been stunned to witness it first hand and with such frequency. Like the 

generals and civilians, he tallied the dead after battles to gauge the success of a skirmish 

or battle. Ferguson went out of his way to ensure that a friend or fellow soldier in his unit 

had a proper burial. 
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 Ferguson’s path often crossed with Rebel prisoners and men in the field. He 

never wrote one negative description of a Confederate soldier. One senses his admiration 

for his enemy in stories of how they fought, and the banter shouted between armies. 

Ferguson’s entries demonstrated that many Union soldiers fought for principle, rather 

than because they were angry at specific people.  

Ferguson enjoyed the opportunity to see the United States, and exploring cities 

along the way. He visited the theater and landmarks. He enjoyed the “Pop and Grander” 

that the army occasionally afforded (Ferguson, 2001, p. 130). He was part of something 

larger than himself, and he was victorious. That must have been intoxicating.  

Coda: Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

In many ways, Ferguson’s experience was reflected in popular textbooks. 

Ferguson took heart from the presence of well-known generals, particularly Sherman, and 

commented on their appearance and behavior. Ferguson described life in camp — 

whether it was comfortable, or not. Working on creating a camp and then maintaining it 

was a major priority and occupied much of his time. Ferguson detailed the multiple 

methods he used to travel hundreds of miles, as he made his way with the army. It 

provided him the opportunity to see his adopted homeland in a way he never would 

otherwise have had. Ferguson discussed the abundance, scarcity, and his attempts to 

forage food. He rarely complained and discussed it fairly evenhandedly. Similarly, 

although he must have often lacked supplies, Ferguson recounted his needing items 

without complaint. As an immigrant, he probably had lower expectations regarding 

letters and did not fixate on writing or receiving them. In the two diaries, only one entry 
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(to a sweetheart) copied any section of a letter. Ferguson listed the daily services and 

duties he performed, proving his suitability to be there. He portrayed both large battles 

and small skirmishes, including the days leading up to and after major events. Certainly, 

like the textbooks, the militaristic aspects of the war permeated his entries.  

In other ways, Ferguson’s experience was not reflected in popular textbooks. 

Ferguson made a number of remarks referring to African Americans and their roles as 

servants in the Union army, as Union soldiers, and as slaves. He did so in the language of 

the era. He wrote that his motivation for enlisting was to keep the Union together, rather 

than striking a blow against slavery. But he wrote about African Americans in a dozen 

entries and never used a tone that was anything other than “decent and honest” 

(Ferguson, 2001, p. xi). Ferguson inserted his personal opinion that if others had to fight, 

he should share in the burden. He often documented his interactions with civilians, 

particularly women. He privately expressed doubts about the conduct of certain battles. 

These very human impulses were usually not included in the textbook chapters that I 

read. Yet they made Ferguson much more relatable and less of a statistic. And although 

the textbooks usually reported the numbers of injuries in a campaign, or the devastating 

effect of illnesses and deaths, Ferguson’s depiction of his own and others’ injuries, 

illnesses, and deaths authenticated his experience and better supplemented statistics used 

in the classroom. Another aspect of the Civil War never mentioned in typical United 

States History textbooks was Ferguson’s multiple and lengthy interactions with Rebel 

soldiers. His diaries included more than a dozen such entries. Using these in a lesson 

could show students that the relationships between “enemies” were more complicated 
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than typically portrayed. Soldiering was often difficult and full of hardships. But the Civil 

War was the biggest adventure of these soldiers’ lives. It was not depicted this way in the 

textbooks.  

Coda/Analysis-Richards  

Source/Textbook: Village Life in America 1852 – 1872: Caroline Cowles Richards 

This is the diary of 18-year-old Caroline Cowles Richards of Canandaigua, New 

York, a farming village in the Finger Lakes region. The entire diary spans from 

November 1852 – November 1872. For this research, I examined the entries from March 

1861 – December 1865. In them, she describes daily life, as well as events from the war.  

Richards was born on Nov. 21, 1842, in Penn Yan, New York, where her father, 

the Rev. James Richards, was pastor of the First Presbyterian Church. Her mother, 

Elizabeth Beals Richards, died when Caroline was seven. She and her younger sister, 

Anna, moved to Canandaigua to live with her maternal grandparents, including her 

Presbyterian minister grandfather. She was educated at the Ontario Female Seminary. 

Her grandmother was a religious woman, and raised her granddaughters in the Puritan 

tradition. For example, Grandmother Beals cited the Bible when she admonished or 

reprimanded her granddaughters (Richards, 2016, p. 22). Religion played an integral role 

in her life, which in the 1860s revolved around church and the war. She married Edmund 

C. Clarke, a Union army veteran, in 1866. She had three daughters and one son. Richards 

died in 1913.  

Richards kept a diary that revealed the ways the Civil War affected all aspects of 

her life. The young women of Richards’ circle actively supported the war effort and 
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worked to contribute. Many of Canandaigua's young men joined the Union Army and the 

villagers closely monitored the news from the front. She described in detail the patriotic 

fervor that gripped Canandaigua in the early days of the war and of the town's sadness at 

the loss of its sons. Throughout the diary, Richards marked the passage of critical events, 

including joy at the war’s end and shock 10 days later at Lincoln’s assassination. She was 

very politically aware and supported the Union.  

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

 On March 4, 1861, the 19-year-old Richards wrote about the inauguration of 

President Lincoln. “I read the inaugural address aloud to Grandfather this evening. He 

dwelt with such pathos upon the duty that all, both North and South, owe to the Union, it 

does not seem as though there could be war!” (Richards, 2016, p. 76). What followed 

were several years’ of entries including the trivia of her life, Richards’ interaction with 

important community institutions, her description of critical events, patriotic views and 

the importance of the national Union, a depiction of the roles of girls and women, and the 

sorrow and worry of those left at home.  

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

Richards’ diaries spanned 20 years, from November 1852 – November 1872. I 

examined the Civil War-era entries, from March 1861 – December 1865. Richards, who 

was 18 when this era began, recorded the trivia of her life; school, church sermons, 

speeches she attended, social calls, weddings, and community work. This included 

participation in the Ladies’ Aid Society and the United States Sanitary Commission. Her 
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contemporaries were raised in politically and religiously active households and educated 

in schools, including girls. She often described important events from the war in her 

diaries, such as the fall of Fort Sumter, the Emancipation Proclamation, and Lincoln’s 

assassination. She clearly paid attention to news accounts and the discussions of those 

around her. She wrote with no sarcasm or contempt, and the girls and women with whom 

she commiserated supported each other.  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

1. Richards reported the trivia of her life, education, church meetings, speeches she 

attended, social calls, weddings, and community work. 

2. Richards described important institutions for girls — the Ladies’ Aid Society and 

the United States Sanitary Commission.   

3. Richards recounted many crucial events of the Civil War and how she and her 

community reacted to them.  

4. Richards’ entries were crowded with patriotic sentiments, in which she asserted 

her belief that the Union should be preserved. 

5. Richards’ diary showed how girls and women in the North in the Civil War 

supported each other and worried about and lamented the loss of their men.  

 Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

Richards’ charming stories revealed that she was an intelligent, mischievous, 

cherished child who led a studious, devout life. Her education was a priority to her 

religious family. When she graduated she enthused, “I have graduated … after a five 

years course and had the honor of receiving a diploma … I am going to have it framed 
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and handed down to my grandchildren as a memento” (Richards, 2016, pp. 77–78). Her 

lessons centered around the Bible. Richards frequented educational lectures and 

engagements when people of note came to Canandaigua. They included Susan B. 

Anthony, Siamese twins Chang and Eng, General Tom Thumb, Wendell Phillips, Horace 

Greeley, and P.T. Barnum. She wrote about dozens of prayer meetings. Sometimes she 

marked the graduations of others, including her sister, and the boys in town who “talked 

of leaving college and going to the war” (p. 83). On her 20th birthday, her grandfather 

gave her a set of books her mother won at boarding school, called “Irving’s Catechisms 

on Ancient Greeks and Romans” (p. 85). Her family placed a premium on education, and 

that included female children.  

 The social mores of her era interested Richards. She wrote of her “stylish and 

grand” aunt and uncle:  

People do not pour their tea or coffee into their saucers any more to cool it, but 

drink it from the cup, and you must mind and not leave your teaspoon in your cup. 

I notice everything and am very particular (p. 91). 

Before a dance, Richards commented,  

We have caps on the sleeves of our best dresses and we tried to get the sleeves 

out, so we could go bare arms, but we couldn’t get them out. We had a very nice 

time, though, at the party. Some of the Academy boys were there and they asked 

us to dance but of course we couldn’t do that (p. 42).  

She recorded when her brothers married, and also her friends. On Christmas Eve, 1863, 

“Sarah Gibson Howell was married to Major Foster this evening. She invited all the 
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society and many others. It was a beautiful wedding and we all enjoyed it” (Richards, 

2016, p. 94). On another occasion, she visited Sonnenberg Gardens with a party of 

friends and played croquet:  

I was invited up to Sonnenberg yesterday … and, for a wonder, the party 

consisted of six gentlemen and five ladies, which has not often been the case 

during the war. After supper we adjourned to the lawn and played croquet, a new 

game which Mr. Thompson just brought from New York. ... I did not like it very 

well, because I couldn’t hit the balls through the wickets as I wanted to (pp. 111–

112).  

Like many young diarists, Richards noted the smaller details of her life along with the 

critical events of the Civil War. Richards allowed readers to see how the Civil War folded 

into her life, between church and school, and her other concerns. 

Richards described interactions within important institutions for girls and women: 

the Ladies’ Aid Society and the United States Sanitary Commission. Thousands of 

Ladies’ Aid Societies across the Union supported soldiers on the front and assisted their 

families at home. They sewed and knitted clothing, raised money, and shipped food. 

Louisa May Alcott wrote, "As I can't fight, I will content myself by working for those 

who can” (Alcott & Cheney, (1995) p. 127; Richards, 2016). President Lincoln created 

the U.S. Sanitary Commission, a civilian relief operation that coordinated local supply 

efforts, provided battlefield relief, and offered medical assistance to the army. Men 

controlled the national organization, but "women were the initiators, the main financial 

supporters, and a significant part of the work force," according to historian Judith Ann 
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Giesberg. They managed local efforts, "coordinated regional supply networks, 

participated in the commission's decision-making processes, and volunteered on an equal 

basis with men to go to the battlefield to carry out the relief work” (Richards, 2016; 

Giesberg, p. xi).  

For Richards and many Northern women, volunteer work was a logical extension 

of her involvement in the church. Prior to the Civil War, in 1859, Richards wrote, 

The older ladies of the town have formed a society for the relief of the poor and 

are going to have a course of lectures in Bemis Hall … to raise funds … The 

young ladies have started a society, too, and we have great fun and fine suppers” 

(Richards, 2016, p. 67). 

The women organized lectures, sewed quilts, wrote General McClellan a supportive 

letter, and made clothing for soldiers and their families. “... in one year’s time we made in 

our society 133 pairs of drawers, 101 shirts, 4 pairs socks for soldiers, and 54 garments 

for the families of soldiers” (p. 89). Their Society continued its activism after the war. In 

1866, Richards and other women worked at a fair being held by the Society “for the 

Freedmen” (p. 115). In fact, may Ladies’ Aid Societies helped women expand their ideas 

about what their “proper place” should be.  

 In Richards’ work in the United States Sanitary Commission, she and the other 

members raised money and supplies for soldiers at the front. Her hometown was 

particularly galvanized after the battle of Gettysburg.  

Canandaigua sent Dr. W. Fitch Cheney to Gettysburg with supplies for the sick 

and wounded and he took seven assistants with him. Home bounty was brought to 
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the tents and put into the hands of the wounded soldiers. A blessed work 

(Richards, 2016, p. 90).  

Her grandfather decided “to attend the fair given by the Sanitary Commission, and he is 

taking two immense books, which are more than one hundred years old, to present to the 

Commission, for the benefit of the war fund” (p. 94).  

Richards recounted many crucial events of the Civil War and how she and her 

community reacted. She was interested in current events and often added her own 

opinions and thoughts about the war, speeches or incidents. In April 1861, after Lincoln’s 

inauguration, she wrote,  

Men are taking sides, some for the North, some for the South. Hot words and 

fierce looks have followed, and there has been a storm in the air for a long time 

(Richards, 2016, p. 76).  

Richards feared what was to come. For a young woman whose life was carefully guided, 

she must have been bewildered at the uncertain future.  

The storm has broken upon us. The Confederates fired on Fort Sumter, just off the 

coast of South Carolina, and forced her on April 14 to haul down the flag and 

surrender. …  How strange and awful it seems (p. 76).  

Her entries were filled with patriotic observations, and she delighted in Northern 

victories. “Glorious news from the war to-day. Fort Donelson is taken with 1,500 rebels. 

The right and the North will surely triumph!” (pp. 80–81). After Gettysburg she 

commented, “The terrible battle of Gettysburg brings to Canandaigua sad news of our 

soldier boys of the 126th Regiment. Colonel Sherrill was instantly killed, also Captains 
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Wheeler and Herendeen, Henry Willson and Henry P. Cook. Captain Richardson was 

wounded” (p. 89). She tried to bear hardships with courage. “The President has called for 

300,000 more brave men to fill up the ranks of the fallen. We hear every day of more 

friends and acquaintances who have volunteered to go” (p. 84).  

Richards anticipated and commented on speeches and proclamations. As a 

product of a Puritan home, Richards noted the Emancipation Proclamation with 

satisfaction:  

I read aloud to Grandfather this evening the Emancipation Proclamation issued as 

a war measure by President Lincoln, to take effect January 1, liberating over three 

million slaves. He recommends to all thus set free, to labor faithfully for 

reasonable wages and to abstain from all violence, unless in necessary self-

defense, and he invokes upon this act “the considerate judgment of mankind and 

the gracious favor of Almighty God” (Richards, 2016, p. 85).   

When Lincoln gave the Gettysburg Address, Richards noted in her diary, “We wish we 

were at Gettysburg to-day to hear President Lincoln’s and Edward Everett’s addresses at 

the dedication of the National Cemetery. We will read them in to-morrow’s papers, but it 

will not be like hearing them” (p. 91). Upon reading Lincoln’s Second Inaugural Address, 

she exclaimed, “It only takes five minutes to read it but, oh, how much it contains” (p. 

102). An educated woman, Richards was confident she could analyze its merits.  

 Richards filled her diary at the end of the war. She noted with delight the raising 

at Fort Sumter of the “same U. S. Flag which floated over the battlements of this fort 

during the rebel assault, and which was lowered and saluted … when the works were 
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evacuated” (Richards, 2016, p. 102). She enthused “What a month this has been,” and 

excitedly described the celebrations in Canandaigua:  

This evening the streets were thronged with men, women and children all acting 

crazy as if they had not the remotest idea where they were or what they were 

doing. Atwater block was beautifully lighted and the band was playing in front of 

it. On the square they fired guns, and bonfires were lighted in the streets (p. 103).  

After the surrender was signed, she gushed, “Whether I am in the body, or out of the 

body, I know not, but one thing I know, Lee has surrendered! and all the people seem 

crazy in consequence” (p. 104). Richards placed readers on the scene with her: 

I saw Capt. Aldrich passing, so I rushed to the window and he waved his hat. I 

raised the window and asked him what was the matter? He came to the front door 

where I met him and he almost shook my hand off and said, “The war is over. We 

have Lee’s surrender, with his own name signed.” (p. 104).  

 Just a few days later, Richards despaired over Lincoln’s assassination:  

All seem to feel as though they had lost a personal friend, and tears flow ... How 

soon has sorrow followed upon the heels of joy! One week ago to-night we were 

celebrating our victories with loud acclamations of mirth and good cheer. Now 

every one is silent and sad and the earth and heavens seem clothed in sack-cloth 

(p. 105). 

 Richards leaned upon her Puritan upbringing:  

Perhaps we’re “putting our trust too much in princes,” forgetting the Great Ruler, 

who alone can create or destroy, and therefore He has taken from us the arm of 
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flesh that we may lean more confidingly and entirely upon Him. I trust that the 

men who committed these foul deeds will soon be brought to justice” (p. 106).  

She attended church services throughout the next week, which included Easter. Reverend 

Daggett  

commenced by saying, ‘I feel as you feel this morning: our sad hearts have all 

throbbed in unison since yesterday morning when the telegram announced to us 

Abraham Lincoln is shot.’ He said ... never had any of us seen one come in with 

so much joy, that went out with so much sorrow. His whole sermon related to the 

President’s life and death, and, in conclusion, he exhorted us not to be 

despondent, for he was confident that the ship of state would not go down, though 

the helmsman had suddenly been taken away while the promised land was almost 

in view (p. 106).  

Already, people described Lincoln as a martyr, and Richards voraciously read all the 

newspaper accounts about his funeral and coffin’s procession. When John Wilkes Booth 

was caught and killed, she philosophically approached the aftermath: 

I am glad that he is dead if he could not be taken alive, but it seems as though 

shooting was too good for him. However, we may as well take this as really 

God’s way, as the death of the President, for if he had been taken alive, the 

country would have been so furious to get at him and tear him to pieces the 

turmoil would have been great and desperate (p. 108).  

A friend told her: “... he is so glad that Booth got to h—l before Abraham Lincoln got to 

Springfield” (p. 108). Later, she also noted the capture of Jefferson Davis, and the 



251 
 

 
 

execution of the conspirators.  

Richards’ entries were full of patriotism, and she asserted that the Union should 

be preserved. She connected the Union’s cause with duty, loyalty, and religion. She 

participated in many activities in which patriotism was a central theme. Richards 

recounted how she and other girls saw soldiers off to war:  

… we hear the martial music and see the flags flying and see the recruiting tents 

on the square and meet men in uniform at every turn and see train loads of the 

boys in blue going to the front, but it will not seem so grand if we hear they are 

dead on the battlefield, far from home. A lot of us girls went down to the train and 

took flowers to the soldiers as they were passing through and they cut buttons 

from their coats and gave to us as souvenirs (Richards, 2016, p. 77).  

She used patriotic symbols and colors often.  

We have flags on our paper and envelopes, and have all our stationery bordered 

with red, white and blue. We wear little flag pins for badges and tie our hair with 

red, white and blue ribbon and have pins and earrings made of the buttons the 

soldiers gave us (p. 77).  

Richards described many patriotic meetings and rallies, in town, at church, and through 

the Seminary. After the funeral of a soldier killed at Gettysburg, she copied a poem used 

during the service into her diary. Among the stanzas, she included,  

These were patriots, these were our jewels. When shall we see their like again? 

And of every soldier who has fallen in this war his friends may write just as 

lovingly as you and I may do of those to whom I pay my feeble tribute (p. 90).  
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When the Union won, Richards copied into her diary a proclamation by Gov. Reuben 

Fenton: 

The rebel armies have been defeated, broken and scattered. Victory everywhere 

attends our banners and our armies, and we are rapidly moving to the closing 

scenes of the war. Through the self-sacrifice and heroic devotion of our soldiers, 

the life of the republic has been saved and the American Union preserved (p. 

103).  

At church, she sang hymns and patriotic songs together, such as “Marching On,” “My 

Country, ’tis of Thee,” “The Star Spangled Banner,” and “Glory, Hallelujah” (p. 104). 

She wished that she could witness the grand review of the armies, calling the newspaper 

accounts “most thrilling” (p. 111). Richards never included a single word of doubt in the 

justness of the Northern cause. Her patriotism intertwined with all the other major 

influences in her life, including her church, community, and school.  

Richards’ diary showed how girls and women in the North supported each other 

and worried about and lamented the loss of their men. She belonged to women’s groups 

that prioritized the war effort. She worked in the Ladies’ Aid Society, and planned 

contributions with the other women.  

We are going to sew for them in our society … We are going to write notes and 

enclose them in the garments to cheer up the soldier boys … The girls in our 

society say that if any of the members do send a soldier to the war they shall have 

a flag bed quilt, made by the society, and have the girls’ names on the stars 

(Richards, 2016, p. 77).  
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Richards said that an evening hosting the Ladies’ Aid society was full of “laughter” and 

was “splendid” (p. 86). When Society members got married, the others presented “each 

member with an album bed quilt with all our names” (p. 67). When Richards got married, 

“The girls of the Society have sent me my flag bed quilt, which they have just finished. It 

was hard work quilting such hot days but it is done beautifully” (p. 118).  

The women of the Society disagreed with criticism of General McClellan, going 

so far as to send a letter of sympathy to the commander:  

... so long as our country remains to us a sacred name and our flag a holy emblem, 

so long shall we cherish your memory as the defender and protector of both … our 

hearts are with them in the prayer, that ere long their beloved commander may be 

restored to them, and that once more as of old he may lead them to victory … we 

remain your devoted partisans (Richards, 2016, pp. 86–87).  

The letter revealed that even the young women of the Society felt intertwined with the war 

effort, including its political effects.  

The war forced women to economize and improvise with money. In one amusing 

anecdote Richards wrote,  

All the girls wear newspaper bustles to school now and Anna’s rattled to-day and 

Emma Wheeler heard it and said, “What’s the news, Anna?” They both laughed 

out loud and found that “the latest news from the front” was that Miss Morse kept 

them both after school and they had to copy Dictionary for an hour (Richards, 

2016, pp. 86–87).  

Richards’ entries provided insight into the sacrifices of sisters and mothers of the 
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soldiers at the front. Richards received a letter from a woman who was bereft after her 

four sons enlisted:  

She had already sent three sons ... to the war and she is very sad because her 

youngest has now enlisted. She says she feels as did Jacob of old when he said, “I 

am bereaved of my children.” … I wish that I could write something to comfort 

her (p. 88).  

In another entry, she sympathized with schoolmates whose brother was killed at 

Gettysburg:  

Hon. Wm. H. Lamport talked very pleasantly and paid a very touching tribute to 

the memory of the boys, who had gone out to defend their country, who would 

never come “marching home again.” … I sat near Mary and Emma Wheeler and 

felt so sorry for them. They could not sing (p. 104).  

Evaluation: So What? 

Richards’ description of her life, schoolwork, church meetings, and community 

work built a picture of what “normal” looked like for a young, White, middle-class, 

Union-affiliated woman. These events represented key social interactions. They were 

often the venue through which Richards helped her side in the Civil War, and from which 

she heard news and opinions that shaped her views.  

The Ladies’ Aid Society, the United States Sanitary Commission, school, and 

social circles were the acceptable arenas for an intelligent, politically-minded girl. The 

groups’ fundraising and supply collections substantially impacted the war.  

Richards’ diary provided vivid insight into a thrilling, tumultuous time. Her 
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descriptions of the town’s reaction to events such as Gettysburg and Lincoln’s 

assassination were anything but sterile or boring. Readers understand their impact beyond 

mere quoting of statistics, or summaries of causes and effects. 

Richards’ entries were crowded with patriotic sentiments, in which she asserted 

her belief that the Union should be preserved. Students could perhaps recognize their own 

patriotism, or question how she maintained such feelings in the face of multiple losses 

within her community. It is interesting to note how often she connected her feelings about 

the Union with her work in the church. She personalized living through the Civil War.  

Richards’ diary showed how girls and women in the North in the Civil War 

supported each other and worried about their men. The women’s groups Richards 

belonged to made the Union’s cause their central focus. Presumably these groups were a 

source of great comfort, interest, and support. Their work had more than a nominal 

impact. Together, the women improvised ways to adapt to the economic demands of the 

war.  

Coda: Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

The significance of Richards’ diary is that it portrayed how the Civil War seeped 

into everyday life: church, school, and socializing. We generally study the war as a series 

of big events, like victories and setbacks, turning points and proclamations. But to 

Richards and other young, northern women, it was a major intrusion into their lives. 

Richards was an active participant in the institutions of her neighborhood. Her 

words showed the Civil War impacted White, Union-supporting people in the North — a 

community whose home life, aside from economics, is almost completely missing from 
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popular textbooks. Because particularly women’s voices are absent, one might think they 

were disinterested or inactive. Instead, Richards proved there were many young women 

who cared and participated in the war effort. They paid attention to events and evaluated 

them with an astute eye.  

Richards’ diaries provide a richer understanding of the era. Unlike more famous 

Civil War diaries, events like Lincoln’s assassination were described in great detail. She 

had the unique perspective of a young, religious, educated, economically prosperous 

woman. It’s a perspective that major textbooks usually lack. For example, scholars 

reading about Northern reactions to the Emancipation Proclamation might think only 

abolitionist families cared. Although raised in a household that frowned upon slavery, 

Richards was not an activist before the war. Many of her friends also raised money for 

“Freedmen,” and proved that many such Northern homes existed (Richards, 2016, p. 

115). Personal anecdotes, such as the creation of newspaper bustles, were not mentioned 

in textbooks. Women as a community and how they provided each other with support 

during the war was completely left out of traditional texts. When larger events happened, 

Richards’ specific concerns reinforced that the war’s fallout was not just military in 

nature, but also influential for civilians. Richards’ valuable viewpoint cannot be found in 

textbooks. 
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Coda/Analysis - Gooding  

Source/Textbook: On The Altar of Freedom: A Black Soldier’s Civil War Letters 

From the Front: Corporal James Henry Gooding 

These are the letters of 24-year-old James Henry Gooding of New Bedford, 

Massachusetts. They span his life as a soldier in Company C of the 54th Massachusetts 

Volunteer Infantry from March 8, 1863 – Feb. 8, 1864. The New Bedford Mercury 

printed weekly the 48 letters, which contained his “well-informed” and “fluent” 

observations (Gooding, 1992, p. xiii). The letters described the “terrors and heroism” of 

Fort Wagner, as well as “marches, skirmishes, picket duty, trench warfare … camp life, 

exhausting duty in blistering heat and freezing cold, bad food and Thanksgiving feasts, 

insects, sickness, suffering, laughter, and male camaraderie” (p. xiii). They also detailed 

racism in both the North and South, including the discrepancy in pay Gooding and other 

Black soldiers endured.  

Gooding was born a slave on Aug. 28, 1838, in North Carolina, and spent much 

of his early life in transition. The Anderson Prison Camp website, run by the National 

Park Service, summarized his childhood: 

At a very young age his freedom was purchased by a James M. Gooding, who 

may have been his father, and he was sent to New York City. … Gooding was 

enrolled as a student in the New York Colored Orphan's Asylum, a prominent 

school and boarding house run primarily by Quaker women. There he received a 

classical education and became a proficient and prolific writer, a talent which 

would serve him for the rest of his life (Barr, 2015).  



258 
 

 
 

As a young adult, Gooding concealed his past by telling people he was born free 

in Troy, New York (National Park Service, n.d.). In 1856, when he was 18, he got a job 

on board a whaling ship out of New Bedford. “Whaling was one of the few industries at 

that time in which an African American man could find employment on equal footing 

with whites. ... During his voyages he made as much as $20 per month, a salary 

equivalent to an officer on board ship” (National Park Service, n.d.).  

 Gooding married Ellen Allen in 1862, but events overtook their future plans. 

Lincoln issued the Emancipation Proclamation just days before his marriage, and four 

days after the ceremony, “the Fifty-fourth Regiment recruiting office opened … (he) 

enlisted” as the “eighth person in New Bedford to do so” (Gooding, 1992, p. xxvii). As 

an experienced whaler, “it seems curious that an experienced seaman would choose to 

join an army regiment rather than enlist in the Union navy,” (p. xxvii). However, “black 

men were to be enlisted on the same basis and with the same pay as other Massachusetts 

regiments (and) at first there was even hope that some of the commissioned officers 

might be African Americans (pp. xxvii–xxviii). “A well-disciplined regiment of black 

soldiers … would be a highly visible example of what African Americans were capable 

of achieving” (p. xxvii).  

 During the war, Gooding went with the 54th to the coastal islands of Georgia and 

South Carolina. He participated in the assault on Fort Wagner near Charleston, South 

Carolina. Gooding was shot in the thigh at the Battle of Olustee in northern Florida. His 

comrades believed he was killed, and his wife applied for a widow’s pension. He was, 

however, not dead. Gooding was taken to Andersonville prison camp in Georgia, where 
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he died as a prisoner of war on July 19, 1864. He is buried in grave 3,585 in 

Andersonville National Cemetery.  

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

On March 3, 1863, Gooding began his first letter on the eve of departure for 

Camp Meigs in Readville, Massachusetts. He noted the importance of “colored men” 

embracing “probably the only opportunity that will ever be offered them to make 

themselves a people” (Gooding, 1992, p. 4). In the very first entry, Gooding wrote:   

They will have to learn sooner or later, that if anything does “turn up” to their 

advantage, they will have to be the means of turning it up themselves; they must 

learn that there is more dignity in carrying a musket in defence of liberty and right 

than there is in shaving a man’s face or waiting on somebody’s table p. 4).  

The next day, Gooding arrived at Camp Meigs for training. 

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

Gooding wrote about a variety of topics, which is explained in more detail in 

subsequent paragraphs. He recorded his training at Camp Meigs, along with the trivia of 

his life as a soldier: weather, food, duties, and fighting. He reported the 54th’s campaigns 

through Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida, including the famed assault on Fort 

Wagner. Gooding chronicled illness and death, as well as camaraderie. He documented 

injustices such as unequal pay, non-promotion of African American soldiers, and racism.  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

1. Gooding recorded events during training at Camp Meigs. 
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2. Gooding noted the trivia of his life as a soldier: weather, food, duties, and 

fighting. 

3. Gooding reported the Massachusetts 54th’s campaigns through Georgia, South 

Carolina, and Florida, including the assault on Fort Wagner. 

4. Gooding chronicled illnesses and death. 

5. Gooding told stories about the camaraderie he experienced as a soldier. 

6. Gooding documented injustices such as unequal pay, non-promotion of African 

American soldiers to officer, and racism.  

 Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

Gooding trained at Camp Meigs. When he arrived, he was greeted with “a nice 

warm fire and a good supper in readiness for us” (Gooding, 1992, p. 5). The men 

received new uniforms, and Gooding felt they all looked “quite like soldiers” (p. 5). Their 

spirits were good, and the men drilled “with a great degree of earnestness” (p. 5). He was 

proud that “The men from New Bedford are the largest in camp,” and that they stood “A 

No. 1 in military bearing, cleanliness, and morality” (p. 5). Most of the men prayed in the 

morning and evening. When Gooding was not on duty, he found it “somewhat dull,” as 

he had nothing to read (p. 6). He felt the men were all eager to drill, so as to “sooner meet 

the Rebs,” and that they all felt the “impulse” of “revenge” (p. 6).  

Gooding said five men had to be discharged “on account of physical disability” 

(Gooding, 1992, p. 7). A few men were “of a class to be satisfied with nothing” who 

“attempted to skedaddle” because they had not received a bounty for enlistment p. 7). 

Gooding noted that the New Bedford city council provided relief for soldiers’ families:  
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You … may be well aware that colored men generally, as a class, have nothing to 

depend upon but their daily labor; so, consequently, when they leave their labors 

and take up arms in defence of their country, their homes are left destitute … and 

as the city has passed a resolution to pay them a sum, they would rather their 

families received it than become objects of public charity. We are all determined 

to act like men, and fight, money or not (p. 7).  

These provisions underscored New Bedford’s commitment to its Black soldiers. 

Although money was not his primary motivation in fighting, Gooding thought the men 

deserved fair pay. 

 Gooding thanked the Mercury’s readers for donations. He wrote of The (New 

Bedford Ladies) Relief Society and their contribution of “shirts, socks, and handkerchiefs 

… God bless the ladies” (Gooding, 1992, p. 8). They had also given “sewing purses 

containing needles, thread, buttons, yarn, a thimble, and paper of pins, one for each man” 

(p. 12). The editors of the Mercury gave Company C a bundle of magazines and serials. 

“Unknown friends” donated “towels, looking glasses, blacking and brushes, and three 

barrels of apples” (p. 9). Gooding must have felt the community’s support; at the same 

time, he felt the need to publicly thank the community so as to not seem ungrateful, and 

to prompt more donations. “These acts of kindness make us all feel we are not forgotten 

by the good people of New Bedford” (p. 9).  

 The men of the 54th “behaved admirably, for so short a period in drilling” 

(Gooding, 1992, p. 10). He was proud of their efforts: 

It really makes one’s heart pulsate with pride as he looks upon these stout and 
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brawny men, fully equipped with Uncle Sam’s accoutrements upon them, to feel 

that these noble men are practically refuting the base assertions reiterated by 

copperheads and traitors that the black race are incapable of patriotism, valor or 

ambition (p. 9).  

Gooding was probably aware that his letters could prompt other Black men to join the 

army.  

 Before the 54th left camp, Gooding reported that the men received the “bounty” 

they had been promised when they signed on. The marching orders excited the men, and 

Gooding assured the readers of the Mercury that  

The citizens of this Commonwealth need not be ashamed of the 54th now; and if 

the regiment will be allowed a chance, I feel confident the Colored Volunteers 

will add glory to her already bright name (Gooding, 1992, p. 24).  

Gooding wrote about his life as a soldier. He noted when there was fine weather, 

compared to “the mud and mire experienced all spring” (Gooding, 1992, p. 12). Upon 

arrival in South Carolina, he decided there was “heat enough to make a fellow 

contemplate the place prepared for the ungodly” (p. 26). The men dealt with totally 

unfamiliar terrain:  

If a person were to ask me what I saw South, I should tell him stink weed, sand, 

rattlesnakes, and alligators. To tell the honest truth, our boys out on picket look 

sharper for snakes than they do for rebels” (p. 30). 

The men kept themselves and their camp in immaculate condition. “The camp 

was visited,”  
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by several members of the Legislature the past week, who expressed themselves 

highly pleased with the efficiency, discipline, and cleanliness of the men; and one 

gentleman paid us a compliment by saying our barracks looked neater than those 

on the other side of the railroad (Gooding, 1992, p. 15).  

The men must have been keenly aware that their camp would be compared to that of 

White regiments, and their fitness would be questioned.  

Gooding noted with satisfaction when the soldiers of the 54th were issued items 

for battle. When they received Enfield rifles, he said “I doubt not if the opportunity 

presents itself they will be made good use of” (Gooding, 1992, p. 16). The weapons 

would have been costly, and Gooding reassured readers that giving them to the 54th was 

not an expensive folly. When the regiment officially received its battle flags, 

Massachusetts Gov. John Andrew stated that “Today we recognize the right of every man 

in this Commonwealth to be a MAN and a citizen,” echoing the sentiments that Gooding 

himself had written (p. 21).  

 The Massachusetts 54th carried out duties typically assigned to soldiers during 

wartime. For example, around Fort Wagner, they hauled cannon, dug breastworks, loaded 

shells, and carted ammunition. “On Tuesday, the regiment was introduced to Messrs. 

Shovel and Spade, a firm largely interested in building rifle pits, breastworks, and 

batteries” (Gooding, 1992, p. 47). In another letter, Gooding wrote that  

the 54th is bound to live down all prejudice against its color, by a determination to 

do well in any position it is put. If it is to wield the shovel and pick, do it 

faithfully; if it is to haul siege guns, or load and unload transports, our motto is, 
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work faithfully and willingly (p. 54).   

 Gooding and the men engaged in smaller skirmishes. In one such event, the men 

“narrowly escaped being captured” (Gooding, 1992, p. 47). “Near morning,” he recalled,  

they were discovered by the rebel pickets, who commenced firing on them. Had 

not our own sharpshooters been near, the rebels would no doubt have captured 

some of our men; as it was, however, the fatigue party scrambled out of the boats, 

and made tracks through the mud and mire for camp (p. 47).  

While on picket duty, Gooding and the men were “successful in assaulting and carrying 

the rebel rifle pits … among the captured prisoners … are 5 black men; two were fully 

armed and equipped, as REBEL SHARPSHOOTERS” (pp. 53–54). He noted that these 

“sable rebels” were “represented to be a reb at heart,” but that “the idea of Mr. Davis 

relying on his attached and docile SERVANTS to recuperate his wasted armies is all 

moonshine” (p. 54). He hoped the Confederacy would arm slaves, as they would “be 

ready to fall into Uncle Sam’s ranks at the first opportunity” (p. 54).  

Gooding reported on campaigns through Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida. 

The men departed after a parade and review on Boston Common that was received 

“enthusiastic(ally)” (Gooding, 1992, p. 25). When they got to Beaufort, South Carolina, 

“Our reception was almost as enthusiastic … as our departure from Boston was” (p. 26). 

The streets were lined with “citizens and soldiers … to get a look at the first black 

regiment from the North” (p. 26). According to Gooding, one “contraband” soldier said, 

“I nebber bleeve black Yankee comee here help culer men” (pp. 26–27). Gooding 

regretted that so far, “there was no chance to show what sort of fighting material the 
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Fifty-Fourth is made of” (p. 30). He hoped they would try to take a railroad, and the 

“rebels will make a stand, so that we may have a good chance to empty our cartridge 

boxes” (p. 30). While at Darien, the men captured “one schooner and a flat boat, loaded 

with cotton, about 20 barrels of turpentine, eight hogsheads of rosin, about a dozen cows, 

50 or 60 sheep and 20 head of beeves; books, pictures, furniture and household property 

were burned” (p. 30). Gooding lamented that the “opposition press” characterized the 

burning of Darien as “an act of vandalism” (p. 31). Gooding told of the assault on Fort 

Wagner. The Union’s goal was to take control of Morris Island, which sat at the entrance 

to Charleston Harbor. The fort was “its primary defense” (p. 35). The men of the 54th 

were finally able to fight at James Island, and then two days later at Fort Wagner. They 

“had been three days with little rest and twenty-four hours without food” when they made 

the assault. In his letter, Gooding celebrated. “At last we have something stirring to 

record. The 54th, the past week, has proved itself twice in battle” (p. 36).  

It is not for us to blow our horn; but when a regiment of white men gave us three 

cheers as we were passing them, it shows that we did our duty like men should (p. 

38).  

 General George C. Strong, who led the assault, “rode up, and we halted” 

(Gooding, 1992, p. 38). Strong then  

asked us if we would follow him into Fort Wagner. Every man said, yes — we 

were ready to follow wherever we were led … we went at it, over the ditch and on 

to the parapet through a deadly fire; but we could not get into the fort … we were 

exposed to a murderous fire from the batteries of the fort … Mortal men could not 
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stand such a fire, and the assault on Wagner was a failure (p. 38). 

 After the initial assault, the 54th continued to try to take the fort, and conducted a 

long and “monotonous” assault on Fort Sumter (Gooding, 1992, p. 62). Gooding said the 

men did all they could to attack Charleston. “We must see to it that the traitors shall learn 

the cost of warring against their country” (p. 64). The men were under “persistent fire 

from the rebels” (p. 65). In return, the Union soldiers, supported by “ironclad” ships, 

shelled Fort Sumter relentlessly. The fort held out for several months. “The troops here 

begin to feel a sort of impatient curiosity to see some fruition of their immense labor in 

making preparations … The sentiment of the rank and file is “action” (p. 84).   

 The Massachusetts 54th was sent to “reconstruct a loyal State government in 

Florida” (Gooding, 1992, p. 108). In Jacksonville, “The faces of the ladies … indicated a 

sort of Parisian disgust as the well-appointed Union army, composed in part of Lincoln’s 

“niggers,” filled the streets” (p. 113). The regiment still upheld the highest standards of 

behavior:  

I am happy to say not a low jest was indulged as they passed through the streets, 

in most cases lined with women … To-day those, who at first greeted us with 

frowns, are treating us with respect and courtesy; in fact more than we should 

expect to receive in some parts of the free North … respect paid to men who by 

their deportment show that they are christianized, if not very refined (p. 113).  

 Gooding chronicled illnesses and death. However, conscious that his accounts 

would be in a newspaper, he did not usually go into detail. Instead, he described the 

ceremonies surrounding deaths, and their import. “There is not much sickness in camp, 
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considering the number of men present” (Gooding, 1992, p. 12). Gooding probably tried 

to prove to readers that the men were physically up to the job. Disease inevitably reached 

the men in the field. “The sickly season has now about commenced. Daily we hear the 

muffled drum, accompanied by the shrill, shrieking tones of the fife, which tells us that 

the ‘fell destroyer, Death’ is near ...” (pp. 47–48). He noted that  

It is now an ordinary spectacle to see stretchers passing, with blood trickling 

through the canvass, with some poor fellow who was wounded on picket or 

assisting the engineers. ... A man dies none the less gloriously … he is as true a 

soldier as though he were in the thickest fray” (p. 55).  

 He characterized death as honorable and inevitable. In one instance, he called the demise 

of a soldier “one more sacrifice, on the altar of freedom, of a brave and patriotic son of 

New England” (Gooding, 1992, p. 53). He showed readers that African American 

soldiers also paid the ultimate price for their cause. 

 One noteworthy death that Gooding chronicled was that of Colonel Robert Gould 

Shaw, commander of the Massachusetts 54th. Gooding did not dwell on his specific 

injuries; rather, he wrote about Shaw’s behavior as a commander and his demeanor with 

soldiers. He approved that Shaw risked his reputation to lead a Black regiment. Shaw 

“never evinced any fear of what others thought or said. He believed the work would be 

done, and he put his hands, his head, and heart to the task” (Gooding, 1992, p. 50). Also, 

he performed his duty in a balanced manner, without the fanaticism of abolition, while 

maintaining an “austere,” “impartial,” and “formal” way with the men (pp. 50–51). Shaw 

walked among the men before the charge at Fort Wagner and  
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told them how the eyes of thousands would look upon the night’s work they were 

about to enter on; and said he, “Now boys I want you to be MEN!” ...One poor 

fellow, struck no doubt by the Colonel’s determined bearing, exclaimed as he was 

passing him, “Colonel I will stay by you till I die” (p. 51).  

The soldiers respected Shaw as a leader, and appreciated that he cast his lot with them. 

 Gooding’s own death came after the 54th went to Florida to relieve and cover the 

retreat of soldiers skirmishing near Olustee. Gooding was shot in the leg, and although 

the newspaper reported that he was killed in battle, he actually died after being captured 

and sent to the notorious Andersonville prison camp. A captain in the 54th notified the 

paper,  

I am pained to inform you that Corporal James H. Gooding was killed in battle … 

He was one of the Color Corporals and was with the colors at the time. So great 

was the rout of our troops that we left nearly all our dead and wounded on the 

field. The fight lasted nearly four hours … The fifty-fourth did honor to 

themselves and our city. All concede that no regiment fought like it (Gooding, 

1992, p. 114).   

Gooding told stories about the camaraderie he experienced as a soldier. While in 

camp, the men played with “foot-balls … and they are a source of amusement and 

recreation by the whole regiment” (Gooding, 1992, p. 11). On Thanksgiving, the men 

played sports and ate treats such as “cakes, oranges, apples, raisins, baker’s bread, and 

butter” (p. 85). Next, they set up a greased pole, “with a pair of new pantaloons tied to the 

end, with $13 in the pocket for the lucky one who could get it … The attempts made by 
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some to win the prize were laughable indeed” (p. 85). They continued with games and 

contests for cash prizes, such as a “sack race … (and) wheeling barrows, blindfolded, to a 

certain mark” (p. 86).  

Gooding documented injustices such as unequal pay, non-promotion of Black 

soldiers, and racism. He felt very keenly that African Americans must participate in 

whether “slavery (would) die” (Gooding, 1992, p. 13).  

Those who are in bonds must have some one to open the door; when the slave 

sees the white soldier approach, he dares not trust him and why? Because he has 

heard that some have treated him worse than their owners in rebellion. But if the 

slave sees a black soldier, he knows he has got a friend (p. 13).  

Gooding felt the 54th was in a unique position to interact with contraband regiments and 

slaves. It could prove the North had better intentions for their future in a reunited country. 

When Gooding first arrived in South Carolina, he wrote that  

The yarns the copperhead press have so studiously spun, that the slaves were 

better satisfied in their old condition than under the present order of things, is all 

bosh. So far as I have seen, they appear to understand the causes of the war better 

than a great many Northern editors (Gooding, 1992, p. 27).  

In several entries, Gooding addressed the unequal pay the African American 

regiments received. A month after the assault on Fort Wagner, the men were informed 

that they would only earn ten dollars a month, instead of the regular army wage of 13 

dollars. 

Colonel Littlefield addressed each company … “I have been requested by the 
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paymaster to say that if the men are ready to receive TEN dollars a month … he 

will come over and pay the men off … He then said, all who wish to take the ten 

dollars per month, raise your right hand,” and I am glad to say not one man in the 

whole regiment lifted a hand … too many of our comrades’ bones lie bleaching 

near the walls of Fort Wagner to subtract even one cent from our hard earned pay 

(Gooding, 1992, p. 48–49).  

Many of the men, Gooding included, enlisted to uphold principle. Here was another 

chance to argue that they offered the same sacrifices as White soldiers. Gooding 

commented several times on how the service of African Americans in the United States 

army proved that they deserved an equal standing in society. During services 

commemorating the Emancipation Proclamation, a Corporal Jones, of Company D, gave 

an address where  

The substance of his remarks was … the colored man being a part and parcel of 

the military arm of the nation was a sufficient guarantee that he was not a brute, 

but a man; and as a man, the future was full of hope for him (p. 99).  

Gooding repeatedly emphasized in his letters how, through armed service, Blacks earned 

and proved their suitability as citizens.  

Gooding pointed out that African Americans could and should be promoted to 

lead “colored troops” (Gooding, 1992, p. 104). He asked, “why should they not” aspire to 

promotion, “providing he is capable and has a claim to do so?” (p. 105). He said 

promotions would incentivize a man to enlist and perform acts of valor.   
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 The most publicized of Gooding’s efforts to achieve recognition for Black 

soldiers was a letter he wrote to Lincoln. The letter today is in the National Archives; 

however, there is no “indicat(ion) that the president ever saw it” (Gooding, 1992, p. 118). 

In it, Gooding summarized their predicament and asked,  

Now the main question is, are we Soldiers, or are we Laborers? We are fully 

armed, and equipped, have done all the various duties pertaining to a Soldier’s 

life, have conducted ourselves to the complete satisfaction of General Officers, 

who were, if anything, prejudiced against us, but who now accord us all the 

encouragement and honors due us ... The patient, trusting descendant of Africa’s 

Clime have dyed the ground with blood, in defence of the Union, and Democracy 

(p. 119). 

Gooding asked Lincoln to consider the quality of their service, and the sacrifices they had 

made: 

And now he is in the War, and how has he conducted himself? Let their dusky 

forms rise up, out of the mires of James Island, and give the answer. Let the rich 

mould around Wagner’s parapet be upturned, and there will be found an eloquent 

answer. … Now your Excellency, we have done a Soldier’s duty. Why can’t we 

have a Soldier’s pay (p. 118)? 

Gooding and the other men of the 54th went more than a year without pay to protest. His 

letter reiterated the arguments he made to The New Bedford Mercury; namely, that the 

men were soldiers, not laborers, completing all the duties of a soldier, satisfactorily and 

bearing the burdens that White soldiers had.  
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Evaluation: So What? 

Gooding recorded events that took place during training at Camp Meigs. The 

description of Black men training to become soldiers must have impacted both the men 

and the readers of The New Bedford Mercury. Gooding was proud to report on their 

spirits, military bearing, and eagerness to fight. The fact that New Bedford’s city council 

provided money and donations to the men’s families emphasized their commitment to a 

regiment of African American soldiers, and might be a surprising fact for students.   

Gooding noted the day-to-day experiences of life as a soldier: weather, food, 

duties, and skirmishes. The anecdotes might have otherwise been of little consequence. 

But the fact that the 54th handled challenges and daily requirements as well as any other 

regiment was groundbreaking. He showed they were willing and able to perform any 

duties required of men during wartime.  

Gooding described the Massachusetts 54th’s campaign through Georgia, South 

Carolina and Florida, including its assault on Fort Wagner. The significance of a black 

regiment on a forward advance in enemy territory was substantial, particularly for slaves 

they encountered in the South, and for the newspaper audience wondering how they 

would perform. Their valiant assault on Fort Wagner has been immortalized. However, at 

the time, although strategically unsuccessful, it proved the group could accomplish what 

was asked of it, as did the subsequent execution of duties. The reports must have been 

gratifying for Gooding.  

Gooding chronicled illnesses and deaths. The men were inevitably stricken with 

disease, and Gooding’s reports proved the 54th’s men equitably carried the burden. His 
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own death at Andersonville underscored to those following his letters in The New 

Bedford Mercury the sacrifices made by the men.  

Gooding told lighter stories about the camaraderie he experienced as a soldier. 

Tales of games, feasts, holidays, and church services personalized the men of the 54th to 

readers. Perhaps they recognized their own humanity and community. Their focus could 

not always be about larger issues and statements. By showing ways the men interacted 

and relaxed, Gooding illustrated their basic humanity. 

Gooding documented injustices such as unequal pay, non-promotion of Black 

soldiers, and racism. He felt the regiment was in a unique position to interact with slaves 

and contraband regiments. By explaining that the federal government broke principles 

when it would not pay soldiers equitably, Gooding took a moral stand with which many 

could sympathize. The service of Black men in the United States army helped establish 

their standing in society. They were men and citizens, rather than brutes.  

Coda: Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

The significance of the letters is that they allow us to see the motivations and 

everyday life of African American soldiers in the Civil War from the inside of the 

Massachusetts 54th Regiment. Gooding was an active participant in the fighting. His 

words show how the Civil War impacted the communities of free Black men and women 

in the North — a community almost completely missing from popular textbooks. 

Because their voices were absent, one might be left with the impression that they were 

disinterested or inactive. Instead, we can see there were many free Blacks who were just 

as committed to the war effort. They paid attention to events as they happened, and were 
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willing to make any sacrifice to contribute.   

Gooding’s letters provided a richer understanding of various events. Matters like 

the Emancipation Proclamation might merely be noted (or not) in another regiment. But 

the 54th commemorated it with a solemn celebration (Gooding, 1992, p. 96). When 

Gooding described events, it was through the unique lens of a free black man and soldier. 

For example, when the men were denied equal pay, he wrote of their commitment to keep 

fighting, in spite of the injustice. This perspective is not listed in any of the textbooks 

used in this study. The reaction of Confederate locals (Black and White) were not 

mentioned in the other primary sources. Traditional texts completely left out the 

community of Black soldiers and how they provided each other with critical support. His 

letters enforce that the Civil War did not just impact majority groups, but also people 

whose concerns were not often included in textbooks. Gooding provides valuable 

perspective that most Civil War diaries do not.  

Coda/Analysis-Davis  

Source/Textbook: Emilie Davis’s Civil War: The Diaries of a Free Black Woman in 

Philadelphia, 1863 – 1865 

These are the diaries of 23-year-old Emilie Frances Davis of Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania. They span her life as a free, Black, working-class woman from January 

1863 – December 1865. The three “slim, pocket-sized volumes” contained “short daily 

entries, recounting events both big and small” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 2). They 

described episodes from the war, along with minutiae such as weather, friends, school 

and work. Mixed in with items about friendly visits and gossip “are entries recounting 
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black Philadelphians’ celebration of the Emancipation Proclamation … and their 

collective mourning of President Lincoln” (p. 3).  

Davis was born in Philadelphia in 1839 and lived in a city with a “small but vocal 

abolitionist community,” and “the largest free black population of any northern city” 

(Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 7). In spite of these things, however, African American 

journalist Martin Delany “once described northern Blacks as a ‘nation within a nation’ 

because of the racism they continued to endure and the institutions they built to shield 

themselves from it” (p. 7). Davis belonged to several, including “black churches, schools, 

benevolence organizations, and civil rights organizations” (p. 8). She lived in the Seventh 

Ward, which “served as the center of black cultural and political life,” a short distance 

from many of the homes of the elite White families for whom many free Blacks worked 

(pp. 9–10).  

Davis recorded her everyday life. She noted “social calls and correspondence, and 

… repeated gossip and rumors about derailed courtships and marriages gone wrong” 

(Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 3). The diary entries of a free Black woman provide an 

alternate perspective major textbooks do not. Davis frequently wrote of her friendships 

with and interdependence of other women. Women “... provided Emilie with critical 

support and a sense of community while she was living on her own in the city” (p. 11). 

Davis’s diary entries showed that “women played a critical role in enforcing acceptable 

behavior, sustaining the community’s poorest members, and establishing schools for and 

teaching black youth” (p. 11). 

Davis worked as a seamstress until her marriage in 1866. Her husband, George 
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Bustill White, was a barber and the son of a prominent businessman. He was very active 

in politics, particularly in the Pennsylvania State Equal Rights League. She had six 

children between 1867 and 1881, and the 1880 census listed her occupation as 

“housekeeper.” This “suggest(ed) that she had achieved the status of the women for 

whom she used to work” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 197). She died on Dec. 13, 1889, at 

the age of 50, with infections in both her lungs and kidneys listed on the death certificate. 

She was buried at Lebanon Cemetery outside of Philadelphia.  

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

Emilie Frances Davis began the first of three diaries while living in Philadelphia. 

She noted mundane as well as historic events. In the very first entry, she celebrated the 

Emancipation Proclamation and showed her particular interest in that event. Many other 

famous Civil War diarists either do not acknowledge the proclamation at all, or do not 

have the unique perspective of directly living in and around the impact of that decree.   

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

The 23-year-old Davis wrote in three volumes that spanned Jan. 1, 1863 – Dec. 

31, 1865. All the entries were from when she lived alone. She wrote about a variety of 

topics, including work, social calls and gossip, which is explained in more detail in 

subsequent paragraphs. Davis detailed her participation in the African American social 

institutions of Philadelphia. These included the Institute for Colored Youth, the Ladies’ 

Union Association, and the Social, Civil, and Statistical Association of the Colored 

People of Pennsylvania. The people she met there were “raised in politically active 
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households and trained in elite black schools,” and became her “teachers … fellow 

parishioners … and her friends and confidantes” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 9). She 

sometimes described important events from the war, such as the Emancipation 

Proclamation, the recruitment of African American soldiers, and the assassination of 

Abraham Lincoln.  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

1. Davis reported on the weather, her work, friends, and gossip. 

2. Davis described interactions within important African American institutions in 

Philadelphia — the Institute for Colored Youth, the Ladies’ Union Association, 

the Social, Civil, and Statistical Association of the Colored People of 

Pennsylvania, and the Seventh Street Presbyterian Church.  

3. Davis recounted her community’s reaction to several crucial events of the Civil 

War.  

4. Davis’s unique perspective as a free Black woman reminded those who study the 

Civil War that it involved human beings, as well as being a series of big events.  

 Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

Davis reported on seemingly trivial matters, including the weather, her work, 

visiting with friends, and gossip. The weather often affected whether she could go to 

school, lectures, or meetings. Sometimes it meant that others could not get to her. “Very 

stormy to day did not go any were” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 20). “Very stormy all 

day bin in the house all day Nellie did not get up here this evening” (p. 22).  

Davis’s friends included her family, and those she met through school, church, 
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and other social organizations. Of particular note is the number of women referenced in 

her diary. Counted among these were “Nel (Nell, Nellie), Sue, Cristy, Mary, Hannah, 

Lizzie, Celestine, and Rachel, to name a few” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 11). The 

friendships “provided Emilie with critical support and a sense of community while she 

was living on her own in the city” (p. 11). For example, in one entry she wrote, “... we 

had a full choir bible class at Gertrudes very interresting” (p. 11). Davis spent the 

summers of 1863 and 1864 outside Philadelphia, completing jobs for a White family 

named Harris, and learning how to use a sewing machine. When separated from her 

friends, she found herself to be “lone spirited” with very little recreation out here” (p. 

121).  

 Davis’s diaries showed how free Blacks in Philadelphia created a strong 

association, despite challenges. “By building strong bonds with women (and men) in her 

church, school, and voluntary work, she situated herself comfortably within the larger 

black community that grew up around the elite” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 11). The 

reader learned how the African American community of Philadelphia relied upon each 

other when Whites did not encourage their activism (p. 11). The “White community … 

was openly hostile to them. Black Philadelphians were excluded from concert halls, 

public transportation, schools, churches, meeting halls, and other public places, and they 

were harassed and assaulted in their own neighborhoods” (p. 8). In fact, “Frederick 

Douglass believed that there was not a city to be found in which prejudice against color is 

more rampant than in Philadelphia” (p. 9).  

Davis prioritized her activities with others. She wrote to friends when she could 
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not visit, exchanged friendship albums, and kept notes. Like generations of diarists before 

and since, Davis confided in her diary about suitors. She first mentioned the man who 

would become her husband, George Bustill White, in an entry about attending a wedding 

on Jan. 28, 1863. On March 10 she declared that “gorge and i went to the fair,” and that 

“he was very gallant” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 30). Even the gossip in Davis’s diary 

provided insight into social mores. She noted “Georgeana has bin married about three 

weekes her husband beat her and left the other day she had to go back to be uncles the 

honey moon is not over,” she also commented that her husband “has disgraced her 

shamfuly” (p. 80).  

Davis described important African American institutions in Philadelphia. On most 

Mondays, she discussed whether she attended the Institute for Colored Youth, 

“Philadelphia’s premier African American school” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 3). 

Founded by Quakers in 1837, the coeducational school’s “primary focus … was to train 

African Americans as teachers … (and offered) a rigorous curriculum of classical 

languages, science, and mathematics” (p. xx). She noted whether classes were canceled 

due to weather and if they were well attended. The diaries gave Davis the opportunity to 

practice her penmanship. She wrote often of seeing friends at school meetings (or not).  

The Ladies’ Union Association was formed in 1863 “to raise money and provide 

supplies for the sick and wounded United States Colored Troops” (Davis & Giesberg, 

2014, p. xx). Davis’s sister-in-law, Sarah Davis & Giesberg, served as treasurer of the 

LUA in 1865. On June 25, 1864, Davis attended the Great Central Fair held by the 

United States Sanitary Commission. Although Davis declared herself “delightd” with the 
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“beutiful” fair, she also commented on the absence of handiwork on display from the 

women of the LUA:  

it certainly was worth going to we visited all the Principle Places of interest when 

i cam [came] out i had seen so much i hardly could recolect who i had seen I saw 

a perfect deal of handsome work but i did not see any done by any colored person 

there might of bin some things their [there] i did not see (p. 137).  

Perhaps Davis’s work as a seamstress and a member of the LUA explained her 

disappointment. 

 The Social, Civil, and Statistical Association of the Colored People of 

Pennsylvania “was founded in 1860 to combat racism, violence, and prejudice against 

members of the African American community of Philadelphia” (p. xxi). The association 

hosted frequent lectures, and Davis attended several, including one on March 17, 1863, 

when “we went in Fred Duglass lectures to night” (p. 31). Like the LUA, the association 

also “pushed for the end of discrimination on the city’s streetcars” (Davis & Giesberg, 

2014, p. xxi). 

The Seventh Street Presbyterian Church, alternatively called the First (Colored) 

Presbyterian Church, was Davis’s home church. Not only did she go to regular meetings 

(services were offered twice a day), she also gathered at members’ homes on Tuesday 

nights, and went to Friday night lectures (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 20). Davis’s diary 

is filled with events that her church sponsored, and many of the people she referenced 

were connected to that institution. 

Davis recounted several crucial events of the Civil War, and how her community 
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reacted to them. When writing of the Emancipation Proclamation, she said,  

To day has bin a memorable day and i thank god i have bin sperd to see it the day 

was religously observed all the churches were open we had quite a jubilee in the 

evenin i went to Joness to a Party had a very pleasant time (Davis & Giesberg, 

2014, p. 17).  

The other diaries in this study did not acknowledge the proclamation at all. Although 

Davis did not mention the battle of Gettysburg in her entries of July 1–4, 1863, she noted 

on July 7 the “great rejocing” following the surrender of Vicksburg. On Nov. 1, 1864, 

Davis described her happiness when Maryland adopted a new state constitution that 

outlawed slavery:  

today has bin a great day 6000 slaves have bine Declard free in the State of 

Maryaland it has Bin generaly […] had by our People the headquarters for the 

Colerd Troops was butifuly illuminated the Soldiers Praded quite a holliaday al 

around (p. 138).   

On Nov. 8, 1864, Davis recorded her thoughts on the reelection of Lincoln: “to 

day  is the great election i think lincoln will gain the day i did not go to meeting for fear 

somthing might happeen” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 129). Just a few days before, she 

observed the “rowdy” torchlight rallies held by Democrats who supported Philadelphia-

born McClellan, and which had resulted in the death of a man (p. 128). Davis was 

cautious to lay low and reveal her thoughts to her diary, rather than risk the opprobrium 

of White Philadelphians. When Richmond fell, Davis shared in the jubilation. “The city is 

wild with excitement flags are flying everywere busy day i have bin running errands in 
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the evening i went to meeting at mrs gibbs” (p. 155). Just a few weeks later, she wrote, 

“very sad newes was received this morning of the murder of the President the city is in 

deep mourning we had a meeting of the association” (p. 157). At the Ladies’ Union 

Association, it was decided to “posPone the fare” they had planned to benefit sick and 

wounded soldiers (p. 157). She noted, “The President Was assasinated by Som 

Confederate villain at the theathre die saturday morning the 15 the city is in the Deepest 

sorrow. These are strang times” (p. 193). When Lincoln’s funeral procession passed 

through Philadelphia on April 22, Davis joined the people attempting to view the body. 

She tried twice to enter Independence Hall, the second time “waiting tow [two] hours and 

a half it was certainly a sight worth seeing” (p. 158).  “It was the gravest funeral i ever 

saw,” she wrote (p. 158). Davis and her community considered themselves to have lost a 

great benefactor when Lincoln died.  

Davis provided a unique lens through which to consider the Civil War. The Civil 

War was lived first by human beings — some of them African American women. The 

outcome of the war would not change her legal status, “nor would enlistment offer her the 

opportunity to prove her mettle” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 1).  Yet, Davis was active 

in institutions that helped the Union generally, and African Americans specifically. When 

larger events happened, she wrote of her specific concerns. For example, when the 

Confederacy invaded Pennsylvania, she noted in several entries that she was frightened 

for her father, who lived in Harrisburg. She wrote, “i feel so worried about Father” (p. 

48). Davis “was right to worry about her father’s safety, as rebel soldiers kidnapped 

hundreds of free Blacks and sold them into slavery in June and July 1863 (p. 48). None of 
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the textbooks mentioned this aspect of the South’s invasion of Pennsylvania. Davis noted 

several times in her diary that she saw “colerd recruit,” (p. 45) and that the “boyes” at 

church “are still talking about going to ware” (p. 47). Her brother Alfred enlisted in the 

navy in October, 1863, and served on the USS Mount Vernon, a steamship that was part 

of the blockade of North Carolina. Although Black men were excluded from service in 

the army, the navy had never barred them from service.  

At least 18,000 African American men served in the Navy during the war. They 

made up approximately 20 percent of the Navy’s total force-double the proportion 

of black men in the army (p. 68).  

None of these statistics were included in the textbooks used for this research, although all 

contained statistics about African American volunteers in the army once Lincoln allowed 

them to join, particularly in groups like the 54th Massachusetts Infantry Regiment. 

Davis’s entries conveyed the pervasive excitement within her community for joining the 

Union side.  

Evaluation: So What? 

Davis reported on the weather, her work, visiting with friends, and gossip. These 

basic building blocks of her life as a free Black woman humanized her experience. The 

women with whom she interacted at school, church and political organizations formed an 

integral social network. Her entries revealed the interdependence of women within this 

community, and the social mores of the time. Further, she revealed how free Blacks in 

Philadelphia, in the face of open hostility from whites, relied upon each other.  

Davis described interactions within important African American institutions in 
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Philadelphia. The Institute for Colored Youth, the Ladies’ Union Association, the Social, 

Civil, and Statistical Association of the Colored People of Pennsylvania, and the Seventh 

Street Presbyterian Church were integral to free African Americans in Philadelphia. 

These organizations were the center of Davis’s social and political life.  

Davis described her reaction to several crucial events of the Civil War. It proved 

that free Black women had opinions about things like the Emancipation Proclamation, 

Lincoln’s election, assassination, and funeral, and the fall of Richmond. She experienced 

the Civil War not only as a military conflict, but as a social and political one. Davis had 

nothing specific to gain in the outcome of the war; nevertheless, she was excited to help 

institutions that helped the Union and African Americans.  

Coda: Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

The real significance of the diary is that it allows us to see how the Civil War was 

part of everyday life, folded between Davis’s sewing, attendance at church and school, 

shopping, socializing, worrying and rejoicing. We generally study the war as a series of 

big events, victories and setbacks, turning points and proclamations. But people lived 

through it as a periodic and often unwelcome visitor. Davis’s diary shows the war as a 

periodic and dramatic interruption of life in a northern city (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 

5). 

Davis was an active participant in her neighborhood. Her words show how the 

Civil War impacted free Black men and women in the North — a community almost 

completely missing from popular textbooks. Because their voices were absent, one might 

think they were disinterested or inactive. Instead, we can see from Davis’s diaries that 
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many free Blacks joined organizations to participate in the war effort. They paid attention 

to current events.  

Davis’s diaries provided a richer understanding of events. More famous diaries 

from the era didn’t include events like the Emancipation Proclamation, but she described 

it as a “Jubilee” (Davis & Giesberg, 2014, p. 17). Davis also provided an overlooked 

viewpoint. For example, when the Confederate army invaded Pennsylvania, Davis 

worried that her father might be kidnapped and sent to slavery. This perspective is not 

listed in any of the textbooks used in this study. The other diaries did not mention events 

like the emancipation of slaves in Maryland. Traditional texts also completely omit 

women as a community and how they supported each other during the Civil War. The 

Civil War did not just impact majority groups, but also people whose concerns were not 

often included in textbooks. Davis provided perspective that most Civil War textbooks do 

not.  

Coda/Analysis-Ward   

Source/Textbook: The Slaves’ War: The Civil War in the Words of Former Slaves: 

Andrew Ward 

Andrew Ward compiled material from a rarely seen perspective; that of former 

slaves, a group that arguably had the largest interest in the war’s outcome. The memoirs, 

letters, diaries and interviews were created during and after the war. Ward notes in a 

preface the varied nature of his material: “thousands of interviews, obituaries, squibs, 

diaries, letters, memoirs, and depositions” (Ward, 2009, p. xii).  

Ward called his sources “slave civilians” (Ward, 2009, p. xii). Their accounts 
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were “a retrospective view from the fields, the kitchens, the slave-quarters, the roadsides, 

the swamps, the camps, the battlefields — a back-door, ground-level slant” on this 

momentous event (p. xii). Contributors included body servants, army cooks, runaways, 

and gravediggers.  He arranged the accounts into a  

chronological narrative, swinging back and forth between the Eastern and 

Western Theaters of the war, and interspersed them with thematic chapters on 

certain aspects of the slaves’ general experience: first encounters with the 

Yankees, slaves guarding their masters’ property, “refugeeing,” Emancipation, 

Contrabands, and so on (p. xiii).  

There are some methodological limitations with the accounts that Ward used, but 

the totality of the offerings provides an alternate perspective that major textbooks do not. 

There was no one singular experience for a slave. Their loyalties could be complex. Hope 

for a Northern victory did not rule out a sense of concern for some Southern Whites. 

Longing for freedom often accompanied fear of what would become of their lives post 

Emancipation.  

Also, “more than half of the voices in this book” came from interviews conducted 

during the 1920s and 1930s … by the Federal Writers’ Project of the Works Progress 

Administration (Ward, 2009, p. 303). The passage of decades affected the memories of 

those recalling the stories, and “slaves’ memories were no freer of conflations, omissions, 

evasions, and fabrications than anyone else’s” (p. 304). Further, Whites conducted most 

of the interviews, “and … in some cases relatives of the families that had held their 

subjects in bondage” (p. 303). There would have been an intrinsic reluctance of Black 
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interviewees, in the Jim Crow South, to open themselves up to the analysis of White 

strangers. Accordingly, some remembrances would surprise modern readers, like positive 

views of Southern leaders, nervousness to assert their freedom, loyalties to their old 

owners. Some were nervous about the interviewers’ motivations. “Say, is there any 

danger in this talk?” asked one former Nashville slave. “If so, I want to take back 

everything I said” (p. 307). Some former slaves  

Told ... what they thought they wanted to hear: that things had gone downhill for 

black people since Emancipation, that the Yankees had been cruel and their 

masters kind, that slavery was about all black folks were fit for (p. 307). 

The Federal Writers’ Project interviews, therefore, have to be used with care. However, 

“despite all their fears and hesitations, and the danger their candor might pose, most 

former slaves proved eager to talk to the WPA” (p. 310).  

Finally, Ward “altered the dialect form of many of the original interviews” (Ward, 

2009, p. 305). His justification was that  

WPA editors were so determined to present this material in what they deemed 

“authentic Negro dialect” that if they received an interview accurately transcribed 

in the “proper” English of the interviewee, they sent it back to be reworked with 

all the stereotypical usages with which black speech was represented at that time 

(p. 305).  
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Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

Ward began his analysis with a prologue examining Fort Sumter and the mixed 

reactions slaves witnessed to the start of the war. “The war done commence,” remarked a 

slave named Josh Miles, “the folks shout, and some cry, and some sing” (Ward, 2009, p. 

3). Another slave, William H. Robinson, recalled that his master and a companion “heard 

the booming of cannons” from Fort Sumter and “slapping his hands together with a curse, 

his master looked “deathly pale” as he turned to his friend and said simply, ‘It’s come’” 

(pp. 3–4). The diversity of response showed the various stakes people had in the event; 

although, none could predict either the process or the outcome of the war. 

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

Ward wrote ten parts that spanned from 1850 to 1865. All the parts contained 

interviews leading up to the Civil War, through it, and to the end. He wrote about a 

variety of topics, which is explained in more detail in subsequent paragraphs. He 

organized the parts chronologically, but switched back and forth geographically between 

the East and the West, with one exception. He wrote of General Sherman’s capture of 

Atlanta and push to the sea. Ward “interspersed them with thematic chapters on certain 

aspects of the slaves’ general experience: first encounters with Yankees, slaves guarding 

their masters’ property, “refugeeing,” Emancipation, Contrabands, and so on” (Ward, 

2009, p. xiii). He quoted civilians, since “there have been a number of fine books on the 

vital contribution black soldiers made to the Union cause, and (I) decided not to run the 

risk of allowing their story to crowd out the people for whom they fought” (p. xiii). Ward 
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described dozens of important events. I have chosen not to analyze the first section of the 

book: “Part 1: The Union, 1850 to 1860,” since it predated the start of the war.  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

1. The East, 1861, included Robert E. Lee’s divided loyalties, first battles and deaths 

of the war, and slaves’ first impressions of Northern soldiers. 

2. The West, 1861 and 1862, included events in Missouri, Forts Henry and 

Donelson, the occupation of Nashville, battles at Shiloh, Perryville, and others, 

and events in Texas. Also, Ward explored the experiences of slaves who protected 

and maintained their masters and plantations. 

3. The East, 1862, included the Peninsula Campaign, how body servants fought 

alongside owners, and battles such as Second Bull Run, Antietam, Sharpsburg, 

and Fredericksburg.  

4. The West, 1863, included the Emancipation Proclamation, experiences of African 

American soldiers, the siege of Vicksburg, Chickamauga and Chattanooga, and 

the struggles of slaves forced to refugee or flee South with their owners. 

5. The East, 1863, included slave rebellions and defiance, and the battles of 

Chancellorsville and Gettysburg. 

6. The West, 1864, included the experiences of Contraband soldiers, interaction with 

Nathan Bedford Forrest, the Fort Pillow Massacre, and Andersonville prison 

camp.  

7. The East, 1864, included the battles of Spotsylvania and Cold Harbor, spying for 

the Union, and slave and soldier burials.  
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8. General Sherman, 1864, included the Battle of Atlanta and Northern raids.  

9. The East and West, 1865, included differing opinions of Abraham Lincoln, the 

surrender at Appomattox, the ruin of the plantation economy, joy and disbelief at 

freedom, adjustment to new lives, hunger and devastation, retrieving kin, and 

reunion with family.  

 Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

The East, 1861, included Robert E. Lee’s divided loyalties, first battles and deaths 

of the war, and slaves’ first interactions with Northern soldiers. Lee “struggled to decide 

whether to serve in the U.S. Army or join his fellow Virginians under the Confederate 

flag” (Ward, 2009, p. 39). His servant, Jim Parke, reported that Lee looked “worried and 

sad,” and that he paced on his veranda when he “couldn’t sleep much of nights” (p. 39). 

When Lee finally decided to fight with Virginia, a slave named William Mack Lee 

“rushed to the Confederate capital and volunteered to serve his master … And he was 

right glad to see me!” (p. 39).  

Virginia’s slaves “perfectly under(stood) the issue of the war and (hung) with 

terrible anxiety upon its success or failure,” a Union officer recalled (Ward, 2009, p. 40). 

When asked what would happen if the South won, one slave said, “Oh, then it be worser 

for us than ever … shaking their head mournfully” (p. 40). After the Confederate victory 

at the First Battle of Bull Run, “we felt just like we were worse off than we ever was,” 

recalled a slave blacksmith named Andrew J. Redmon (p. 41). Several reported their 

owners’ reactions to the first casualties of the war.  

Additionally, “to prevent their human chattel from communicating with the 



291 
 

 
 

Yankees, masters played on their slaves’ insulation, superstition, and trust by depicting 

Union soldiers as demons” (Ward, 2009, p. 44). Northerners were portrayed as 

“bloodthirsty and savage,” scaring slaves into believing that “the Yankees gonna get us 

and cut our necks off” (p. 44). They misled slaves into believing that “if the soldiers 

caught us, they would hang us all,” or that they would be sent “to Cuba and make their 

condition far worse than it ever had been” (p. 45). As the war wore on, slaves began to 

“rely on the evidence of their own eyes and ears,” and disbelieve the stories they had 

been told (p. 45). “Why, they’s folks! a slave exclaimed after he first laid eyes on Union 

soldiers (p. 45). 

In spite of owners’ best efforts, when slaves eventually interacted with the 

invaders, they had positive interactions, along with some negative ones. “Encounters with 

real Yankees would destroy much of whatever remained of their masters’ credibility” 

(Ward, 2009, p. 46). A South Carolina slave named Susannah recounted that in spite of 

her mistress’s warnings, when soldiers “could see that Susannah’s hands were trembling, 

‘We are not going to hurt you,’ said one. ‘We only want you to get us something to eat, 

and we’ll pay you for it.’ “O such pretty men!” she exclaimed (pp. 45–46). African 

Americans living in tiny towns or on rural plantations were “thunderstruck by the size of 

the Union horde that marched into the South” (p. 46). Many took their freedom under the 

protection of these men. Two slave women named Mill and Jule recounted that as they 

climbed aboard the gunboat with their children, their mistress “followed us 

crying, ‘Now Mill and Jule, I know you’ll suffer when you leave me,’” 

Whereupon one of the soldiers turned to her and said, “They won’t suffer again as 
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they have done with you.” And we all got on the boat in a hurry,” Mill recalled, 

… and I tell you every one of us, big and little, cheered loud and strong, and made 

the old river just ring (p. 47).  

 Years later, those who had been children recalled kindnesses from Union soldiers. 

As the soldiers looted and destroyed stores, some made sure the slaves got “pies and 

candy and such like: much as we could eat. We wished the Yankees would come every 

day!” (Ward, 2009, p. 48). Other examples of items they were given included clothes 

from the shops, meat from the smoke houses, and coffee and sugar from army rations. 

Some soldiers reassured the children, telling them “not to be afraid, that they would not 

hurt them” (p. 49). Others played with and teased the children. Unlike foraging 

Confederate guerillas, sometimes Union soldiers returned livestock to widows, or paid 

for the items they used. Samuel Smith of Nashville  

heard a foraging Yankee officer tell his mistress, ‘Madam, I am sorry to do this, 

but we must eat too. I hope you will not think that we are not gentlemen ... It is 

bad that we have to fight, but we fight no women, and we are not robbers … since 

you can buy what we can’t, I beg to leave this for you.” Bowing and doffing his 

cap, he gave her twenty dollars. “After they was gone, Miss called me and say, 

‘Sam.’ she say, ‘all the Yankees are not mean, cause I know one that was a real 

man.’ (p. 50).  

 Slaves noticed that Union soldiers were different from the Whites they were used 

to. They “talked funny and fast,” and swore with “terrible language” (Ward, 2009, pp. 

50–51). Barney Laird recalled, “I never heard nobody cuss so much over nothing” (p. 
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51). They sometimes “tried turning the tables on the slaveholders they encountered,” but 

“once the Federals rode off, the tables were soon turned around again” (p. 51).  

The West in 1861 and 1862 involved incidents in Missouri, Forts Henry and 

Donelson, the occupation of Nashville, and battles at Shiloh, Perryville, and Texas. Ward 

explored the experiences of slaves who protected and maintained their masters and 

plantations. In the west, the “slaves had watched whites savage each other for six years 

over whether slavery should be contained or extended. They did not need to be told that a 

war was coming, nor that it would be fought over them” (Ward, 2009, p. 55). Slaves 

noticed the Union’s regiments as they came “streaming down from the North,” causing 

White plantation owners to “send her slaves into hiding and chased her husband’s 

‘splendid horses’ into the woods (p. 57). As slaves heard General Grant’s cannon, they 

“exult(ed) with (their) family” (p. 58). Some decided to take matters into their own 

hands: 

The husband of a local slave named Betty Guwn “said he would free himself, and 

he did,” running away from his master to help “Grant take Fort Donelson”... 

Though forbidden to fight, men like Betty Guwn’s husband were nevertheless 

observed picking up weapons from dead Yankee soldiers and joining the fray (pp. 

58–59). 

As news of the fall of Fort Donelson made its way to Nashville, southerners panicked. 

Convinced that the Union would raze the city, “whites raided warehouses, blew up a 

powder magazine, set riverboats ablaze, destroyed the railroad bridge across the 

Cumberland, and fled the city” (p. 60). For some slaves, seeing their owners panic 
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frightened them. But others “were delighted, and sang mocking songs” (p. 60).  Many 

recalled the sights and sounds of major battles, including Shiloh. “It was times to be 

scared,” recalled William Geat. Holt Colliern saw “the soldiers falling thick and fast,” 

and witnessed the death of General Albert Sidney Johnston (p. 62). The Southern theme 

of evacuating away from Yankee invaders was also present in the western theater. Louis 

Hughes remembered that “our folks became alarmed right away, and commenced talking 

of moving and running the servants away from the Yankees to a place of safety” (p. 63).  

Those who lived in far-away Texas carried on with life much as it had been 

before. “The war wasn’t so great as folks suppose,” remembered Felix Haywood (Ward, 

2009, p. 67).  

Sometimes you didn’t know it was going on. It was the ending of it that made the 

difference. That when we all woke up that something had happened (Ward, 2009, 

pp. 67–68).  

Walter Rimm “hadn’t even known there was a war on,” until Union ships bombarded 

Corpus Christi (p. 68). They fled to the woods, “powerful scared and shaking all over” (p. 

68). “Many of Galveston’s slaves ran away to Mexico during the war,” taking advantage 

of the societal chaos to cross the Rio Grande on flatboats (p. 69).  

 Sometimes, the slaves’ reactions to the invading Union army was not what was 

expected. Some “protected and sustained their Rebel masters’ plantations … New 

Englanders especially expected slaves, if given half a chance, to turn on their masters and 

abandon their plantations” (Ward, 2009, p. 74). House slaves in particular,  

adhered to a deeply instilled servile code of honor. They had concluded from 
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experience that they were less likely to be sold away from one another if their 

masters flourished. Pragmatic, and shrewd judges of the disposition of power, 

they calculated that if they abided by their masters and labored safely on their 

farms and plantations, they might ride out the war, whatever its outcome (p. 74).  

Slaves sometimes protected their master’s property as though it was their own. “When 

the Yankees come and took things,” recalled Lee Randall of South Carolina, “I just 

fussed at them. I thought wat was my white folks’ things was mine too” (p. 75). In 

another instance,  

Nobody was left “to look after the plantation, except Mistress and Uncle Jude, 

what was Old Master’s first slave he ever had. Old Master and Uncle Jude was 

borned the same day, and Old Master’s pappy give Uncle Jude to him whenst they 

was little bitty ones.” Uncle Jude worked his fellow slaves “harder than the Old 

Marse did, to make corn, and oats, and fodder, and meat for the soldiers” (pp. 76–

77).   

The slave’s age often made a difference. According to John Love, most of the young 

slaves ran away. “The ones that stay are the oldest ones ... and these are the ones that kept 

the homes from being broken up, and the land all gone to waste” (p. 75). In large parts of 

the South: 

The chances of capture lessened somewhat, and potential havens proliferated … 

but the punishments runaways risked became ever more dire: severe whippings 

and even wholesale executions, meted out by the Home Guards, guerillas, 

soldiers, patrollers, and masters, who — convinced slavery was doomed, and 
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outraged by what they considered to be their slaves’ growing arrogance, 

disloyalty, and ingratitude — no longer valued or protected them (p. 77).  

Some Confederates tried to trick slaves into admitting they wanted freedom. It was 

“considered sport” to goad slaves into confessing, and then shoot them down (p. 77). 

Sarah Debro recalled that “They took three of my uncles out in the woods and shot they 

faces off” (p. 77). The fidelity of some slaves was rooted in “a determination to protect 

not only their masters’ families but their own” (pp. 77–78). “I couldn’t leave,” explained 

Prince Johnson, “because the men folks all went to the war, and I had to stay and protect 

the women folks” (p. 78). Several slaves intervened when federal soldiers looked for 

valuables. A slave named Emmeline, who had just given birth, was commanded to get 

out of bed.  

With an imploring look, she held up her baby, and the officer ordered his men to 

leave her be. “I sure was glad too,” she said, for she “was lying on rolls and rolls 

of silver, gold, guns, and other things Miss Adeline Bell had hid under me” (p. 

83).  

In another incident, William Brown’s slaves hid his valuables in the forest. None of them 

ever told Union soldiers where it was, and “though the war left him without some of the 

things which he used to have, (he) never suffered” (p. 83).  

 “Some masters mistook their slaves’ self-protective behavior for loyalty” (Ward, 

2009, p. 84). A slave girl, Della, was rewarded when she shrieked an alarm that gave her 

master the opportunity to hide. “From now on she shall never be whipped, and she shall 

have a home of her own for life … Master thought I screamed to warn him, but I was 
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only frightened,” she recalled (p. 84). After the war, she received three acres of land, a 

house, and livestock.  

 Many slaves fully cooperated with Union soldiers. Celestia Avery’s brother took 

Union soldiers “straight to the swamps … and showed them where the money was 

hidden” (Ward, 2009, p. 85). Others handed over livestock, jewelry, and other valuables. 

Mary Reynolds’s fellow slaves led foragers to a hidden pit that housed “stock, horses, 

and cows and mules and money and chinaware and silver and a mess of stuff them 

soldiers takes” (p. 85).  

The East, 1862, included the Peninsula Campaign, how body servants fought 

alongside their owners, and major battles such as Second Bull Run, Antietam, 

Sharpsburg, and Fredericksburg. Henry Smith, who was with his master’s Texas cavalry 

brigade, recalled that General George McClellan “boasted that he gwine coop the Rebel 

Army up in what they call the Peninsula and mop them off the face of the Earth” (Ward, 

2009, pp. 91–92).   

Slaves witnessed the major battles of Second Bull Run, Antietam, and 

Sharpsburg. Robert Heard’s uncle, Chris, came back from Second Bull Run “with only 

one arm. He say the blood on some of them battle fields come up to the top of his boots” 

(Ward, 2009, p. 94). Hillary Watson remembered that Rebel soldiers at Antietam 

“walk(ed) right into the house ate us out directly” (p. 95). A cook at a tavern in 

Sharpsburg saw the Rebels retreating outside, “and we heard them hollering.” When 

asked whether they had a hard fight, the soldier replied “Yes Aunty,” as he ran down the 

road. “The Yankees give us the devil, and they’ll give us hell next” (p. 97). Even years 
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later, Watson recalled that he plowed up “many a shell in our fields since the battle. 

You’d find them most anywheres. … it’s a wonder I wasn’t killed” (p. 98). About 

Fredericksburg, Joseph Lawson said, “That was an awful day: awful day. But the firing 

stopped up some by noon, and we all come up and took a peep. I went out in the back 

yard where I could look and see the Yankees like bees on them heights across the river” 

(p. 101). When the battle died down, Lawson went to the battlefield to look around. It 

“appeared awful bad. The dead was scattered around” (p. 101). When told that the Union 

lost, Fannie Dawson refused to believe the news:  

Ain’t God the captain? He started this war, and He’s right in front. He may stop 

his career and let you rest up a little bit now, but our Captain ain’t never been 

beaten. Soon He’ll start out again, and you’ll hear the bugle blow, and He’ll 

march on to victory (p. 102).  

The West in 1863 included the Emancipation Proclamation, experiences of 

African American soldiers, the siege of Vicksburg, Chickamauga and Chattanooga, and 

the struggles of slaves who fled South with their owners. When news of the 

Emancipation Proclamation reached the West, “the plantation owners tried to keep the 

news from us,” said George Washington Albright of Mississippi. “The slaves themselves 

had to carry the news to one another” (Ward, 2009, p. 108). At fifteen, he became a 

runner for the Lincoln’s Legal Loyal League — the 4-L’s. “I traveled about the 

plantations within a certain range,” he recalled,  

and got together small meetings in the cabins to tell the slaves the great news. 

Some of these slaves in turn would find their way to still other plantations — and 
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so the story spread. We had to work in dead secrecy, (with) knocks and signs and 

passwords (p. 108).  

A Kentucky planter, George M. Hays, recognized that the Proclamation spelled doom for 

his way of life. “One morning as the slaves were eating,” Harry Smith recalled  

Master Hays came in and walked around the table very uneasy, and, bracing 

himself up in the best manner possible,” spoke to his slaves as follows: “Men and 

women, hear me,” he said. I am about to tell you something I never expected to be 

obliged to tell you in my life. It is this: it becomes my duty to inform you, one and 

all — women, men and children, belonging to me — you are free to go where you 

please” (p. 108).  

Hays gave whiskey to everybody and “commenced a great jubilee among not only the 

slaves but Old Master, and all on the plantation seemed to join in the festivities” (pp. 

108–109). Elijah Henry Hopkins recalled that a Provost Judge and agents traveled around 

Union-occupied Arkansas to make sure ex-slaves were being paid for their labor. William 

Robinson “had the honor of liberating his own mother in Greenville, Tennessee, albeit 

with the support of a squad of Union troops” (p. 110). At the next plantation, he liberated 

his uncle Isaac: 

“The veranda was filled with men, women, and children, singing, shouting, and 

praising God in the highest,” Robinson recalled. His uncle “was soon by my side, 

picking me up and carrying me around, shouting at the top of his voice, while I 

was struggling to get down, and trying to drown his voice so I could tell him that 

he was free, and to pack up at once and go with us” (p. 110).      
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The Union soldiers invited the freed slaves to loot the plantation house, and “twas but a 

few minutes until the great place was gutted” (p. 110).  

After the Emancipation Proclamation, many African American men became 

soldiers. “My father and most all of the other younger slave men left the farm to join the 

Union army,” Mary Crane said (Ward, 2009, p. 111). These men enabled General 

Sherman to leave the Western theater and “embark … on his decisive campaigns in the 

East” (p. 111).  

 “Slaves were dazzled by their first encounters with black troops” (Ward, 2009, p. 

111). Pinkey Howard of Arkansas marveled, “Their suits was so fine trimmed with them 

eagle buttons, and they was gold, too. And their shoes shined so” (p. 112). When Black 

troops asked George Lewis’s mother to make them breakfast, he remembered “I never 

shall forget the look that came across my mother’s face … they took money out of their 

pockets and paid my mother for her food for the trouble. These were Negro troops!” (p. 

112).  

 Other slaves were suspicious about joining the Union army. They thought the 

incentives — a new suit, horses, promises of farms and mules — were simply so they 

could be expended. William Sherman believed it was foolish to join: “Those slaves … 

were trained about two days, and then sent to the front. Due to lack of training they were 

soon killed” (Ward, 2009, p. 112). Others saw wounded and dead soldiers, heard of 

unfair treatment and reduced pay, and decided “that war wasn’t the place for (them)” (p. 

112). Others noted that they were put “in the front to shield themselves. Piles of us were 

killed. I wanted to quit, but they would catch us and shoot us if we left” (p. 113). Some 
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slaves worried what would become of the women in their family if they joined. Masters 

sometimes took their anger out on sisters, wives, and widows. “Some simply refused to 

provide for the families of slaves who joined the Union Army” (p. 114). Yankee officers 

sometimes ejected the families of Black soldiers who managed to bring them into the 

Union lines. They were also subjected to insults from Southern citizens. “Nashvillians 

openly cursed black troops in the streets” (p. 115).  

 The sight of former slaves and freedmen returning to the South as uniformed 

soldiers fulfilled lifelong dreams. “For most slaves the sight and sound of black troops 

marching and cantering in formation was a source of inexpressible pride” (Ward, 2009, p. 

116). James Thomas wrote, “Where the Negro had been kicked around before, he was 

now lifted to the highest gift or elevation: his government’s protector” (p. 116).  

 Slaves caught between the warring armies had to decide where to cast their lot. 

Those who stayed with officers in Rebel units were often abused and humiliated. “If a 

Rebel soldier saw a colored man have on a good hat, and he had an old one, he would 

drive up and take it off his head, throw his old hat at him, and gallop away” (Ward, 2009, 

p. 118). If they slipped away to find the Union army, they risked capture and punishment, 

as well as weather and an uncertain future. George Knox  

and his friends found themselves “in the midst of strangers, all new faces to us.” 

“This is hell isn’t it?” he asked Charlie. “It is,” agreed his brother. But Knox tried 

to convince himself that now that they had “made our bed hard, we would lay on 

it, and never go back until we were taken or times were better” (p. 118).  

Adeline Blakeley recalled that she “suffered all through the war. You see we were not 
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very far from the dividing line, and both armies were about here a lot” (p. 119).  

 Slaves played key roles at the siege of Vicksburg. The Confederates required “so 

many hands to dig trenches,” recalled Brandon Johnson (Ward, 2009, p. 120). He and his 

fellow slaves dug miles of them on the “eastern, landward side” (p. 120). “Grant had 

chosen a landing place on the advice of a local slave” (p. 121). Ephraim Robinson of 

Hinds County, Mississippi, helped load carts with the “arms and legs that army surgeons 

had removed at the hospitals in order to save lives … later buried by colored helpers” (p. 

122). An escaped slave named Rose Russell became a nurse for the North. She “waded 

through blood and slime to carry wounded soldiers to a comfortable place to rest and die” 

(p. 123).  

 Those who lived through the bombardment remembered it for the rest of their 

lives. Rina Brown lived eighty miles away and recalled how “the glass in the windows 

would shake and rattle like a earthquake was coming” (Ward, 2009, p. 123). Tom 

Douglas “could not keep our dishes upon the table whenever they shot a bomb” (p. 123). 

Rebecca Phillips remembered that her mistress sat  

in her chair crying. I ain’t ever see’d Old Miss cry before. Them tears was worse 

to me than all that battle what was going on. My throat just started choking up. I 

didn’t say nothing to her, but I went over and put my hand on hers. She look at me 

with her eyes still full of tears, and says, “Child you run now and play.” But 

“there weren’t no play left in my heart, and there weren’t no power could make 

me leave her” (p. 124).  

It sounded to Glasgow Norwood “all the time like the world was coming to an end” (p. 
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124). Those living in Vicksburg struggled to find food and water. “The hungriest I ever 

been was at the siege of Vicksburg,” said Isaac Stier.  

That was a time I’d like to forget. The folks ate up all the cats and dogs and then 

went to devouring the mules and horses … Folks wouldn’t believe the truth if I 

was to tell all I knows about them ungodly times (pp. 124–125). 

George LeGrande changed his name to George Grant, after the Union commander, and 

was shot in the hip at Vicksburg. For the rest of his life, he had trouble with the wound, 

but “he wore it as a badge of honor,” and “many a day” he reminded his daughter Omelia 

that he’d been part of the cause that you are free” (p. 126).   

 Chattanooga, Tennessee, and Chickamauga, Georgia, were both part of the 

continuing Union offensive in the West. Adelia Wicker remembered when a short White 

man “with jet-black hair” came to her house and nervously ate dinner (Ward, 2009, p. 

128). They hid him “in the corncrib and covered him up in the shucks. Uncle got him a 

gray suit” (p. 129). He was sent “to assess Chattanooga’s defenses in preparation for 

Rosecrans’s campaign to wrest this vital link from Rebel control” (p. 129). Wicker fled 

with other women and children to a bluff “right in town on the edge of the river … and 

got under the rocks … no one did much sleeping” (p. 129). At Chickamauga, sixteen 

miles south, and over the border in Georgia, runaway slaves-turned-soldiers helped the 

“artillerists place the cannons in strategic positions among the hills” (p. 132). Those left 

in Chattanooga had to deal with Union wounded in their churches “as well as many of the 

houses” (p. 133). Wicker made mush for a soldier whose mouth was shot through, and 

fetched water for men walking by.   
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 Some slaves were forced to refugee or flee South with their owners. It was 

“perhaps the most hapless and futile migration in American history” as “thousands of 

masters set off for the Deep South or the Far West to keep their slaves out of the 

liberating reach of the Union Army” (Ward, 2009, p. 135). At first, “slaveholders simply 

tried to hide their slaves from passing patrols in nearby forests and swamps” (p. 135). 

Hattie Sugg remembered “Old boss man and his family would be riding in the wagon” 

and let the slave children “ride with them, but the big ones had to walk” (p. 135). Slaves 

disliked travel. “In their experience, it had meant sale or flight: separation, death, 

oblivion” (p. 136). Masters were afraid of losing slaves not only to the Yankees, but to 

“the Rebel press gangs that went from farm to farm, rounding up slaves to labor on 

Confederate works” such as trenches, breastworks, and repairing the railroads (p. 136). 

Tines Kendricks was required to go, and remembered it as “the worst times” (p. 136). 

Some owners tried to make it to Texas, hoping it would be beyond the reach of the 

Emancipation Proclamation. Others either “simply gave up,” or “read the writing on the 

wall” (p. 139). Anne Page remembered that her mistress “wanted to send us away to 

Texas, but Old Master say it weren’t no use. Cause if the Yankees won,” they would just 

“have to bring us back. So we didn’t go” (p. 139). Other slaveowners sold as many of 

slaves as they could to try to recoup their losses. As a result, many slave families were 

scattered on the eve of their liberation, without any idea where their family ended up. 

Dedonia Black’s “father was sold and had to go to Texas. Her mother was sold and had to 

go back to Tennessee, and the girls all sold in Arkansas” (p. 140). “Some slaves took the 

opportunity refugeeing presented to escape … (and) a few slaveholders vowed that before 
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they saw their slaves go free they would kill them” (pp. 141–142). Katie Rowe of 

Arkansas recalled that her master declared: 

Them Yankees ain’t gwine get this far, but if they do … they gwine find you 

already free, because I gwine line you up on the bank of the Bois d’Arc Creek and 

free you with my shotgun!” (p. 142).  

Freedmen were not safe, either. “Bushwhackers took advantage of the anarchy that 

ensued to kidnap freedmen and try to sell them farther south” (p. 142).  

The East, 1863, included the battles of Chancellorsville and Gettysburg, slave 

rebellions, and defiance. At Chancellorsville, William Lee recounted a conversation he 

had with General Robert E. Lee after Stonewall Jackson was fatally wounded. “William,” 

he said, 

“I have lost my right arm.” “How come you’re to say that, Marse Robert?” 

William asked. “You ain’t been in no battle since yesterday, and I don’t see your 

arm bleeding.” “I’m bleeding at the heart,” Lee replied, and seeing that General 

Lee “wanted to be by hisself,” his servant “slipped out of the tent” (Ward, 2009, 

p. 159).  

After defeating Hooker at Chancellorsville, Lee and his army invaded southern 

Pennsylvania. Many freedmen and runaway slaves lived in the area. Harriet Bailey, a 

domestic who lived with the Hartzell family northwest of Gettysburg, remembered,  

There were pickets on horses all up and down … We were standing at the gate 

watching them, when suddenly they came tearing along, shouting that there was 

going to be a battle, and we were ordered to go to the next house. I was baking 
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that day, but I left my bread in the oven; and we didn’t take nothing, we were so 

scared (p. 166).   

As she climbed “up to the high ground and stopped to look back,” she saw “the 

beautifulest sight … The blue coats and guns and flags stretched away a long distance as 

far as we could see” (p. 166). The armies “just about ruined the country here,” recalled 

Isaac Carter.  

Harvest time had come, but we hadn’t cut our wheat, and a lot of troops marched 

through it and laid it flat as a board. They chopped down trees to make 

breastworks, and they dug deep trenches and made walls of earth to get behind 

and shoot (p. 166).  

The freedmen and runaways huddled in cellars and the woods, hoping the 

Confederates would not find them and transport them back to the South, which they did 

“ever since crossing into Pennsylvania” (Ward, 2009, p. 167). “Estimates of the number 

of African Americans Lee’s troopers drove south range between 250 and 2,000” (p. 167). 

Sometimes Whites intervened. “Hey,” Rebels demanded of Mrs. Hartzell, “What are you 

doing with her? She’s got to go along with us.” “You don’t know what you’re talking 

about,” Hartzell replied, as Bailey clung to her skirts (p. 168). The Confederates moved 

along. Bailey reported hearing the wounded “hollering and going on out in the yard and 

in the barn and other buildings. They moaned and cried and went on terribly.” “O,” 

they’d cry out, “take me home to my parents” (p. 168). After the fight, Isaac Carter 

explored the battle fields: “It made me sick, the bodies were so numerous and so swelled 

up, and some shot to pieces: a foot here, an arm there, and a head in another place” (p. 
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170). Carter worked for “big money” cleaning up (p. 170). However, “the work was done 

in a hurry, and in some places you’d see feet or arms sticking out,” while “the smell of 

death lingered in the air ‘for quite a time after the battle’” (p. 170).  He reported that “the 

biggest (buzzards) ever seen (would) go to the woods … and you couldn’t walk under the 

trees … they was throwing up and everything else” (p. 170).  

The upheaval created by the war created a unique set of circumstances that 

encouraged slave rebellions:  

Throughout the South, slaves had begun to defy their masters. There had always 

been acts of resistance: running away, refusing punishment, stealing, slowdowns, 

sabotaging crops, murdering overseers, burning barns (Ward, 2009, p. 162).  

Some of the runaways who followed the Union Army “set fire to farms and houses, and 

pick(ed) over whatever Yankee foragers had left behind” (p. 162). Dozens of 

insurrections broke out all over the south. For example, “In Louisiana, slave uprisings 

doubled in 1861” (p. 162).  In response,  

masters executed slaves with a new ruthlessness born of their own fear and their 

slaves’ rapidly diminishing value … Masters who would have whipped or 

incarcerated or chained their captured runaway slaves now tended to treat them as 

traitors and insurrectionists” (p. 163).  

Archy Vaughn, of Memphis, tried to flee to the Union lines. When he was returned, his 

master “took me down to the woods, and tied my hands, and pulled them over my knees, 

and put a stick through under my knees, and then took his knife and castrated me, and 

then cut off the lobe of my left ear” (p. 163). Other slaves carried out individual acts of 
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defiance, such as refusal to work, or violent reprisals as response to attempts at 

punishment.  

The West, 1864, included Confederate cavalry General Nathan Bedford Forrest 

and the Fort Pillow Massacre, Andersonville prison camp, and the experiences of 

contraband soldiers. Forrest was a slave trader during his civilian career. In April 1864, 

he assembled “a cavalry force of some 3000 men” who turned their attention to Fort 

Pillow, garrisoned with “about 650 Union soldiers, roughly evenly divided between 

Black artillerists and White Southern Unionist cavalry.” Forrest demanded the fort 

surrender, “threatening that if it refused he would not be responsible for the actions of his 

men” (Ward, 2009, pp. 175–176). The Union men were crushed.  

Forrest’s men continued to shoot well after the Federals had thrown down their 

weapons and begged for mercy, and many men were killed in their hospital tents 

… only about sixty-five of the garrisons nearly three hundred blacks had survived 

a massacre that had continued intermittently through the night (pp. 176–177).  

Witnesses like Nick Hamer reported that he did “not think there was more than a dozen 

colored man among the prisoners taken. The rest were white men,” seventy-five percent 

of whom would later die in Andersonville prison camp in Georgia. (p. 177). Fort Pillow 

was one of the most notorious atrocities of the war.  

 Andersonville housed 45,000 prisoners, 13,000 of whom would die in fourteen 

months. “It was about the worstest place that ever I seen,” said Tines Kendricks (Ward, 

2009, p. 178).  

That was where they keep all the Yankees that they capture, and they had so many 
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there they couldn’t nigh take care of them. They had them fenced up with a tall 

wire fence and never had enough house room ... They would just throw the grub 

to them. The mostest that they had for them to eat was peas (p. 178).  

Wash Dukes thought the Confederates purposely poisoned the stream that ran through 

Andersonville, but noted they didn’t have to, since it “was employed as both a latrine and 

a source of drinking water” (p. 178). Kendricks reported that sickness “broke out 

amongst them all the while, and they just die like rats what been poisoned” (p. 178).  

 By 1864, tens of thousands of Contrabands made their way to the Union lines. 

They worked as paid laborers, and thousands enlisted when those regiments were formed 

in 1863. They lived in hundreds of camps “whose shacks and tents proliferated on the 

outskirts of almost every Union post “(Ward, 2009, p. 184). Samuel Balton, of Virginia, 

rescued his wife, her mother, and two other slaves after serving as a cook for the 6th 

Wisconsin Regiment. They “made the distance, more than fifty miles, to Fredericksburg, 

in fourteen hours … because they had something to walk for” (p. 184). Contrabands 

worked as woodcutters, cotton pickers, railroad repairmen, and unloaded steamboats. 

“Whatever the Contrabands earned went to the army, to cover the costs of administering 

the camp” (p. 185).  

Life as a Contraband was unpleasant. A missionary noted, “Officers take 

advantage of their ignorance in every way possible, and torment them like fiends, while 

the government retains them on its highways and public works, and the quartermaster 

refuses to pay them” (Ward, 2009, p. 185). Those hoping to find acceptance were often 

disappointed. A Yankee chaplain wrote that Contrabands often “met prejudice against 
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their color” that was “more bitter than that they left behind” (p. 185). Many died of 

exposure, disease, or starvation while in service, as they were not fed well. Hulda 

Williams recalled that “each family was given one piece of wood a day, and just enough 

food to keep from starving … my mammy would slip out at night and steal wood and 

scraps from the soldiers’ kitchen” (p. 186). They died from epidemics of disease such as 

smallpox, and suffered from tuberculosis and lice. Rebel bushwackers sniped at their 

shelters. “Deemed a great nuisance — a drain on resources, a corrupting and disruptive 

influence on soldiers, and an impediment to the army’s mobility — Contrabands were 

often shuffled from camp to camp” (p. 189).  

The East in 1864 included the battles of Spotsylvania and Cold Harbor, slave and 

soldier burials, and spying for the Union. Jane Tyler remembered General Sheridan’s 

Union cavalry as they scoured Hanover County. “His men were quite troublesome and 

we saw hard times” (Ward, 2009, p. 202). They took hogs, clothes, corn, and even her 

elderly mother’s featherbed. David Anderson was a child on a nearby plantation. He 

recalled the sound of thunder one morning. Although the sky was clear, soon Union 

cavalry was “galloping down the road and through the fields in every direction,” with 

infantry “running and carrying on” behind (p. 202).  

 African Americans were often among the first to venture out onto battlefields 

after armies withdrew. Curiosity sometimes drove them. Others worked as teamsters who 

disposed of corpses. Jane Osbrock said, “I remember the dead was lying in graves, just 

one row after another, and hadn’t even been covered up” (Ward, 2009, p. 204). Cicero 

Gaulding and his master buried the dead after the Battle of Senatobia, in Mississippi. 
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“We dug a long ditch and laid them in, but Master would say, ‘Don’t bury no blue coat.’” 

(p. 204). John Ogee’s grisly memories were of trying to piece together mangled bodies 

for burial. “Some of them you could find the head but couldn’t find no body, then 

sometimes you could find the body and not the head” (pp. 204–205). Jack Harrison 

“accompanied his master into the Union Army as a water carrier and a cook” (p. 205). He 

recalled, “Master, he examine white soldiers that was not dead. If he thought there wasn’t 

a chance for him to get well, he take his knife and cut the white soldier’s throat … That 

was a terrible time” (p. 205).  

 The Union Army found that runaway slaves and Contrabands were invaluable in 

that they knew the countryside, “its ways and resources: its wood, water, fuel, game: and 

also of the habits of the enemy” (Ward, 2009, p. 215). Federal James L. Smith noted that 

“Nothing escaped them. They’d tell today what happened yesterday thirty miles off,” (p. 

215). Detective Allan Pinkerton snuck into Memphis. “Here,” he wrote,  

as in many other places, I found that my best source of information was the 

colored men who were employed in various capacities of a military nature which 

entailed hard labor” (p. 216).  

African Americans risked their lives doing this. Often Confederates impersonated Union 

soldiers and tried to persuade African Americans to give them information. If successful, 

they would “seize and lynch them” (p. 216). 

General Sherman, 1864, included the Battle of Atlanta, and Northern raids. Slaves 

witnessed the progress of Sherman’s march toward Atlanta. Nettie Henry recalled “Marse 

Greer had done sunk all the silver in the duck pond and his out the horses and cows.” She 
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“was scared, but it was like Sunday, too: nobody doing nothing” (Ward, 2009, p. 223). 

Union soldiers used the master’s house for headquarters, and found the valuables and 

livestock. In town, they “tore up the railroad tracks and toted off everything they couldn’t 

eat. I don’t understand nothing about how come they act like that. Us ain’t done nothing 

to them” (p. 224).  

Atlanta struggled as the Union approached. “Cut off from their supplies by Union 

patrols and blockades, Atlanta’s residents were already starving by the time Sherman 

reached the city’s outskirts” (Ward, 2009, p. 224). Slave Ella Belle Ramsey reported that 

prices “was so high that you couldn’t afford to buy nothing … they sell potatoes and 

carrots for a dollar each one” (p. 224). Ramsey nursed Confederate soldiers as they came 

in from the lines. She hated to go to the soldiers’ hospital, for the “men was always 

screaming and groaning and taking on, and it stuck in my ears … I could hear them all 

night” (p. 224).  A young J.H. Hill was a child who watched as the Union Army 

approached Atlanta. “We children hung out on the front fence from early morning till late 

in the evening, watching the soldiers go by,” he recalled. “It took most of the day” (p. 

225). “In the city,” William Ward remembered, “the white residents made all sorts of 

frantic attempts to hide their money and other valuables. Some hiding places were under 

stumps of trees and in sides of hills” (p. 225).  

There was widespread chaos when Sherman entered Atlanta and ordered it 

evacuated and burned. “Houses was burning in every direction and Old Mistress’s yard 

was illuminated,” recalled Jim Stovall (Ward, 2009, p. 225). “It was a grand sight, at least 

to us,” said one slave eyewitness: 
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The people of the South needed some such of those as that; they needed to learn 

that war is a serious thing: no boys’ play at all, nor fooling. And Sherman seemed 

to be the man for that kind of teaching (p. 226). 

Susan McIntosh watched Sherman’s troops as they left. “They marched up and down 

Marietta Street from three o’clock in the evening until seven o’clock next morning,” and 

when they withdrew, “there wasn’t a house left standing in Atlanta what weren’t riddled 

with shell holes” (p. 226). Many slaves joined the Contrabands “who had been falling 

into step with Sherman’s army since the beginning of his campaign” (p. 226). One slave 

remembered, 

One day a whole lot of Yanks came trooping up to our place …  We welcomed 

them in as cordial a way as we knew how … we made all haste to present them 

freely with everything on the plantation that could be of any use to them … we all 

marched off together, happier than we ever had been before in our lives (pp. 226–

227).  

Others recounted that at that point, their owners granted them their freedom. Hill reported 

that “Miss Emily called the five women that was on the place” and told them “they were 

free and could go wherever they wanted to” (p. 227). However, she recommended that 

they “stay around the house and attend to things as they had always done until their 

husbands come back,” and then “rent from her if they wanted to” (p. 227).  

Destruction of Southern property by Union soldiers increased. In Milledgeville, 

Georgia, everything “was just tore up,” according to Snovey Jackson (Ward, 2009, p. 

228). Some  
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blame(d) the slaves themselves for the war and all its horrors … A function of 

hardening hearts, opposition to the Emancipation Proclamation, outrage at the 

enlistment of black troops (contributed) (p. 229).  

The experience was terrifying for master and slave alike. Soldiers demanded the location 

of men, arms, and valuables and raided smokehouses, homes, and barns. Letitia Custis of 

Alabama recalled, “Look like them soldiers had to sharpen they swords on everything in 

sight. The big crepe mullen bush by the parlor window was blooming so pink and pretty, 

and they just stood there and whack off them blooms” (p. 230). Many were embittered at 

seeing Union soldiers loot and destroy the buildings, homes, and animals their labor had 

helped build. Johanna Isom of Mississippi called them “good-for-nothing white trash” 

who took “Miss Sallie’s best home-spun blankets and put them on they horses for saddle-

blankets … and then they took her fine silk dresses and put them on with hoops and all, 

hopped on the horses and galloped away singing” (p. 231). Glasgow Norwood 

remembered that the soldiers “would come riding through tearing up the whole creation, 

and taking everything they could snatch and grab … I tell you all, they was terrible” (p. 

231). The experience stayed with some for the rest of their lives. “Lincoln may have 

freed us, said Patsy Perryman, “but I never liked him because of the way his soldiers 

done in the South” (p. 231).  

 Some Northern soldiers terrorized slaves. Mandy Leslie remembered that soldiers 

took her mother in a wagon. When she tried to “get out the wagon to fetch me, they hit 

her on the head, and she fell back in the wagon and didn’t holler no more … I ain’t never 

see’d her no more” (Ward, 2009, p. 231). Charlie Rigger recalled that they took his older 
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brother, who “didn’t want to go. We never heard from him. He never come back” (p. 

231). Neely Gray remembered that Yankees “used to point the gun at me just to hear me 

holler and cry” (p. 232). They might beat a slave or White person who wouldn’t or 

couldn’t find valuables or animals for them to take. They hung them by the thumbs or 

neck to try to get them to reveal where costly items were. James Thomas believed that the 

Union soldiers were not as interested in helping slaves as they were in “humiliating their 

masters” (p. 229). “I tell you them Yankees was mean,” Frank Larkin recalled. “Used to 

shake old mistress and try to make her tell where the money was hid” (p. 233). Given the 

actions of some Northern soldiers, certain African Americans “recalled with satisfaction 

and even amusement the fates of the more hapless Yankees who raided their masters’ 

farms and plantations” (p. 234). When a Union trooper stabbed a goose, her subsequent 

“hollowing and fluttering” caused nearly all the horses to run and buck, and sent three 

soldiers “sprawling” (p. 234). Wadley Clemons remembered that a Yankee who ran up to 

one of his master’s bee hives and “jump in it head first” was stung until he died (p. 234). 

Leslie Custis reported that a sergeant who “run his bayonet clean through Miss Mary’s 

bestest feather bed and rip it slam open … done suck a feather down his windpipe” as he 

laughed and almost choked to death (p. 235).   

Female slaves, who had long endured attacks from masters or overseers, were also 

vulnerable to rape by Union soldiers. Rufus Dirt recalled that “there was a heap of talk 

about the scandalous way them Yankee soldiers been treating Negro womans and gals” 

(Ward, 2009, p. 235). African American men tried to fend off attackers. “To protect their 

womenfolk from rape, a group of black men on one Southern plantation placed all of 
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them in one building and posted a guard outside” (pp. 235–236). Julia Frances Daniels’s 

father came to “hide (her) out … (she) got on the mule in front of Pa, and we passed 

through the soldiers, and they grabbed at me and said, ‘Give me the gal!’ ...  Pa said I 

fainted plumb away,” but he got her through (p. 236). “In Virginia, black troops were 

assigned to patrol the Contraband camps to keep white soldiers away from black women” 

(p. 237). 

Inevitably, many women were subjected to rape by soldiers. Amanda Styles of 

Georgia remembered that the “Yankees carried off her mother” (Ward, 2009, p. 236). 

Bessie Lawson’s mother was captured and held for a week. “By then, the Yankees had 

impregnated her, and ‘before my own papa got back’ from serving his master’s kin in the 

Rebel army, ‘she had a white child’” (p. 236). B.E. Harrison of Virginia wrote to Lincoln 

that a group of seven or eight men dragged a servant girl to his “yard where, in full view 

of Harrison’s wife and nieces, she was gang-raped” (p. 236). Lovey Harvey of North 

Carolina, was cornered in the cookhouse and raped at gunpoint” (p. 237).  

The East and West, 1865, included opinions about Lincoln, Appomattox, the ruin 

of the plantation economy, joy and disbelief at getting freedom, adjustment to new lives, 

hunger and devastation, retrieving kin, and reunion with family. “Former slaves were 

divided in their opinion of Abraham Lincoln” (Ward, 2009, p. 252). He was beloved to 

most, while some were critical that he had left no plan for their liberation. When Lincoln 

visited Richmond in April 1865, war correspondent Charles Carlton Coffin recounted the 

reaction of “fifty black bridge builders:” 

‘Be that Master Lincoln?...Hallelujah!’ cried their leader … an old Negro, 
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wearing a few rags, whose white, crisp hair appeared through his crownless straw 

hat, lifted the hat from his head, kneeled upon the ground, clasped his hands, and 

said, ‘May the good Lord bless and keep you safe, Master President Lincoln.’ The 

President ‘lifted his own hat and bowed to the old man,’ his eyes wet with tears 

(p. 245).  

 Slaves had heard how much their masters hated Lincoln. White families had sent 

sons off whose goals included “bring(ing) old Lincoln’s head back and set(ting) it on the 

gate post for a target” (Ward, 2009, p. 250). Esther King Casey and her father were 

passing through Americus, Georgia, when they saw “Abraham Lincoln hanging from a 

noose in the courthouse square. Of course, it was only an effigy,” but it had been shot 

“full of bullet holes before they left town” (p. 250). Slaves were punished if they showed 

support for Lincoln. Mattie Jackson’s mother had cut his picture from a newspaper and 

kept it in her room. When her master searched the room and found it, “He asked her what 

she was doing with ‘Old Lincoln’s picture.’ “She replied it was there because she liked it. 

He then knocked her down three times and sent her to the trader’s yard for a month as 

punishment” (p. 250).  

Many slaves rejoiced when the war ended at Appomattox. Fannie Berry of 

Virginia remembered that “Such shouting and rejoicing you never heard in your life” 

(Ward, 2009, p. 247). Samuel Spofford Clement commented that “it seemed that at last 

God had heard the prayers that slaves had ‘sent up for three hundred years’” (p. 247). In 

Culpeper, Virginia, Ephraim Robinson “and the Southern soldiers he served ‘cried like 

babies.’ But as he made his way home, he gradually realized that he and his parents were 
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free, and ‘he was glad’” (p. 248). John Belcher of Georgia said that the Yankees 

celebrated  

by digging a long trench in a nearby field and putting several barrels of loose 

powder in that trench and setting it off. It blowed a big hole there, so big it was 

used as a fishing hole for years” (p. 248).  

When Lincoln was assassinated, many African Americans felt desperate and 

abandoned. Monroe Franklin Jamison reported that his master “was everywhere, cheery 

and lively … Old Lincoln is dead!” he exclaimed (Ward, 2009, p. 250). The news 

“plunged his slaves ‘into the deepest gloom,’ as if their spirit died with Lincoln” (p. 250). 

“A desolate Navy Secretary Gideon Welles encountered hundreds of newly liberated 

blacks gathered outside the White House, ‘weeping and wailing their loss’ … the crowd’s 

‘hopeless grief’ affected him ‘more than almost anything else’” (p. 250). Many Blacks 

believed that Lincoln’s death was caused by his having set them free. Lizzie Barnett 

asserted that “Lincoln … got assassinated for doing it” (p. 251). Lincoln “lost his life 

cause he promised more than he could ever rightly hope to do,” said Louis Meadows of 

Alabama. (p. 252).  

Some former slaves “didn’t care much about Lincoln” (Ward, 2009, p. 252). “It 

was nice of him to free us,” admitted Hannah McFarland, “but of course he didn’t want 

to” (p. 252). Some faulted Lincoln for their hardships after Emancipation, for leaving no 

specific plan. “Lincoln was a fine, conscientious man but he turned us out without 

anything to eat or live on … During the first winter after the war, almost every Negro in 

the world cussed old Abraham Lincoln” (p. 252). Thomas Hall explained,  
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Lincoln got the praise for freeing us, but did he do it? … He give us freedom 

without giving us any chance to live to ourselves. And we still had to depend on 

the Southern white man for work, food, and clothing. ... Lincoln done but little for 

the Negro race, and from a living standpoint, nothing (p. 252).  

 “Most,” however, “would revere the memory of the martyred Great Emancipator” 

(Ward, 2009, p. 252). “I thinks that Abe Lincoln was a mighty fine man,” said William 

Henry Towns. “All men means well, but some of them ain’t broad-minded enough to do 

anything for nobody but themselves” (p. 252). Nancy Gardner of Oklahoma asked, 

“Lincoln? Now you is talking about the Negro’s friend! Why that was the best man God 

ever let tramp the earth” (p. 253). For some slaves, Lincoln achieved biblical stature. 

James Southall called him “God’s emissary.” William Watson was “glad to the Lord I am 

free and serving the Lord and Abe Lincoln’s spirit. That’s how much I love that man” (p. 

253).  

 The South’s plantation economy was ruined. For those left behind, reality set in at 

the close of the war. Annie L. Burton noticed “One by one all the slaves began to run off, 

‘until there was not one to be seen. All around, the plantation was left barren” (Ward, 

2009, p. 258). Old masters and their relatives who returned from the war were “half-

starved and naked,” ragged and ornery,” “growed-over and bushy,” and “all crippled up 

and hurt” (pp. 258–259). When Whites came back from fighting, recalled John Love,  

they finds all they cattle stoled or dead … plantations all growed up in weeds and 

all the young slaves gone. The railroads ‘was all run down and not safe to use; the 

factories and the mills was most of them closed. Times was hard and no money, 
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and if there wasn’t plenty wild animals, everybody done starve (p. 260).  

Some Whites could not fully process how their fortunes had changed and committed 

suicide. Others “got sick on the bed for a long time and died” (p. 260). Adam Singleton 

of Alabama watched his old master sit “on the front door steps with his head down nigh 

all day, just thinking and thinking” (p. 260). “The last time I see’d the home plantation, 

recalled William Colbert,  

‘I was standing on a hill. I looked back on it for the last time through a patch of 

scrub pines, and it look so lonely. There weren’t but one person in sight: the 

master. He was setting in a wicker chair in the yard looking out over a small field 

of cotton and corn.’ There were ‘four crosses in the graveyard in the side lawn 

where he was setting, over the graves of his sons who’d been killed in the war’ (p. 

261).  

Slaves learned of the end of their servitude and reacted with joy and disbelief. 

Throughout the South, masters and mistresses called their slaves together, and read aloud 

a proclamation that they were free. Aaron Carter recalled a typical scene: “Master call us 

all over to the big, long porch and say, ‘You is all free. Those who want to stay can stay, 

those want to leave can leave.’” (Ward, 2009, p. 262). Often, “there was no big 

demonstration, as they were somewhat afraid of what the master might do” (p. 263). 

Addie Vinson recalled that when “the Negroes started hollering, ‘Thank the Lawd, us is 

free as the jay birds … a white man come along and told them Negroes’ that if he heard 

them say that again, ‘he would kill the last one of them’” (p. 263).   
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Inevitably, exuberant celebrations broke out. Mariah Jackson recalled that “they 

cooked and ate and thanked God. Some got down and prayed, some sung. They had a 

time that day. They got the banjo and fiddle and set out playing” (Ward, 2009, p. 263). 

Lucretia Alexander remembered “old colored folks, old as I am now, that was on sticks, 

throwed them sticks away and shouted” (p. 264). Older slaves rejoiced that although they 

would not live long as free men and women, their children would.  

‘Uncle,’ a Union officer remarked to a jubilant old slave. ‘Freedom will do you no 

good, for you are just on the edge of the grave.’ ‘I know that Master,’ the old man 

conceded. ‘I knows that well enough. But I’ve got my boys, and I bless you all, 

cause you give them free’ (p. 264).  

Some slaveholders never notified their slaves about their liberation. “I left it to her own 

honor to talk to me about it,” said one elderly slave in late 1865. “I wouldn’t speak first. 

She hasn’t spoke yet” (p. 264). Some masters “planned to have the negroes finish that 

year’s crop” (pp. 264–265). “They hated to turn them loose,” recalled Beatrice Black. 

“Just let them work on. Heap of them didn’t know freedom come. I used to hear tell how 

the government had to send soldiers away down in the far backcountry to make them turn 

the slaves loose” (p. 265). A number of the freed slaves were bound over and kept after 

unwittingly signing their mark on contracts that committed them to stay for a period of 

time, sometimes years. A Georgia slave named Willis double checked with the 

Freedmen’s Bureau before he allowed himself to believe the news. Tom Robinson 

thought his master was joking and only accepted the news after confirming it with his 

mistress.  
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‘Miss Robinson,’ says I, ‘can I go over to see the Smith’s?’ (They was a colored 

family that lived nearby.) ‘Don’t you understand?’ says she. ‘You’re free. You 

don’t have to ask me what you can do. Run along, child’ (p. 266).  

“Masters often garnished their proclamations of freedom with advice” (p. 267). They told 

their former slaves to not steal, to do honest work, and “not to be sassy to white folks” (p. 

267). Children didn’t fully understand the repercussions. “Children with plenty to eat is 

free anyhow,” said Ned Chaney. Tell them they gonna be free don’t make no impression 

on them; they already free as they wants to be” (p. 268). Others thought that maybe it was 

all a ruse carried out in preparation to sell them. One of the “most immediate benefits was 

an end to the lash … ’No more driver’s lash for me,’ liberated slaves would sing. ‘No 

more, no more’” (p. 269).  

 Reactions of White masters to their slaves’ emancipation was varied. “Many 

could not hide their bitterness and grief,” and “let us go without a crumb of anything, and 

without a penny, and nothing but what we had on our backs” (Ward, 2009, p. 269). Henry 

Lewis McGaffey’s master was so angered by the singing and praying ex-slaves, that “he 

drive them out of his sight” (p. 269). Margaret Goss’s master remarked, “The damn 

Yankees have come and set you free. I hope you are satisfied” (p. 269). Others cried, 

either out of fear for the future, mourning for the lost lifestyle, or genuine emotion for the 

moment. Andrew Jackson Gill remembered that his mistress “stood there tall and straight, 

and tried to smile. But I see’d a tear a-trickling off her nose, and pretty soon we was all 

crying together” (p. 270). Harry Bridges of Mississippi saw his mistress “falling across 

the bed in tears and asking her husband what they were to do” (p. 270). “Old Master 
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never did tell us we was free,” Emma Jackson remembered. “He called us up to tell us, 

then every time he would start to tell us, he would bust out and cry” (p. 270). Jake 

Dawkins’s drunk master “slurred, ‘I hates to tell you, but you is as free as I is’” (p. 270). 

Mahalia Shores’s “Master Jim … vomited and vomited” after his overseer read the news 

to the slaves (pp. 270–271). 

 Former masters and slaves had to work out a new relationship. Sarah Jane 

Patterson heard a freed slave ask if freedmen “still got to say ‘Master.’ Somebody said, 

‘Naw.’ But they said it all the same. They said it for a long time” (Ward, 2009, p. 272). 

Former slaveholders sometimes still tried to threaten, whip, or order people to do chores. 

Emmaline Kirkpatrick’s master declared that any former slaves who chose to stay would 

have to “promise him to be good Negroes and mind him like they always done” (p. 272).  

Freedmen had to navigate new tasks such as budgeting and buying groceries. “We 

had a hard time getting adjusted,” said Tony Cox of Mississippi.  

As slaves we did not have all that to do, as that had rested on Master’s shoulders 

… So it was hard on me when I found that they would give me money for my 

work, and I had all that to do myself (Ward, 2009, pp. 272–273).  

Many slaves found that their masters tried to pay them in useless Confederate dollars. 

Others had saved Union greenbacks when they worked for the Yankees.  

 Former slaves who remained in the South faced the unknown. “For the more 

connected house slaves, freedom meant exile from the relative comfort of their masters’ 

homes” (Ward, 2009, p. 277). They feared losing the little they had managed to acquire. 

Even if they stayed, the prosperity of the farms and plantations on which they labored 
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was destroyed. “Some left,” recalled Squire Irvin, “but most of them stayed. You know 

how folks is. They thinks they wants to do something and when they finds out they can 

do it, they are not so anxious as they thought they were” (p. 277). Others decided that for 

the time being, staying where they were was their only option: 

The night they heard they were freed, Easter Jackson’s people ‘went up to the Big 

House,’ worried, and asking, ‘Young Master Tom, where is we going? What is 

we gonna do?’ Young Master Tom said, ‘Go on back to your cabins and go to 

bed. They are your homes, and you can stay on here as long as you want to’ (p. 

278).  

With no education, money, land, or livestock, freedmen had few options. Former 

masters abandoned them, and gave them nothing with which to start their lives. They 

were under no legal obligation to do so, even if they had wealth to distribute, which most 

did not. “Some felt equally betrayed by their liberators” (Ward, 2009, p. 279). Ella 

Wilson was told that the government would give them money. “But the government 

never did do it. I never did see nobody that got it. Did you? … They just set us free and 

turned us loose naked” (p. 279). Some found the rush of happiness that came with 

freedom would not provide a living. “They was told to scatter and nowhere to go. Cabins 

all tore down or burned. No work to do. There was no money to pay” recalled Wylie 

Nealy. (p. 279). Patsy Moore said, “It got squally … Some folks starved nearly to death. 

Times got hard” (p. 279). People who went to Union camps hoping for instruction 

“caught diseases and died by the hundreds, just like flies. They’d been fooled into 

thinking it would be good times, but it was the worst times they ever seen” (p. 280). Land 
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distribution gave about 400,000 acres to about 40,000 former slaves. Most never got any 

land or pension. “I never knowed any person which got it” said Boston Blackwell (p. 

281). “All (I) got was a suit of blue clothes,” said Ebenezer Brown (p. 281). John 

McAdams of Texas “expected different from what I got out of freedom … I was not 

expecting to be turned loose like a bunch of stray cattle” (p. 281).  

Still, for all the hardships they endured, “most cherished their freedom no matter 

what the cost” (Ward, 2009, p. 282). “Freedom meant the right simply to be themselves” 

(p. 283). “Us Darkies just wants to be Darkies amongst ourselves,” said Dave 

Weathersby (p. 283). “I want to … come when I please, and nobody say nothing to me, 

nor order me around,” asserted a Contraband in a Union camp (p. 283). For many, the 

North’s victory “resulted in the recovery of their lost relatives and, by extension, a 

reunion with their own humanity” (p. 284). During slavery, families were commonly sold 

away from each other. In freedom, Mount Moore of Texas explained, “the colored people 

had a chance to get back with their folks” (p. 288). Families were sent for by fathers, and 

“Mothers who had been sold or sent away also returned to retrieve their children” (p. 

290). They found that some “bitterly contrived to keep slaves ignorant of their relatives’ 

whereabouts” (pp. 290–291). After the war, Black newspapers ran ads “inquiring after 

the whereabouts of long-lost kin,” and at “black church services preachers routinely 

relayed inquiries after relatives separated by slavery and the war” (p. 292). However, 

many additional factors made it even more difficult to find missing relatives.  

The tendency of freed slaves to rename themselves, their youth at the time they 

were separated, the perplexities of illiteracy, the hostility of local officials, 
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refugeeing, the difficulties of travel, and the destruction of public records 

lengthened the odds of ever finding a long-lost relative (p. 282).  

And yet freed slaves persisted. Some were able to reunite with children, parents, siblings, 

and spouses. Mark Twain recounted a story he heard from a cook whose son Henry had 

been sold. Years passed, and as she made food for a Black regiment, a young sergeant 

caught her attention. It was her son. “The Lord God of Heaven be praised!” she 

exclaimed. “I got my own again!” (p. 297).  

Evaluation: So What? 

In The East, 1861, Ward included Robert E. Lee’s divided loyalties, the first 

battles and deaths of the war, and slaves’ first interactions with Northern soldiers. Slaves 

witnessed to the reactions of famous men, and had their own specific concerns about the 

chaos of war. They were frightened into believing that Union soldiers were demonic and 

had evil intentions. Their true interactions with Union soldiers were mixed.  

The West, 1861 and 1862, included events in Texas, Missouri, Forts Henry and 

Donelson, the occupation of Nashville, and battles at Shiloh and Perryville. Also, Ward 

explored the experiences of slaves who protected and maintained their masters and 

plantations. Some slaves were shipped or sold south in their masters’ efforts to keep them 

away from the Union army. Those who lived in Texas sometimes lived as though war 

wasn’t even happening. Sometimes, in contradiction to what students might expect, 

slaves actually protected and sustained their masters’ plantations. Their loyalty was 

motivated by a variety of complex factors, most of which are never addressed in 

textbooks.  
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Ward recounted the events of The East, 1862, including the Peninsula Campaign, 

and major battles such as Second Bull Run, Antietam, Sharpsburg, and Fredericksburg. 

Slaves witnessed the carnage of the war. The West, 1863, included the Emancipation 

Proclamation, experiences of African American soldiers, the siege of Vicksburg, battles 

such as Chickamauga, and Chattanooga, and the struggles of slaves who were forced to 

refugee or flee South with their owners. Ward recorded they and their owners’ 

complicated reactions to the Emancipation Proclamation. Some joined the Union army, 

others were suspicious of being used as cannon fodder. Many could not leave their 

vulnerable families behind. Those who served as uniformed soldiers fulfilled lifelong 

dreams. Slaves played key roles in the battle of Vicksburg, which was not noted in any of 

the textbooks I read. The war completely disrupted their lives.  

The East, 1863, included slave rebellions and defiance, and the battles of 

Chancellorsville and Gettysburg. Many freedmen and runaway slaves lived near these 

battles, and risked capture by the Confederates. They sometimes cleared battlefields of 

the dead. The chaos of the war encouraged slave rebellions, and acts of resistance and 

running away increased.  

The West, 1864, included the experiences of Contraband soldiers, interaction with 

Nathan Bedford Forrest, the Fort Pillow Massacre, and Andersonville prison camp. 

Forrest targeted Black soldiers at the Fort Pillow atrocity, and those who survived 

endured Andersonville prison camp. Tens of thousands of Contraband soldiers worked at 

every conceivable job, under poor conditions, and little to no pay. Many textbooks I read 

did not mention their existence.  
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The East, 1864, included the battles of Spotsylvania and Cold Harbor, spying for 

the Union, and slave and soldier burials. Black men and women lived through the 

hardships created by these battles, and often ventured onto the battlefields to bury the 

dead. Runaway slaves who knew the countryside, its resources, and the habits of the 

enemy proved invaluable to the Union.  

General Sherman, 1864, included the Battle of Atlanta, and Northern raids and 

depredations. Slaves endured the siege of Atlanta, and the accompanying lack of food. 

For many, Sherman’s arrival meant their freedom. It also meant destruction and loss of 

food, property, and family. Female slaves were a particular target, and subjected to rape 

by soldiers.   

The East and West, 1865, included opinions of Abraham Lincoln, the surrender at 

Appomattox, the ruin of the plantation economy, joy and disbelief at freedom, adjustment 

to new lives, hunger and devastation, retrieving kin, and reunion with family. Most 

students assume, based on depictions in textbooks, that Abraham Lincoln was universally 

loved. While beloved to most, others were critical that he left no plan for their liberation, 

or that his motivation to free them was that he was forced to. When the Confederacy 

surrendered, many slaves felt conflicted about their futures. Although initially exuberant, 

the South’s economy was ruined, and most were in no position to strike out on their own 

and start anew. Those who stayed behind worked out a new relationship with their former 

masters. They navigated tasks they had never had to perform before. With no education, 

money, land, or livestock, former slaves had few options. Many texts ignore or gloss over 

anything but the euphoria of newly freed African Americans.  
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Coda: Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

The significance of the compilation is that it allows us to see how the Civil War 

was lived by a large segment of society that was oppressed and whose opinions were, for 

years, ignored. Ward’s subjects were not famous, and there was no one single struggle or 

opinion they experienced. Their loyalties were complex. Some cooperated with the Union 

Army, others fought against them alongside their masters. Uncertainty and fear were 

pervasive, even when they achieved their long hoped-for freedom. Slaves reacted in 

conflicting ways. We generally teach the war as a series of big events, of victories and 

setbacks, turning points and proclamations, and economic causes and effects. But slaves 

lived through it, as the most influential event of their lives. The war sometimes took 

everything from them, but also ultimately gave slaves an imperfect freedom. Ward’s 

compilation gives us a sense of the war as an unrelenting and dramatic interruption of life 

for African Americans in the South, through their own words, and from their long-

overlooked perspective. Slaves and freedmen were active participants in all the 

institutions of their communities. Their words show how the Civil War impacted the 

communities of Black men and women in the South — a community whose voices are 

almost completely missing from popular textbooks. When they are present, they are 

famous or one-sided. Because their voices were largely absent, one might think they were 

disinterested or inactive. Instead, we can see from Ward’s contribution that the war 

affected African Americans’ entire lives. Slaves paid attention to events as they 

happened. They had opposing and complex viewpoints. They hoped for freedom but were 

afraid of what it might bring; they resented the institution of slavery, but sometimes clung 
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to it as the only traditions they had.  

Ward’s book provided a richer understanding of various events. Unlike more 

famous diaries from the era, events like the Emancipation Proclamation were described 

as beneficial by some, as ineffectual for others. Events were described through the unique 

and varied lenses of black men and women, and the entries provided an alternate 

perspective major textbooks do not. For example, some slaves did not think very highly 

of Abraham Lincoln, seeing his participation in their liberation as begrudging, and his 

work unfinished. This perspective is not listed in any of the textbooks used in this study. 

Events and perspectives that clashed with popular thought were not mentioned in other 

diaries or textbooks. The Civil War did not just impact majority groups, but also people 

whose concerns were not often included in textbooks. They witnessed and were impacted 

by all aspects of the war. The uncertainty of their lives, even or especially after liberation 

is not usually part of the official narrative. Ward provided valuable perspective that most 

Civil War diaries and textbooks do not.  

Coda/Analysis-Watkins 

Source/Textbook: Company Aytch Or, A Side Show of the Big Show And Other 

Sketches: Sam Watkins 

These are the memoirs of Samuel Rush Watkins of Maury County, Tennessee. 

They span his service as a corporal in Company H of the First Tennessee Infantry 

Regiment from May 1861 – April 1865. Watkins originally wrote the memoirs as a serial 

newspaper column in the Columbia (Tennessee) Herald, but they were published as a 

book in 1882. They focus on his service “through some of the most difficult battles of the 
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Civil War” (Watkins, 1999, p. ix). Watkins was wounded three times, “but always 

recovered to enter the fray” (p. ix). Although “working solely from memory caused him 

to make some errors of detail,” and “his prejudices sometimes led to distortions,” his 

“lively and witty commentary … irony, humor, metaphor, imagery, fable, and 

description” has made his account a classic (pp. vii–viii). Unusually, he detailed the 

common experiences of a “poor, sore-footed, hungry and naked soldier” (p. 1).  

Watkins was the son of a farmer. He was born near Columbia, Tennessee, on June 

26, 1829. “He clerked at the general store … in Columbia, suggesting some rudimentary 

instruction in mathematics, but nothing is definitively known of his early education 

(Watkins, 1999, pp. viii–ix).  He attended Jackson College, and “no doubt here he studied 

the classics, theology, rhetoric, and the standard fare at such schools” (p. ix).  

Most of Watkins’s fellow soldiers did not survive the war. “Out of the 120 men 

who enlisted with Watkins in Company H in 1861, he was one of only seven survivors” 

(Watkins, 1999, p. ix). After the war, he married his fiancée, Virginia Jane Mayes, and 

had eight children. He became a farmer, and also ran a general store. Between 1881 and 

his death in 1901, he wrote and published “Co. Aytch” and “a quantity of articles for 

magazines and newspapers about his Civil War experiences” (p. x). Co. Aytch has been 

described as “quotable,” “engaging,” and “literary” (pp. vii–x). Watkins’ “sense of humor 

and irony,” as well as his ability to handle “dialogue, characterization, and humor to 

dramatic effect” were cited as his strengths (pp. xvi–xvii). Critical analysis of the book 

pointed to the “authenticity of the experience it portrays,” in spite of the weakness that 

Watkins himself admitted: “I write entirely from memory” (p. xvii). “I know nothing of 
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history. See the histories for grand movements and military maneuvers. I can only tell of 

what I saw and how I felt” (p. xvii).  

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

 Watkins began his memoir in 1882. With 20 years’ distance from the war, he 

could “laugh now at the absurd notion of there being a north and a south” (Watkins, 

1999, p. 4). His memories served as a counterpoint to the histories of celebrated military 

men.  He proposed  

to tell of the fellows who did the shooting and killing, the fortifying and ditching, 

the sweeping of the streets, the drilling, the standing guard, picket and videt, and 

who drew … eleven dollars per month and rations, and also drew the ramrod and 

tore the cartridge (p. 5).  

Watkins also dismissed the notion that his memoir was a rallying cry to Confederate 

patriotism:  

… the North and South have long ago "shaken hands across the bloody chasm." 

The flag of the Southern cause has been furled never to be again unfurled; gone 

like a dream of yesterday, and lives only in the memory of those who lived 

through those bloody days and times (p. 6).  

He recalled the intense early days of the war, and asked, “Reader mine, did you live in 

that stormy period? … do you remember those stirring times (p. 6)? He remembered 

rushing to enlist as a 21-year-old, but  

… the glory of war was at home among the ladies and not upon the field of blood 
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and carnage of death, where our comrades were mutilated and torn by shot and 

shell. And to see the cheek blanch and to hear the fervent prayer, aye, I might say 

the agony of mind were very different indeed from the patriotic times at home 

(pp. 6–7).  

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

Watkins wrote of his service as an infantry soldier from April 1861 through the 

surrender in April 1865. The memoir began in camp in Virginia, told of his transfer west 

to Tennessee, and his service there. He traveled with the army through Mississippi, 

Kentucky, Tennessee, Georgia, and back to Tennessee. It ended in May 1865, after the 

Confederacy’s surrender, and included his analysis of the end of the war.  

Watkins wrote about a wide variety of topics, which is explained in more detail in 

subsequent paragraphs. He wrote of his travels, food, and supplies, and described his 

duties in great detail. Watkins was proud of his regiment, telling of its progress and 

efforts. Watkins sometimes referred to African Americans and their roles as slaves, 

servants in the Union army, and as Union soldiers. Watkins discussed why he fought, 

women he encountered, and blame for the conduct of the war. He portrayed both large 

battles and small skirmishes, and included the inevitable illnesses and deaths. Sometimes, 

Watkins enjoyed his service, and recounted entertainment and pleasant distractions. 

Watkins noted his occasional interactions with Union soldiers and Confederate civilians.  

Watkins wrote about his service in Virginia, transfer to the Confederate Army of 

Tennessee, and the battle of Shiloh. Next, he went to Corinth and Tupelo in Mississippi, 

into Kentucky, and back to Tennessee. There he fought at Murfreesboro, Shelbyville, 
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Chattanooga, Chickamauga and Missionary Ridge. He fought as the Union advanced into 

southwest Tennessee, at the Hundred Days’ Battles in Georgia, Atlanta, followed by 

Jonesboro, and back to Tennessee for the battles of Franklin and Nashville.  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

1. Watkins heard about and saw famous generals.  

2. Watkins used multiple methods to travel thousands of miles. 

3. Watkins specified the abundance, scarcity, and his attempts to forage food. 

4. Watkins needed, lost, and obtained clothing, shoes, and supplies. 

5. Watkins recounted his duties, particularly when they resulted in 

noteworthy incidents. 

6. Watkins referred to African Americans and their roles as servants in the 

Union army, Union soldiers, and slaves. 

7. Watkins included personal opinions about various things, such as why he 

fought, women he encountered, blame for the war, and conduct of the war. 

8. Watkins portrayed both large battles and small skirmishes, including the 

days leading up to and after major events. 

9. Watkins depicted his own and others’ injuries and illnesses.  

10. Watkins described death due to combat, accidents, and illness. 

11.  Watkins wrote of his interactions with Union soldiers. 

12. Watkins wrote of entertainment and pleasant distractions. 
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 Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

 Watkins heard about and saw famous generals from the era. In particular, he 

remarked about generals who led a battle or campaign, especially General Joseph E. 

Johnston, head of the Department of the West. Usually, the general was featured at an 

event like a battle or review of the troops. Johnston made the men proud and confident, 

Watkins said. He  

was loved, respected, admired; yea, almost worshipped by his troops. I do not 

believe there was a soldier in his army but would gladly have died for him. 

(Watkins, 1999, p. 102).  

   Watkins also admired General Robert E. Lee, who visited Watkins’s camp one evening 

(p. 12):  

He was dressed in blue cottonade and looked like some good boy's grandpa. I felt 

like going up to him and saying good evening, Uncle Bob! ... I fell in love with 

the old gentleman and felt like going home with him. … I ran and caught his 

horse and led him up to him. He took the reins of the bridle in his hand and said, 

"thank you, my son," rode off, and my heart went with him (p. 12).  

Another time he spotted General Stonewall Jackson,  

riding upon his old sorrel horse, his feet drawn up as if his stirrups were much too 

short for him, and his old dingy military cap hanging well forward over his head, 

and his nose erected in the air, his old rusty sabre rattling by his side. This is the 

way the grand old hero of a hundred battles looked (p. 16).  

General Leonidas Polk laughed with the men at a sharpshooting contest. Watkins found 
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General John Breckinridge “grand and glorious” as he encouraged the men at the 

Hundred Days’ Battles (pp. 138–139). Watkins’ observations were usually positive. But 

he referred to Jackson as a “strict disciplinarian,” and told of how  

The soldiers … would curse and abuse Stonewall Jackson … They blamed him 

for the cold weather; they blamed him for everything, and when he would ride by 

a regiment they would take occasion, sotto voce, to abuse him, and call him "Fool 

Tom Jackson," and loud enough for him to hear (pp. 16–17).  

During the battle of Shiloh, Watkins spotted General Albert Sydney Johnston surrounded 

by his staff. “We saw some little commotion … but we did not know at the time that he 

was dead. The fact was kept from the troops” (p. 26). A wounded Watkins encountered a 

despondent General John B. Hood after being routed at Nashville. “He (Hood) was much 

agitated and affected, pulling his hair with his one hand (he had but one), and crying like 

his heart would break. I pitied him, poor fellow (p. 209). Finally, Watkins was critical of 

General Braxton Bragg. “None of General Bragg's soldiers ever loved him,” Watkins 

wrote.  

They had no faith in his ability as a general. He was looked upon as a merciless 

tyrant. … Not a single soldier in the whole army ever loved or respected him. (p. 

33).  

 Watkins detailed the multiple methods he used to travel thousands of miles. 

Typically, he and the other soldiers marched on foot, often for days on end. “I was on 

every march that was ever made by the First Tennessee Regiment during the whole war,” 

Watkins asserted (Watkins, 1999, p. 10). He crossed every type of terrain. He went  
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over hill and everlasting mountains, and through lovely and smiling valleys, 

sometimes the country rich and productive, sometimes rough and broken, through 

towns and villages, the names of which I have forgotten, crossing streams and 

rivers, but continuing our never ceasing, unending march (p. 15).  

They also journeyed by train. As Watkins left camp, he detailed the celebratory mood of 

the men. “We got in and on top of the box cars,” he noted.  

The whistle sounded, and amid the waving of hats, handkerchiefs and flags, we 

bid a long farewell and forever to old Camp Cheatham (p. 8).  

On another early journey by train, he wrote nostalgically,  

We went bowling along twenty or thirty miles an hour, as fast as steam could 

carry us. At every town and station citizens and ladies were waving their 

handkerchiefs and hurrahing for Jeff Davis and the Southern Confederacy (p. 9).  

Watkins and the other men endured hardships along the way. The soldiers found 

that possessions and equipment became problematic when trying to cover ground:  

First one blanket was thrown away ... now and then a good pair of pants, old boots 

and shoes, Sunday hats, pistols and Bowie knives strewed the road. Old bottles 

and jugs and various and sundry articles were lying pell-mell everywhere. Up and 

up, and onward and upward we pulled and toiled, until we reached the very top 

(Watkins, 1999, pp. 10–11).  

Sometimes the mountainous terrain slowed their progress. “From the foot to the top of 

the mountain the soldiers lined the road, broken down and exhausted,” Watkins lamented 

(p. 10). At other times, cold weather was a problem. In January 1862,  
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… icicles hung from their clothing, guns, and knapsacks; many were badly frost 

bitten, and I heard of many freezing to death along the road side. My feet peeled 

off like a peeled onion on that march, and I have not recovered from its effects to 

this day (p. 16).  

The miserable conditions caused the soldiers to become “rebellious-almost mutinous,” (p. 

16).  

Watkins described the abundance and scarcity of food, and his attempts to forage. 

Occasionally, he and the other men fared well. Sometimes civilians shared their food. 

“They could not do too much for us,” Watkins said. “They had heaps and stacks of 

cooked rations along our route, with wine and cider everywhere, and the glad shouts of 

"Hurrah for our Southern boys!” (Watkins, 1999, p. 42). When a local family invited him 

to eat dinner with them, he raved, “If I have ever eaten a better supper than that I have 

forgotten it” (p. 76). Although the Confederate army drew notoriously poor rations, after 

Johnston took command of the Army of Tennessee, the situation improved somewhat. 

“He ordered tobacco and whisky to be issued twice a week,” Watkins said. “He ordered 

sugar and coffee and flour to be issued instead of meal. He ordered old bacon and ham to 

be issued instead of blue beef” (p. 102). Sometimes, soldiers supplemented rations with 

food they purchased illegally from corrupt commissary agents. “The rich Johnnies who 

had money,” 

could go to almost any of the gentlemen denominated commissaries … and buy 

off them much nice fat beef and meal and flour and sugar and coffee and nice 

canvassed hams, etc. I have done it many times (p. 105).  
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At other times, Watkins bought food from “huckster stands” that congregated around the 

traveling army. In Montgomery, Alabama, he bought hard-boiled eggs, fried fish, and 

whiskey.  

Watkins often went hungry. Rations were particularly limited while marching. 

Sometimes they ate only once a day, or even less. On other days, they had to make do 

with blackberries they picked. Watkins had heard that General John Pemberton’s men at 

Vicksburg were “subsisting entirely on rats” (Watkins, 1999, p. 75). “Instead of the idea 

being horrid, we at once acted upon the information” (p. 75). Watkins and the men 

thought,  

Well surely we will draw rations tonight. But we didn't. We are marching for 

Cumberland Gap; the country has long ago been made desolate by the alternate 

occupation of both armies. There are no provisions in the country. ... We wanted 

rations, but we did not get them (p. 49). 

While at Lookout Mountain, rations were cooked ten miles in the rear and sent up every 

three days. Since the hungry men often ate all the rations as soon as they arrived,  

the private soldier had to starve the other two days and a half … The men looked 

sick, hollow-eyed, and heart-broken, living principally upon parched corn, which 

had been picked out of the mud and dirt under the feet of officers' horses (p. 91).  

Sometimes men had to reconcile their hunger with the knowledge that the Confederate 

government stockpiled rations to keep them out of Northern hands. At Chickamauga, 

soldiers destroyed provisions to starve the Yankees out of Chattanooga. Corn, bacon, 

crackers, molasses, rice, flour,  
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all now to be given to the flames, while for months the Rebel soldiers had been 

stinted and starved for the want of these same provisions. It was enough to make 

the bravest and most patriotic soul that ever fired a gun in defense of any cause on 

earth, think of rebelling against the authorities as they then were (p. 97).  

Events like this caused the soldiers to question their loyalty, and the leadership of their 

generals. Watkins blamed the hardships on Bragg and corruption in the Confederate 

commissary. In fact, he seemed confident that the government tried its best to get them 

rations.  

The Confederate army often foraged for food, with varying degrees of success. 

The men rummaged through Yankee camps at Shiloh “to see what (they) could find” 

(Watkins, 1999, p. 27). Another time, they gorged themselves on fresh mussels from 

Duck River, Tennessee, only to make themselves sick. They ate blackberries and green 

corn when they could find them. 

Confederate leaders warned soldiers not to forage among civilians. But hunger 

drove the men, in spite of Bragg’s order authorizing citizens to shoot looters. Sometimes 

Watkins felt guilty about such thievery, particularly if the victim was already poor. He 

recounted a plan to steal a sow from a farm. “Two of us (were) to go into the house and 

keep the inmates interested, and the other was to … drive off the hog” (Watkins, 1999, p. 

108). However, once there, he discovered  

There was no one there but an old lady and her sick and widowed daughter. They 

invited us in very pleasantly and kindly, and soon prepared us a very nice and 

good dinner. … I soon went out, having made up my mind to have nothing to do 
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with the hog affair. I did not know how to act. I was in a bad fix.” (p. 108).  

Watkins felt badly once the hog was taken, and refused to eat any of it. Ultimately, he 

even returned to the woman and paid her for the hog.  

            Watkins recounted his needing, losing, and obtaining clothing, shoes, and 

supplies. Early in the war, the men were showered with provisions. While in Camp 

Cheatham,  

Every soldier had enough blankets, shirts, pants and old boots to last a year, and 

the empty bottles and jugs would have set up a first-class drug store. In addition, 

every one of us had his gun, cartridge-box, knapsack and three days' rations, a 

pistol on each side and a long Bowie knife (Watkins, 1999, p. 8).  

Later, soldiers scavenged supplies from the dead on the battlefield. Watkins, 

however, claimed he could not after one incident:  

I came across a dead Yankee colonel ... I particularly noticed his boots. I needed 

them, and had made up my mind to wear them out for him. But I could not bear 

the thought of wearing dead men's shoes. I took hold of the foot and raised it up 

and made one trial at the boot to get it off. I happened to look up, and the colonel 

had his eyes wide open, and seemed to be looking at me. He was stone dead, but I 

dropped that foot quick. It was my first and last attempt to rob a dead Yankee 

(Watkins, 1999, p. 60).  

 Watkins recorded the daily services and duties he performed. Sometimes they 

were routine and uneventful. He noted,  

A private soldier is but an automaton, a machine that works by the command of a 
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good, bad, or indifferent engineer, and is presumed to know nothing of all these 

great events. His business is to load and shoot, stand picket, videt, etc., while the 

officers sleep, or perhaps die on the field of battle and glory ... he is soon 

forgotten (Watkins, 1999, p. 8).  

Often, his time was spent on picket, standing all night watching for Yankee soldiers. It 

was both a sleep and terror-inducing task: 

While I was peering through the darkness, my eyes suddenly fell upon the 

outlines of a man … I was sure that it was a Yankee picket. What was I to do? … 

At last a cold sweat broke out all over my body. Turkey bumps rose. I summoned 

all the nerves and bravery that I could command, and said: "Halt! who goes 

there?" There being no response, I became resolute. I did not wish to fire and 

arouse the camp, but I marched right up to it and stuck my bayonet through and 

through it. It was a stump (p. 18).  

 Watkins and the other men often performed miscellaneous duties such as building 

fortifications, and drill. These tasks were time-consuming and tiring. “It was the same 

drudge, drudge day by day,” Watkins wrote:  

… there came inspection of arms, knapsacks and cartridge-boxes. Every soldier 

had to have his gun rubbed up as bright as a new silver dollar … The private 

soldier had to have on clean clothes … We always dreaded Sunday. The roll was 

called more frequently on this than any other day (Watkins, 1999, pp. 71–72).  

The soldiers had to be ready to move at a moment’s notice, taking all the equipment of 

the army with them. Watkins explained,  
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Wagons are being packed, camps are broken up, and there is a general hubbub 

everywhere … The assembly is sounded; form companies, and we are ready for a 

march, or a fight, or a detail, or anything (p. 79).  

Soldiers also had to bury the dead on the battlefield. During the Hundred Days’ 

Battles, Watkins described the third day of the fight: “I get sick now when I happen to 

think about it. Long and deep trenches were dug, and hooks made from bayonets crooked 

for the purpose, and all the dead were dragged and thrown pell mell into these trenches” 

(Watkins, 1999, p. 132).    

Watkins made a number of remarks referring to African Americans and their role 

in the Confederate army and as slaves. M. Thomas Inge noted that for Watkins, “fighting 

to preserve slavery seems not to have been a major preoccupation of his, which is not to 

say he was free of the racial prejudices of the time” (p. xi). Watkins himself owned no 

slaves, although he lamented this fact when referring to the Confederate law that 

“allow(ed) every person who owned twenty negroes to go home. It gave us the blues; we 

wanted twenty negroes” (Watkins, 1999, p. 31). He referred several times to “negro 

boys” who acted as “servants” to fellow soldiers, and the tasks they performed (p. 34). He 

also included a story of coming across “negro troops,” whom he referred to as “black 

rascals,” that the soldiers were “kindly disposed to,” minimizing their impact on the 

conduct of the war (p. 194). Watkins spoke “paternalistically” of a washerwoman, “Aunt 

Daphne,” and her husband “Uncle Zack” (p. xi). He called her an “old creature,” and him 

“baboonish,” but also wrote that she was a “fluent conversationalist,” a “good woman,” 

and that he was “a good Christian” (p. 112). Watkins’ racism was not extreme for the era.  
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Watkins inserted his personal opinions about various things such as conscription, 

the efficacy of privates versus officers, the effectiveness of Confederate leaders, the 

doomed nature of their cause, and life after the war. In several entries he philosophized 

about how conscription made the soldier into a “machine” (Watkins, 1999, p. 31). In 

Watkins’ view, the soldiers who volunteered and expected to serve for 12 months “had 

done their duty faithfully and well” (p. 31). With conscription, their “pride and valor” 

was gone (p. 31).  

 Watkins viewed soldiers who were officers as different from privates:  

I always shot at privates. It was they that did the shooting and killing, and if I 

could kill or wound a private, why, my chances were so much the better. I always 

looked upon officers as harmless personages … I always tried to kill those that 

were trying to kill me. (pp. 14–15).  

It bothered Watkins that average men suffered the most and received the least credit. 

 Watkins talked about several Confederate leaders and politicians. Generally, they 

were positive but honest reviews. He thought Jefferson Davis made mistakes but did his 

best for the country: 

And there never lived on this earth from the days of Hampden to George 

Washington, a purer patriot or a nobler man than Jefferson Davis; and, like 

Marius, grand even in ruins (Watkins, 1999, p. 210).   

Watkins extensively portrayed both large battles and small skirmishes. He was 

one of only seven survivors in his company at the end of the war. Watkins did not write 

as a military historian. His goal was to tell about the experiences of the average soldier. 
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He wrote, 

I do not pretend to give you figures, and describe how this general looked and 

how that one spoke, and the other one charged with drawn sabre, etc. I know 

nothing of these things — see the history for that. I was simply a soldier of the 

line, and I only write of the things I saw (Watkins, 1999, p. 44).  

In the beginning of the war, the 21-year-old Watkins was eager to fight. He 

arrived at “Manassas” (Bull Run) the night of the victory, too late to join. 

Everyone was wild, nay, frenzied with the excitement of victory … We felt that 

the war was over, and we would have to return home without even seeing a 

Yankee soldier. Ah, how we envied those that were wounded (Watkins, 1999, p. 

9).  

When Watkins finally engaged in his first fight, it was accidentally — his company 

stumbled across a “Yankee ambuscade” (p. 14). Shiloh was his first big battle. He 

described it extensively, including some of the chaos: 

I remember a man … stepping deliberately out of the ranks and shooting his 

finger off to keep out of the fight; of another poor fellow who was accidentally 

shot and killed by the discharge of another person's gun (p. 25).  

He described the surreal nature of the scene:  

Men were lying in every conceivable position; the dead lying with their eyes wide 

open, the wounded begging piteously for help, and some waving their hats and 

shouting to us to go forward. It all seemed to me a dream (p. 27).  

Watkins claimed the hardest and most evenly fought battle he ever saw was at 
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Perryville (Kentucky) in October 1862. He included anecdotes from the field and even 

amusing details. It reads as a heavily fought mortal struggle. At first, both sides watched 

“each other’s maneuvers and movements. It was but the lull that precedes the storm” 

(Watkins, 1999, p. 44). Once it began, Watkins noted that “one end of the line to the 

other seemed to be a solid sheet of blazing smoke and fire. Our regiment crossed a stream 

…  and we were ordered to attack at once with vigor” (p. 45). He continued: 

Eight color-bearers were killed at one discharge of their cannon. We were right up 

among the very wheels of their Napoleon guns. It was death to retreat now to 

either side. Our Lieutenant-Colonel Patterson halloed to charge and take their 

guns, and we were soon in a hand-to-hand fight — every man for himself — 

using the butts of our guns and bayonets. ... Such obstinate fighting I never had 

seen before or since (p. 45).  

 Watkins also discussed the relentless battle for Atlanta. After conceding that “The 

Yankees had got breeches hold on us,” his regiment nevertheless refused to concede 

defeat under “Old Joe” (Johnston) (Watkins, 1999, p. 120). He believed the Confederates 

would not break.  

Fighting, fighting, fighting, all day and all night long. Battles were fought every 

day, and in one respect we always had the advantage; they were the attacking 

party, and we always had good breastworks thrown up during the night. (p. 122).  

 Watkins eventually acknowledged the Confederates’ lost cause, even while he 

fought in savage battles. At the battle of Franklin, in November 1864, he wrote, “My 

flesh trembles, and creeps, and crawls when I think of it today. My heart almost ceases to 
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beat at the horrid recollection. Would to God that I had never witnessed such a scene!” 

(Watkins, 1999, p. 201). He witnessed terrible slaughter:  

A sheet of fire was poured into our very faces, and for a moment we halted as if in 

despair, as the terrible avalanche of shot and shell laid low those brave and gallant 

heroes, whose bleeding wounds attested that the struggle would be desperate. … 

And the blood spurts in a perfect jet from the dead and wounded. The earth is red 

with blood (pp. 202–203).  

The destruction seemed to Watkins so unavoidable that he wrote, “I had made my mind 

up to die — felt glorious” (p. 203). 

  Watkins depicted his own and others’ injuries and illnesses. Early in his service, 

filled with a new recruit’s enthusiasm, he was jealous of those who had earned honor 

through their wounds. Twenty years later, Watkins mostly recounted injuries, rather than 

diseases. He did describe himself and the others as  

starved skeletons; naked and ragged rebels. The chronic diarrhoea became the 

scourge of the army … Almost the whole army attended the sick call every 

morning (Watkins, 1999, p. 33).  

 The types of wounds Watkins described represented the injuries of thousands of 

soldiers. He frequently remembered soldiers he knew:  

I saw W. J. Whittorne, then a strippling boy of fifteen years of age, fall, shot 

through the neck and collar-bone. He fell apparently dead, when I saw him all at 

once jump up, grab his gun and commence loading and firing, and I heard him 

say, "D—n 'em, I'll fight 'em as long as I live." Whit thought he was killed, but he 
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is living yet (Watkins, 1999, p. 46).  

 Another man, “shot through the lungs” and believing himself to be mortally wounded, 

begged them to “lay him down and let him die. But Lute is living yet” (pp. 46–47). 

Watkins even helped carry a wounded General Leonidas Polk back to headquarters. Polk 

joked, "Well, I think I will be able to get a furlough now." Watkins wrote,  

General Polk's leg had been shot almost entirely off. I remember the foot part 

being twisted clear around, and lying by his side, while the blood was running 

through the litter in a perfect stream (p. 129).  

Several times, Watkins recalled how close he came to death, and how by chance 

another man was killed instead. In one story, he ate “out of the same tin plate” with 

another man, when a cannon ball flew by:  

I just turned my head, and in turning, the cannon ball knocked my hat off, and 

striking Lieutenant Whittaker full in the side of the head, carried away the whole 

of the skull part, leaving only the face. His brains fell in the plate from which we 

were sopping, and his head fell in my lap, deluging my face and clothes with his 

blood. Poor fellow, he never knew what hurt him (Watkins, 1999, p. 179).  

Grotesque injuries often earned a mention in Watkins’ diary. He was particularly 

repelled by the only field hospital he ever visited. “Great God!” he wrote. “I get sick 

today when I think of the agony” (Watkins, 1999, p. 171). He continued,  

I cannot describe it … Those hollow-eyed and sunken-cheeked sufferers, shot in 

every conceivable part of the body; some shrieking, and calling upon their 

mothers; some laughing the hard, cackling laugh of the sufferer without hope, and 
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some cursing like troopers, and some writhing and groaning as their wounds were 

being bandaged and dressed (pp. 171–172).  

The amount of wounded men overwhelmed him. About Chickamauga, Watkins wrote: 

Men were lying where they fell, shot in every conceivable part of the body … 

with their entrails torn out and still hanging to them and piled up on the ground … 

and they still alive. Some with their under jaw torn off, and hanging by a fragment 

of skin to their cheeks, with their tongues lolling from their mouth, and they 

trying to talk. Some with both eyes shot out, with one eye hanging down on their 

cheek. (p. 87).  

Watkins was wounded three times. Additionally, his feet were badly frozen 

during a march, leaving him with effects “to this day” (p. 16). At Murfreesboro, he was 

injured in the arm. “The shell and shot that struck me, knocked me winding. I said, ‘O, O, 

I'm wounded,’ and at the same time I grabbed my arm. I thought it had been torn from 

my shoulder” (p. 59). However, it had not. He was shot in the “ankle and heel of my 

foot” around Atlanta, and promoted to corporal after “picking up a Yankee battle-flag” on 

the field. (Watkins, 1999, pp. 156–157). “Had I only known,” he ruefully wrote,  

that picking up flags entitled me to promotion and that every flag picked up would 

raise me one notch higher, I would have quit fighting and gone to picking up 

flags, and by that means I would have soon been President of the Confederate 

States of America” (p. 156). 

Finally, while fighting around Nashville, Watkins was  

shot through the middle finger of the very hand that is now penning these lines, 
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and the thigh. But I had just killed a Yankee, and was determined to get away 

from there as soon as I could. How I did get back I hardly know, for I was 

wounded and surrounded by Yankees … I had eight bullet holes in my coat, and 

two in my hand, beside the one in my thigh and finger. (pp. 207–208).  

Watkins cheated death a number of times, but lived to tell his tale. He questioned how 

good men, his friends, died while he lived through the war.  

Watkins witnessed many “accidental” deaths. For example, men on guard duty 

froze to death, and a tree fell on ten soldiers praying at a religious service. On another 

day, flying debris killed his friend during a tornado. Watkins commented on death’s 

sudden and random nature: 

Sometimes, it was Watkins himself who was killing. He professed to being a 

Christian; yet, he never expressed any uncertainty that his actions were immoral. Watkins 

felt he and the soldiers around him fulfilled honorable duties. He described shooting 

“scores” of men at the Hundred Days’ Battles. “I am satisfied that on this memorable day 

every man in our regiment killed from one score to four score, yea, five score men. … All 

that was necessary was to load and shoot” (Watkins, 1999, p. 131). Another time, he 

compared the sacrifice of a friend to the sacrifice of Jesus. He wrote,  

I had just discharged the contents of my gun into the bosoms of two men, one 

right behind the other, killing them both, and was re-loading, when a Yankee 

rushed upon me … I heard the roar, and felt the flash of fire, and saw my more 

than friend, William A. Hughes, grab the muzzle of the gun, receiving the whole 

contents in his hand and arm, and mortally wounding him. Reader, he died for me. 
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In saving my life, he lost his own … He gave his life for me (pp. 133–134).  

Watkins was often sentimental about Confederate dead, and remarked that their 

physical remains lay upon the battlefield while their souls were in heaven.  

Their spirits seemed to be with us on the march, but we know that their souls are 

with their God … They sleep the sleep of the brave … Soldiers, comrades, 

friends, noble boys, farewell we will meet no more on earth, but up yonder some 

day we will have a grand reunion (Watkins, 1999, pp. 51–52).  

Watkins wrote several times of his interactions with Union soldiers. He reported 

several pleasant meetings, as well as more confrontational events, including one where he 

was taken prisoner, but escaped. At Perryville, he and a Yankee picket agreed together to 

“ma(ke) a raid on a citizen’s pantry,” and “captured a bucket of honey, a pitcher of sweet 

milk, and three or four biscuits” which they then enjoyed (Watkins, 1999, p. 44). Watkins 

routinely visited a Yankee outpost to eat and socialize. “If some popinjay of a tacky 

officer didn't come along, we would have a good time” (p. 188). When stationed on the 

banks of the Chattahoochee River, Watkins recounted that by “tacit agreement” “there 

was no firing across the stream” (p. 142). Most of the positive interactions he had were 

with average soldiers, rather than officers. The informal truces could break at any time.  

Watkins wrote of entertainment and pleasant distractions. While passing through 

cities he interacted with local citizens and got nice things to eat. Watkins commented 

several times about how women supported them and bands played lively tunes. “They 

had heaps and stacks of cooked rations along our route, with wine and cider everywhere, 

and the glad shouts of "Hurrah for our Southern boys!" greeted and welcomed us at every 
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house” (Watkins, 1999, p. 42). Another day, while at Perryville, Kentucky, “two of the 

prettiest girls I ever saw” rushed up to Watkins and another soldier (p. 52).  He recalled, 

They ran forward with smiling faces, and seemed very glad to see us. … We were 

soon laughing and talking as if we had been old friends, when one of the young 

ladies spoke up and said, "Gentlemen, there is a supper for the soldiers at the 

Ladies' Association rooms, and we are sent out to bring in all the soldiers we can 

find." ... I know one thing, I felt good all over, and as proud as a boy with his first 

pants, and when we got to that supper room those young ladies waited on us, and 

we felt as grand as kings. To you, ladies, I say, God bless you! (pp. 52–53). 

Watkins and the other soldiers filled their leisure time with distractions such as 

games, books, and activities. They played dice and card games like poker, “chuck-a-luck 

… faro and roulette” (Watkins, 1999, p. 10). While in camp, they would “crack 

graybacks,” or lice, since “every soldier had a brigade of lice on him” (p. 39). “I have 

seen fellows so busily engaged in cracking them, that it reminded me of an old woman 

knitting” (p. 39). The men even had lice races: 

There was one fellow who was winning all the money; his lice would run quicker 

and crawl faster than anybody's lice. We could not understand it. If some fellow 

happened to catch a fierce-looking louse, he would call on Dornin for a race. 

Dornin would come and always win the stake. The lice were placed in plates — 

this was the race course — and the first that crawled off was the winner. At last 

we found out D.'s trick; he always heated his plate (p. 39).  

One enterprising man in the regiment carried books for others to buy. His titles included 
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“Webster's Unabridged Dictionary, Cruden's Concordance, Macauley's History of 

England … Les Miserables, The Heart of Midlothian, Ivanhoe, Guy Mannering, Rob 

Roy, Shakespeare, the History of Ancient Rome, and many others which I have now 

forgotten” (p. 70). The soldiers organized “snow ball battle(s) in which generals, 

colonels, captains and privates all took part” (p. 105). While fighting around Atlanta, 

Watkins observed cock fights. “It was fixed exactly like a circus ring, and seats and 

benches were arranged for the spectators” (p. 166).  

Evaluation: So What? 

Watkins heard about and saw famous generals from the era, especially Joe 

Johnston. His anecdotes emphasized their places in Confederate history, and underscored 

or contradicted popular perceptions about these men. Typically, his rural life limited his 

access to important people and authority, and he must have been thrilled to view and 

interact with these figures.   

Watkins used multiple methods to travel thousands of miles. The sheer amount of 

near-constant movement exacted a strong physical and mental toll. Watkins saw a large 

swath of the South, and dealt with scores of people he would never have otherwise met. 

Watkins never complained about his travels. For he and millions who served on both 

sides, soldiering and travel would have been an immense adventure.  

Watkins talked about the abundance, scarcity, and attempts to forage food. He 

described times of plenty, as well as want. Sometimes civilians shared their food, or gave 

it to them in celebrations along the route. Occasionally, he purchased food from 

enterprising locals. Periodically, the soldiers confiscated food from civilians, with 
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Watkins reporting different emotions about this, from regret to amusement. Rations were 

often poor and unevenly distributed, which caused Watkins to question his generals and 

government. Often he improvised and did the best he could, eating items as varied as 

wild blackberries or rats.  

Watkins spent a lot of time needing, losing, and obtaining clothing, shoes, and 

supplies. He was issued items from the army, and was given so many in the beginning of 

his service, that he and the other men had to ditch possessions along the hot and 

mountainous marching route. Later, as items needed replacing, the Confederate 

government both withheld and did not have supplies. Watkins and the other men 

scavenged articles from the dead.  

Watkins described his daily services and duties. Sometimes they were drudgery; 

others, that same task risked their lives. These jobs included picket and guard duty, 

building fortifications, and drill. Soldiers had to pack up and move at a moment’s notice. 

They also had the grotesque task of burying the dead after a battle. All of these, along 

with actually fighting in battles and foraging for food, were time consuming, dangerous, 

and relentless.  

 Watkins made a number of remarks referring to African Americans and their roles 

as Union soldiers, and as workers whom he hired to wash his clothes. He regretted that he 

did not own 20 slaves, which would have been enough to exempt him from the draft. He 

never expounded on the topic of slavery. It was not a topic that motivated him to fight, 

either to defend it, or to be rid of it. He mentioned “negro troops,” but only as “rascals” 

(Watkins, 1999, p. 194). He told of two African Americans who washed his clothes, and 
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he both hated and wrote approvingly of them. Watkins’ attitude about African Americans 

and slavery was probably representative of many Confederate soldiers. They fought in a 

cause that would have upheld slavery, but they did not personally benefit from it.   

Watkins inserted his personal opinions about various things such as conscription, 

the performance of specific leaders and generals, and how officers got most of the credit 

and glory. Watkins was angry about conscription; he felt that it negated a soldier’s 

honorable decision to join the army, and reduced his motivation to fight. He usually 

wrote positively but honestly about Confederate generals and leaders. Watkins criticized 

Bragg, but wrote admiringly of Davis, Lee, and Johnston, among others.     

Watkins miraculously managed to survive many large battles and small 

skirmishes over four years. He unapologetically represented the perspective of an average 

soldier, and never styled himself a military historian. Like other Confederates, he was at 

first desperate to get in the fight. Later, he experienced the horrors of war, describing 

them in detail. Watkins described the slaughter of many different battles. He fought long 

after he knew his cause was lost.  

Watkins depicted his own and others’ injuries and illnesses. He wrote about 

dozens of grotesque injuries. Several times, he recalled how he narrowly missed death, 

and how another man, often a good friend, was struck down instead. Visits to field and 

army hospitals repulsed him. He was often overwhelmed by the amount of wounded men. 

Watkins himself was wounded three times. He wondered how good men were killed 

around him while he managed to survive. 

Watkins wrote scores of entries about death due to combat, accidents, and illness. 
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Although he lived in an era where random and sudden death was more common, he still 

must have been stunned to witness it first hand and with such ferocity and frequency. 

Watkins was a constant witness to death, both accidental and purposeful. He wrote of 

causing the deaths of others while also asserting his belief that he would see lost 

comrades in heaven. Everyone around Watkins participated in killing, but in his view, 

they fulfilled their honorable duties as soldiers. 

Watkins traded food and conversation with Union soldiers. His more pleasant 

meetings were with average men in the field, usually on picket duty. Sometimes they 

agreed to a temporary truce, particularly when fighting served no strategic purpose that 

they could see. At other times, Confederates confronted soldiers that they came across 

suddenly, or who they traded insults with across a distance. Watkins’ entries demonstrate 

that soldiers from both sides fought on principle, rather than because they were angry at 

specific people or a larger cause.   

Watkins wrote of entertainment and pleasant distractions. He was part of an 

exciting and intoxicating event; he enjoyed having pretty girls and cheering crowds 

receive him along the way. Having spent his life in rural Tennessee, now he was part of 

something larger than himself, and it was the watershed event of his life. Watkins and the 

men spent their leisure time cracking lice, card-playing, reading, and having snow ball 

and cock fights.  

Coda: Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

Because Watkins did not write his book until 1882, his memoirs contain the 

perspective of an older man looking back on his life as a younger soldier. He used 20 
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years of hindsight in his analysis. Although Watkins acknowledged this several times, he 

never intended for his book to be a military history. Rather, he wanted to show what life 

was like for the average Confederate, a non-slaveholder, whose patriotism motivated him 

to serve.  

Watkins returned to farming after the war. His aim in publishing his story was not 

to debate the rivalries of the antebellum United States. He emphasized that regional 

rivalries seemed a distant memory by the time he wrote his memoirs. Instead, his 

intention with Company Aytch was to portray the experience of the average, unsung army 

private.   

Like many other soldiers he described his common experiences: marches, railroad 

trips, picket duty, feast, and famine. Watkins was most patriotic in noting the enthusiasm 

of his fellow Confederates. He never wrote of feeling dread before a battle, although he 

detailed at length the devastating scenes he witnessed. He seemed to also want to 

underscore that those in charge took all the glory, while the vast majority of those who 

served went unnamed and suffered the most.   

In many ways, popular textbooks reflect Watkins’ experience. He seemed to 

admire well-known generals, particularly Johnston, and commented on their noble 

behavior and leadership. Watkins talked about the hundreds of miles he traveled with the 

army. Despite the hardships he endured, he must have at times relished the chance to see 

the United States, and to participate in the grand adventure of the war. Watkins wrote 

about food often, and included dozens of stories about the range of ways he and the other 

soldiers got it. Similarly, although he often lacked supplies, he didn’t complain. When he 
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did criticize, it was to point out that he knew the Confederate government held back 

supplies for strategic reasons.  Watkins showed his daily duties could be monotonous and 

routine, as well as life-threatening and exhausting. The extensive amount of battles that 

Watkins participated in was noteworthy. Also, the amount of injuries and death that 

Watkins witnessed was remarkable.   

In other ways, popular textbooks did not reflect Watkins’ experience. He made a 

number of remarks referring to African Americans and their roles as soldiers in the Union 

army, but was not particularly bothered by it. In fact, he blamed White northerners more 

than he did Black soldiers. He wrote about African Americans in the prejudicial language 

of the era, but his motivation to enlist seemed more out of patriotism and his friends’ 

decisions, rather than upholding slavery. He wrote about African Americans in a half 

dozen entries, and his racism was more moderate. Watkins inserted his personal opinion 

that officers, particularly generals, received credit and glory when the average private did 

the bulk of the fighting. He expressed doubts about certain decisions made by 

Confederate leadership, and even resented Stonewall Jackson at times. Jackson’s legacy 

is usually unblemished. Most students don’t realize that, in Jackson’s lifetime, the 

average soldier at times would “curse and abuse” him (p. 16). These contrarian opinions 

were usually not included in the textbook chapters that I read, yet they made the average 

Confederate soldier much more relatable and less of an automaton. And although the 

textbooks usually reported the devastating casualties in a campaign, Watkins’ extensive 

depiction of his own and others’ injuries, illnesses, and deaths authenticated the Southern 

soldier’s experience and could supplement classroom statistics. Another aspect never 
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mentioned in a typical textbook was Watkins’ multiple and lengthy interactions with 

Union soldiers. There were more than a dozen entries about this in his diaries. Sometimes 

they were positive and amusing; other times, they preceded hostilities. Using these in a 

lesson could show students that the relationships between “enemies” were complicated. 

Soldiering was often difficult and full of hardships. However, Watkins also wrote of 

diversions. The Civil War was the biggest adventure of soldiers’ lives. Textbooks do not 

depict it this way.  

Coda/Analysis-LeConte  

Source/Textbook: When the World Ended: The Diary of Emma LeConte 

This is the diary of 17-year-old Emma Florence LeConte of Columbia, South 

Carolina. It contained “a rare picture of the experiences and emotions of southerners 

living in Sherman’s path as he headed north after his triumphant march through Georgia” 

(LeConte, 1957, p. vii). The diary, which ran from Dec. 31, 1864 – Aug. 6, 1865, 

included her life as a student and daughter of a professor at South Carolina College. Her 

diary described her family’s fearful anticipation, 

insight into the civilian side of the war’s last bitter days in the South … some of 

the characteristic social structures and attitudes of the southern upper class … 

(and) about the lives of women minutiae such as weather, friends, school, work, 

as well as events from the war (p. vii).  

Mixed in with items about trivia, the search for food, and patriotic reflections, were 

entries full of “excitement, fear, fury, hope, and hopelessness,” as well as insight into 

race relations and women’s relationships (p. viii).  
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LeConte was born in Georgia in 1847 and moved to Columbia when her geologist 

father accepted a position there. She was the oldest of four, and her father’s family were 

“well-established members of the planter aristocracy” (LeConte, 1957, p. xi). Her father 

“became her intellectual companion,” and raised his daughter “to emulate his 

accomplishments” (p. xi). The spelling, vocabulary, and references in the diary reflected 

this. LeConte’s family was “easily accepted in Columbia,” and she spent 12 years “in this 

stimulating atmosphere” (p. xi).   

LeConte recorded everyday life through the unique lens of a Southern White 

woman, an alternate perspective major textbooks do not have. She noted illnesses and 

weather, clothing, and visits to neighbors and family. She frequently wrote of her 

friendships with women. Aunts Josie, Sallie, Jane, and Ann were noted visitors and 

correspondents, and provided critical support and a sense of community. Cousins Lula, 

Annie, and Ada also contributed. They often were her only source of war and family 

news. Neighbors such as Mrs. Caldwell and her sisters found refuge with the LeContes 

when their house was burned. She wrote proudly of the conduct of women in the city. 

LeConte’s diary entries showed that women, the predominant inhabitants of Columbia in 

1865, played a critical role in her life. 

LeConte married a veteran whose family lived close to her mother’s home. Her 

husband, Farish Furman, inherited a “large plantation in middle Georgia,” and she moved 

there when her father and uncle both accepted positions at the new University of 

California in Berkeley. Her husband also had a legal and political career. LeConte had 

two daughters, and took them several times to visit her family in California. When her 
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husband died of malaria, LeConte was 37, and she “took over the plantation and 

education of her daughters … with considerable success” (LeConte, 1957, p. xiv). She 

died in 1932, at the age of 84, and was buried in Milledgeville, Georgia. 

Transcription: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

Beginning on Dec. 31, 1864, LeConte lamented the past and dreaded what was to 

come: 

Yes, the year that is dying has brought us more trouble than any of the other three 

long dreary years of this fearful struggle. Georgia has been desolated. And now 

our hateful foes ... are preparing to hurl destruction upon the State they hate most 

of all … Oh my country! Will I live to see thee subjugated and enslaved by these 

Yankees — surely every man and woman will die first (LeConte, 1957, pp. 3–4).  

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

LeConte turned 17 in December 1864. All of LeConte’s entries were from a time 

when she lived with her parents and siblings at South Carolina College. She wrote about 

a variety of topics, which is explained in more detail in subsequent paragraphs. She 

recorded schoolwork, church activities, and social events. She described her participation 

in the social institutions of her community, including a Soldiers’ Aid Society, and the 

college hospital. LeConte recorded many crucial events, particularly the invasion of 

Columbia and the aftermath of Lincoln’s assassination. Throughout the diary, LeConte 

showed her patriotism for the Confederacy, often in poetic and idealistic terms. The 

bonds of women and kinship were present throughout, as was her perspective on slavery 
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and race. Finally, she displayed a range of emotions, including despair, fear, anger, 

hopefulness, and bitterness.  

Complicating Action(s): Then What Happened? 

1. LeConte reported on the trivia of her life, including the weather, school work, 

clothing, visiting with friends, gossip, church, and social events. 

2. LeConte described important institutions in Columbia — the South Carolina 

College and hospital housed there, and Soldiers’ Aid activities. 

3. LeConte recounted her and her community’s reactions to several crucial events of 

the Civil War, particularly the invasion of Columbia, and Lincoln’s assassination.  

4. LeConte infused her patriotism for the Confederacy and their Lost Cause 

throughout, and speculated about an unknown future with the reunion of the 

warring sides. 

5. LeConte provided a unique lens — that of a Southern-raised slaveholding woman 

— and showed how women supported each other and lamented the loss of their 

men.  

6. LeConte illuminated prevailing attitudes about race, taking for granted slaves’ 

services and loyalty, as well as deep-seated racism.  

7. LeConte disclosed emotions, including despair, fear, anger, bitterness and hope.  

 Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

LeConte reported the trivia of her life, including the weather, her school work, 

visiting with friends, attendance at church, social events, and details of how the family 

met basic needs. LeConte noted the weather, particularly when it reflected her mood: 
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A horrid day. Rain, rain, rain. I have been sitting over the fire knitting and reading 

… I feel awfully cross and out of sorts (LeConte, 1957, pp. 8–9).  

When the weather was pleasant, LeConte wrote longingly of better days:  

It is one of those luxurious days that we often have in our Southern February, in 

which the warm sleepy air seems inviting to dreams and every sound has a 

softened far-off cadence … I came out on the piazza to read, but fell to thinking 

instead of just such days two years ago … What a happy pleasant winter it was 

and how long ago it seems (p. 23).  

LeConte tried to keep up with the school curriculum her father set for her, and 

sometimes used her studies to escape from the horrors around her, or to break the 

monotony. She wrote,  

Yet in the uncertainty of everything I feel more than ever the pressing necessity of 

gaining an education and that I ought to try to persevere in working at it (pp. 22–

23).  

In another entry, she noted,  

The days are now as monotonous as possible … I tried to read a volume of Mad 

de Stael "De la Literature” — it was impossible. I tried something lighter — one 

of Dickens. I soon found I did not know what I was reading (pp. 64–65).  

LeConte frequently enjoyed her lessons, particularly when they offered her a chance to 

socialize: 

I am studying German now and am working away at the grammar and translating 

Wilhelm Tell. ... Mrs. Leland offered to teach me in return for reading French 
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with her. ... Indeed I would be sorry to leave Columbia and the libraries now with 

these nice plans on hand (p. 67). 

Sometimes, LeConte tried to teach her sister Sallie while her father foraged for supplies 

and checked up on their plantation in Georgia. She wrote with some pride,  

I am now fairly launched as a school-maam. I fancy I get on pretty well 

considering my lack of experience. I teach Sallie arithmetic, Latin, spelling and 

elementary Natural Philosophy besides reading and composition (p. 68).  

Kinship — “one of the vital social structures of the southern aristocracy — (ran) 

like a continuous thread through this diary” (LeConte, 1957, p. ix). She often detailed 

letters that she received and sent, as they were the only links she had with family. The 

letters contained essential news about loved ones and progress of the war. She described 

visits where family and friends still tried to enjoy themselves in spite of their imploding 

surroundings. She wrote, 

Last night Cousin Lula and Johnnie came over and we all — Mother, Mr. 

Memminger … Walter, Cousin Lula and myself, gathered round the table and 

made "kiss verses" all the evening for our grand bazaar. As might be supposed 

there was lots of nonsense and laughing over our work (pp. 9–10).  

LeConte visited her neighbors and family frequently for companionship and news. “As I 

returned I stopped to chat with Cousin Lula on the piazza and lingered so long that the 

rest of my walk home was through the moonlight” (p. 25). They often tried, despite their 

circumstances, to keep up gatherings such as dances. For example, they tried at one event 

to play music on a violin which was missing a string: 
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Sallie and some of her friends had two dances here last week … Lawrence came 

and played for them on his violin, which however was minus one string — a 

deficiency that could not be supplied — and some of the music was in 

consequence rather curious (p. 113).  

Church meetings also provided respite and companionship among sympathetic 

people. “Father and I went to church this morning. We had a mournful looking 

congregation” (LeConte, 1957, p. 68). LeConte also commented on how the well-known 

ritual of going to church contrasted with the horrible circumstances they all found 

themselves living in. She observed,  

In church this morning all looked so familiar — the congregation full, Dr. Palmer 

in his place again, choir and organ — that sitting there it was hard to realize all 

was so changed. Coming out the ruins all around struck afresh with strangeness 

(p. 77).  

LeConte recorded illnesses that affected her family. For example, she worried 

whether her frail baby sister could withstand measles: “A new trouble — Walter is down 

with the measles, and we fear if little Carrie should get them it will kill her in her delicate 

state of health. Mother is trying very hard to keep her from the infection” (LeConte, 

1957, pp. 14–15). When her sister did contract the disease, she fretted,  

… Little Carrie has the measles. Dr. Thomson said so this morning and we are so 

distressed about it. I am so anxious about my little darling and so sorry father will 

find her sick. She has been so well since he left till now (pp. 24–25).  

LeConte chronicled the diminished circumstances of her life, noting, “It may be 
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of interest some day to recall the poor style in which we lived during the war, so I shall 

make a few notes” (LeConte, 1957, p. 16). About her clothing she commented,  

My underclothing is of coarse unbleached homespun, such as we gave the negroes 

formerly only much coarser. My stockings I knit myself, and my shoes are of 

heavy calfskin. ... We have a couple of old silks, carefully preserved for great 

occasions and which do not look shabby for the simple reason that all the other 

old silks that still survive the war are in the same state of decay (p. 16).  

LeConte often had to provide for herself the items that she used to buy or that slaves 

made. “It would seem very strange now to put on a pair of new store stockings” (p. 84).  

On another day, LeConte designed a fan out of feathers salvaged from a store:  

I had laid them away and did not think of them till today, when I came across 

them and we were looking over them selecting some that I thought would make a 

pretty fan (p. 72).  

LeConte wrote that her family lived “tolerably poorly” on two meals a day, 

including a breakfast of bread and a dinner of meat, potatoes, hominy and corn bread. 

“We have no reason to complain, so many families are so much worse off. Many have 

not tasted meat for months, and we too having a cow are able to have butter … We never 

have sweet things now, and even molasses candy is a rarity seldom to be thought of (p. 

17).  

LeConte provided interesting details about heating and light resources at this 

stage of the war. She noted,  

Wood is hard to get at one hundred dollars a load. We keep but one fire in the 
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dining room where we sit. We have been fortunate in having gas thus far ... but 

since the freshet the supply of rosin has been deficient and now and then it is cut 

off and we burn tallow candles at two dollars apiece (LeConte, 1957, p. 17).  

LeConte described interactions within important institutions in Columbia. These 

included Soldiers’ Aid activities, the South Carolina College and the hospital housed 

there. Soldiers’ Aid societies both North and South made enormous contributions toward 

the war effort. LeConte wrote of a Ladies Bazaar where patrons could bid on everything 

from cakes to dolls to raise money for the soldiers: 

… our great bazaar opened last night, and such a jam! ... The tables or booths are 

tastefully draped with damask and lace curtains, and elaborately decorated with 

evergreens. To go in there one would scarce believe it was war times ... one very 

large doll I heard was to raffle for two thousand. "Why" as Uncle John says, "one 

could buy a live negro baby for that" (LeConte, 1957, pp. 12–13).  

The College hospital was also important to LeConte’s community, particularly 

during the war. It was flooded with patients as Sherman’s army approached. She wrote,  

Alas! the horrors of war are coming home to us now. Our College hospital has 

indeed always been full, and the disabled, limping soldier has grown to be as 

familiar as was formerly the festive student in these classic grounds (LeConte, 

1957, p. 26).  

LeConte’s home was spared from burning after Sherman took Columbia because her 

family lived on the College campus, and the hospital was nearby. “Fortunately — oh, so 

fortunately for us, the hospital is so strictly guarded that we are unmolested within the 
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walls” (p. 48). It initially appeared the hospital would burn, but it was saved at the last 

minute:  

At one time Friday night, when Aunt Josie's house and other buildings were 

taking fire, the College buildings were given up and the poor wounded soldiers 

who could not be moved resigned themselves to death. Dr. Carter says it was a 

touching sight to see the poor fellows trying manfully to nerve themselves to meet 

their fate. The hospital was saved by one Yankee Captain and two men — yet it 

contained many of their own wounded soldiers (p. 59).  

LeConte recounted several crucial events of the Civil War, particularly the 

invasion of Columbia, and Lincoln’s assassination. She did so with an unusually mature 

and astutely critical eye. “Foreign nations look on our sufferings and will not help us. Our 

men are being killed off — boys of sixteen are conscripted. Speculators and extortioners 

are starving us” (LeConte, 1957, p. 4). She reported the loss of her family’s possessions 

on their Georgia plantation as Sherman marched through. Also, she anticipated with 

horror what would happen “when Columbia will be given up to the enemy”:  

They have promised to show no mercy in this State. Mother wants to send me off, 

but of course I would not leave her. I can only hope their conduct in a city will not 

be so shocking as it has been through the country. Yet no doubt the College 

buildings will be burned … and we will at least lose our home (p. 8).  

Interestingly, LeConte, who had been born in Georgia, resented what she saw as that 

state’s shameful surrender of Savannah on Dec. 22, 1864. She commented, 

I have lived here almost since I can remember, and only wish I had been born 
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here instead of in Georgia! That whole State is utterly demoralized, and ready to 

go back into the Union. Savannah has gone down on her knees, and humbly 

begged pardon of Father Abraham, gratefully acknowledging Sherman's clemency 

in burning and laying waste their State! Oh it is a crying shame, such poltronnery! 

(p. 11).  

Other than continued resistance, she did not offer any specific advice for the people of 

Georgia. Until her own city was invaded, she could not have understood the choices they 

had made. About the fall of Richmond, she wrote,  

... who could endure the idea of giving up Richmond! Glorious old Richmond, 

that we have been defending so long. To fall after all those battles — that would 

be the darkest, darkest day of all (p. 15).  

 Once Columbia was invaded, LeConte documented with eye-opening clarity what 

that experience was like for a White Confederate supporter. Her family experienced panic 

and chaos. As the Union army approached, she wrote,  

Oh, how is it possible to write amid this excitement and confusion! … they tell 

me the streets in town are lined with panic-stricken crowds, trying to escape. All 

is confusion and turmoil. ... All day in our own household has confusion reigned 

too. The back parlor strewed with clothing etc., open trunks standing about, while 

a general feeling of misery and tension pervaded the atmosphere LeConte, 1957, 

pp. 30–31).  

Once Columbia itself was in flames, LeConte documented the fire and the progression of 

the Northern soldiers into town. She wrote,  
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The alarm bell is ringing. Just now when I first heard it clang out my heart gave a 

leap, and I thought at once — "It is the Yankees" … I threw open the window to 

see the western horizon lit up with the glow of flames. (p. 32).  

She reported the sounds of cannonading, and that Confederate soldiers had “opened and 

plundered some of the stores” to prevent the Union from taking supplies (p. 36). She 

despaired when Sherman’s troops entered the town: 

… We could hear their shouts as they surged down Main Street and through the 

State house, but were too far off to see much of the tumult, nor did we dream 

what a scene of pillage and terror was being enacted (p. 43).  

Her family watched from their house’s upper front windows as Union soldiers spread the 

fire:  

The drunken devils roamed about setting fire to every house the flames seemed 

likely to spare. They were fully equipped for the noble work they had in hand. 

Each soldier was furnished with combustibles (p. 44).  

LeConte described at length the desperate women, children, and slaves who gathered on 

the Common of the school. She wondered about the fate of the rest of the town and her 

friends, but her family dared not venture out to discover what happened. When LeConte 

finally investigated, she wrote despairingly: 

There is not a house I believe in Columbia that has not been pillaged ... The 

streets were filled with terrified women and children who were offered every 

insult and indignity short of personal outrage — they were allowed to save 

nothing but what clothes they wore, and there is now great suffering for food. It 
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would be impossible to describe or even to conceive the pandemonium and horror 

… (p. 58).  

She described Columbia in apocalyptic terms. “It is even worse than I thought. The place 

is literally in ruins. The entire heart of the city is in ashes — only the outer edges remain” 

(p. 61). She sadly remarked upon the homes of families she knew: 

The Preston house with its whole square of beautiful gardens escaped. It was 

General Logan's headquarters. The Crawford house — the Bryce's — the Howe's 

and one or two others also escaped. All nearer Main Street were burned. The 

Clarkson house is a heap of brick with most of its tall columns standing, 

blackened by the smoke. Bedell's lovely little house is in ruins while as if in 

mockery the shrubbery is not even scorched … with very few exceptions all our 

friends are homeless (p. 61).  

LeConte wrote several times of the South’s hopes for intervention from France or 

England. It seemed to her the only real chance left that the Confederacy could survive.  

Uncle H. John came in the library and said — "Well! have you heard …? It is said 

that England and France conjointly will certainly recognize us by the fourth of 

March." I jumped up with the first thrill of real joy I have felt for a long time. A 

bright vista of peace and happiness seemed to open up before my mind's eye. Of 

course a moment's reflection sobered me and brought me back to common sense 

(LeConte, 1957, pp. 19–20).  

LeConte bitterly listed the fall of the last Confederate cities, leaving the South 

with nothing left but their armies, “brave but outnumbered” (LeConte, 1957, p. 85). On 
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Fort Sumter she unhappily wrote,  

Today they intended raising their wretched flag over noble old Sumter and there 

was to be a great to-do and fuss. Poor old Sumter — dear old fort! What a 

degradation! (pp. 85–86).  

Toward the end of her diary, LeConte’s entries were mostly despondent recollections of 

Confederate losses. This included the capture of Jefferson Davis, after which she wrote,  

… father came in and told me. I laid my head on the table without a word. I did 

not cry — the days of weeping are past — but, ah! the heartache — the only thing 

left to hear now is the surrender of the army in the West and that must come 

pretty soon. I think I have given up hope at last” (p. 103).  

She noted as well, with incredulity, of the expectation that Confederates might take the 

loyalty oath. As she put it, “I would rather work hard for my daily bread than live in 

luxury under Yankee rule” (p. 108).  

 The one crucial event about which LeConte wrote joyfully was Lincoln’s 

assassination. “Hurrah!” she exclaimed. “Old Abe Lincoln has been assassinated!” 

(LeConte, 1957, p. 91). She did not seem conflicted about her feelings of vengeance. She 

exulted,  

It may be abstractly wrong to be so jubilant, but I just can't help it … this blow to 

our enemies comes like a gleam of light. We have suffered till we feel savage. 

There seems no reason to exult, for this will make no change in our position — 

will only infuriate them against us (p. 91).  

LeConte’s friends and neighbors were “excited” and surprised by the “good news”:  
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I stepped in at Aunt Josie's to talk it over. As soon as I reached the head of the 

stairs they all cried — "What do you think of the news?" — "Isn't it splendid" etc. 

… We are all in a tremor of excitement (pp. 92–93).  

She speculated about what the assassination might mean for the presidential succession: 

Andy Johnson will succeed him — the rail-splitter will be succeeded by the 

drunken ass. Such are the successors of Washington and Jefferson — such are to 

rule the South … What exciting, what eventful times we are living in (p. 93).  

LeConte infused her patriotism for the Confederacy and their Lost Cause 

throughout the diary. She wrote poetically of a society that crumbled around her. She 

preferred to endure hardship than submit to Yankee rule. She had to wear heavy bleached 

homespun in the summer, but “... we would willingly wear sackcloth and even ashes if 

necessary, rather than give up to the Yankees” (LeConte, 1957, p. 83).  

LeConte struggled to believe that their suffering was in vain. She wrote, 

Somehow I am still as confident as I ever was. If only our people will be 

steadfast. The more we suffer the more we should be willing to undergo rather 

than submit. Somehow I cannot feel we can be conquered (LeConte, 1957, p. 66).  

She wrote, “The more I think of Lee’s surrender, the harder it is to bear” (p. 95).  

LeConte fought to understand why the Confederacy would lose, if their cause was so just. 

Her desperation was clear: 

They say right always triumphs, but what cause could have been more just …? 

Have we suffered all — have our brave men fought so desperately and died so 

nobly for this? … Is all this blood spilled in vain — will it not cry from the 
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ground on the day we yield to these Yankees! We give up to the Yankees! How 

can it be? (p. 90).  

Sometimes her patriotism took the form of hatred for the North. When the 

detested U.S. flag replaced the Confederate one over the State House, she lamented,  

O what a horrid sight! what a degradation! After four long bitter years of 

bloodshed and hatred, now to float there at last! That hateful symbol of 

despotism! I do not think I could possibly describe my feelings. I know I could 

not look at it (LeConte, 1957, pp. 41–42).  

She and her friends shunned the Union soldiers stationed as guards throughout Columbia: 

They invade our country, murder our people, desolate our homes, conquer us, 

subject us to every indignity and humiliation — and then we must offer our hands 

with pleasant smiles and invite them to our houses, entertain them perhaps with 

"Southern Hospitality" — all because sometimes they act with common decency 

and humanity! Are they crazy? (pp. 108–109).  

LeConte showed how women in the South in the Civil War supported each other 

and worried about and lamented the loss of their homes and men. For LeConte, her 

kinship network stretched from South Carolina to rural Georgia. Her mother, aunts, 

cousins, sisters, and friends were a source of family information, support, war news, and 

supplies.  

LeConte often wrote and received letters from female family members. Her 

grandmother wrote of a long journey she had made in a wagon with Lee’s army in order 

to be with her Aunt Sallie “in her confinement” (p. 6). Then, once her grandmother had 
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arrived, “Poor Aunt Sallie suffered dreadfully, and her babe was born dead — the result 

of the fright she experienced when the enemy passed through Milledgeville” (p. 6). In 

another letter, LeConte heard of the suffering of her aunts back in Georgia, as the Union 

army marched through. She wrote, “And oh, what are my feelings when I think of Aunt 

Jane, Annie and Ada and poor little Sallie! What fate may not have overtaken them, alone 

as they are upon the plantation!” (LeConte, 1957, p. 8).  

LeConte relied on other women for, and in turn provided, support. She refused to 

allow her mother to send her away from Columbia when the Northern army got close. 

“Mother wants to send me off, but of course I would not leave her” (LeConte, 1957, p. 8). 

LeConte also often helped take care of her younger sisters. In one entry she wrote,  

Mother came and asked me to take Carrie. I fear I did so ill-naturedly, but the 

little darling's laughing face and merry blue eyes soon put me in a better humor, 

and I raced up and down with her till Jane came (p. 9).  

LeConte, her mother, and sister were preparing to flee Columbia when shelling began. 

She recalled,  

The shell whistled right over my head and exploded. I stood breathless, really 

expecting to see it fall in the room. When it had passed I went into the hall and 

met Sallie, coming from her room, pale and trembling. "O Emma" she said, "this 

is dreadful!" We went downstairs — mother stood in the hall looking very much 

frightened … we retreated to the basement without farther delay, where we sat 

listening as they fell now nearer, and now farther off (pp. 35–36).  

Of course, it was not all constant bravery. She noted the “panic-stricken crowd of women 
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and children who seemed crazy” as the Union soldiers marched into Columbia (p. 41). 

When Le Conte’s neighbors’ house burned, her mother sheltered them. She wrote,  

Our neighbor Mrs. Caldwell and her two sisters stood before the fire wrapped in 

blankets and weeping. … After Mrs. Caldwell had been back to inspect the 

damage to her house, she returned “and sitting down sobbed convulsively as she 

told us of the insults she had received from the soldiery engaged in pillaging her 

home” (pp. 45–48).  

When she reunited with her family after the Union soldiers came into town, they 

cathartically shared their experiences: “During the forenoon Aunt Josie and Aunt Jane 

came over to see how we had fared. We met as after a long separation, and for some 

seconds no one could speak. Then we exchanged experiences” (pp. 48–49).  

LeConte’s female relatives and friends comforted her after her father’s capture as 

he tried to get to their plantation:  

Cousin Lula went to break the news. Aunt Josie was quite overcome — she and 

mother wept together, Aunt Jane trying to comfort them. I drew back in the 

shadow of the staircase — it seemed as if my heart would break, and I cried by 

myself till Cousin Ada turning said "poor Emma" and put her arms around me 

(LeConte, 1957, pp. 63–64).  

In return, LeConte tried to be a source of information and comfort for others, particularly 

through letter writing. She noted,  

I wrote a few pages to cousin Ella — would have written to Cousin Annie but do 

not know where she is. Mother wrote to Grandmother — I hope the letters will be 
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legible enough when they reach their destination to relieve anxiety (p. 65).  

In another entry, LeConte despaired that perhaps women could go and fight if 

there were not enough men left. She wrote desperately,  

Why does not the President call out the women? If there are [not] enough men? 

We would go and fight too — we would better all die together. Let us suffer still 

more — give up yet more — anything, anything that will help the cause — 

anything that will give us freedom and not force us to live with such people 

(LeConte, 1957, p. 90).  

LeConte and her female relatives relied upon each other to share resources. “I went to 

Aunt Josie's to return a glove pattern and to carry over some of Aunt Jane's things that 

were with Sallie's” (p. 28). Another time, “Aunt Josie … kindly lent us some table 

silver,” since LeConte’s mother was unable to save more when the Union soldiers 

marched through town (p. 68).  

LeConte illuminated prevailing Southern attitudes about slavery and race, taking 

for granted the services and loyalty of slaves, as well as revealing deep-seated racism. 

She regarded several of the house slaves as faithful and critical to their survival, and 

reported that in the immediate aftermath of the fire, the slaves kept the family from 

starving. Yet, she also saw them as inferior, and their history did not prevent her from 

decrying them when they left. 

In Columbia, LeConte and her family relied upon two slaves in particular. Henry 

and Jane gathered information, food, and supplies. While performing their usual tasks, 

they also executed heroic, live-saving actions, and were key to their survival. They often 
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provided the only food the family had. “The negroes all went uptown to see what they 

could get in the general pillage,” LeConte wrote. “For all the shops had been opened and 

provisions were scattered in all directions. Henry says that in some parts of Main Street 

corn and flour and sugar cover the ground” (LeConte, 1957, p. 40). On the same day, 

LeConte wrote with gratitude about how the “servants” returned uptown and “have 

brought back a considerable quantity of provisions” (p. 41). She commented that  

the negroes are very kind and faithful — they have supplied us with meat and 

Jane brought mother some rice and crushed sugar for Carrie, knowing that she had 

none. How times change! Those whom we have so long fed … now help us. (p. 

41).  

On another day, she wrote, “Starvation seems to stare us in the face … We have no meat, 

but the negroes give us a little bacon every day” (p. 51). Henry was a pivotal factor in 

keeping the family protected and calm:  

Mother collected together some bedding, clothing and food which Henry carried 

to the back of the garden and covered them with a hastily ripped-up carpet to 

protect them from the sparks and flakes of fire. He worked so hard, so faithfully, 

and tried to comfort mother as best he could while she was sobbing and crying at 

the thought of being left shelterless with a delicate baby (pp. 46–47).  

Henry’s labor provided their only fuel. “Henry has already cut down two trees in the 

yard” (p. 58).  

When Henry and Jane left, however, LeConte forgot their earlier support:  

Jane left us yesterday, having only informed mother the day before of her 
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intended departure ... her leaving so unexpectedly caused us some inconvenience 

… we will do the house work between us. I wish she could clear out the whole of 

them — we have them to feed and get very little out of them in return (LeConte, 

1957, p. 112).  

LeConte at one point associated her father’s hard work with “work(ing) like a 

negro,” and viewed with resentment the perspective that slaves should enjoy any equality 

with Whites (LeConte, 1957, p. 24).  

Yankees plunder the negroes as well as the whites, and I think they are becoming 

somewhat disgusted with their friends … It is difficult to get any work out of 

them on account of the wild excitement (pp. 51–52).  

Once it became clear that the arrival of the Union army was at hand, her family tried to 

ask little of the slaves, so they would not leave. She recounted the dilemma: 

We ask as little as possible of them — such as cooking our little food and 

bringing water from the well … If Jane offers to clean up our room, all very well 

— if not, we do it ourselves. This afternoon I washed the dinner things and put the 

room to rights. The house is untouched except this one room we live in which I 

manage to keep neat and clean. This is my first experience in work of this kind 

and I find it is better than doing nothing (pp. 53–54).  

She recorded with incredulity anecdotes where Union soldiers treated “negroes” better 

than White men, and celebratory parades that cheered the onset of abolition. Her Uncle 

John  

had a hard time with the Yankees — was not allowed a blanket to sleep on — no 
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fire, and had to march over a hundred miles with them. He saw one of his own 

negroes, Peter, on horseback while he was plodding on foot” (p. 76).  

LeConte had difficulty acknowledging a world in which her beliefs about race were 

upended, and she wrote about it dismissively and incredulously. When the Union troops 

and “negroes” in town celebrated Independence Day, she wrote with venom,  

Yesterday the negroes had their grand celebration … The white people shut 

themselves within doors and the darkies had the day to themselves — they and the 

Yankees … Most of the gentlemen of the town were invited, but of course not one 

real gentleman was present (LeConte, 1957, pp. 113–114).  

Although she must have heard songs and music created by African Americans her whole 

life, on that day, during the celebrations, “Hundreds of voices singing strange negro 

songs and hundred of feet dancing weird negro dances made a terrible noise” (p. 115).  

LeConte often recorded her thoughts about controlling the behavior of newly-

freed African Americans. When a garrison of Union troops were stationed in Columbia, 

she noted approvingly that the federals “are introducing some order in town — It is sadly 

needed — and setting the negroes to work. These men, so far from fraternizing with the 

negroes, seem to hold them in profound disgust” (LeConte, 1957, p. 105). In fact, when 

she wrote of Colonel Haughton, the regimental leader, she conceded,  

As far as lay in his power he has tried to reduce the anarchy and confusion to 

something like order. He has been all kindness and consideration to the citizens. 

The negroes dislike him, and say he is no Yankee but half a rebel. It goes against 

the grain to admit anything good of a Yankee, but I have to own that he has acted 
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well towards us (pp. 115–116).  

 LeConte referred several times to African American soldiers with horror. “There 

was a rumor afloat yesterday that a negro regiment was marching from Branchville to 

garrison Columbia — Heavens — have we not suffered enough? I do not believe it but 

the very thought is enough to make one shudder” (LeConte, 1957, p. 71). She recorded in 

her diary stories about the “wildest anarchy” created in the country by “slaves turned 

loose” and that “When some of Foster's negro troops arrived in Georgetown the same 

excesses were begun there” (p. 80). LeConte asserted that she would “walk to Augusta 

(Georgia),” a distance of 70 miles, if “a negro garrison (were) sent here” (p. 81).  

LeConte disclosed a range of emotions — she did not simply record only the 

weather or events. She often showed fear, despair, anger, bitterness, and hope. She wrote 

with trepidation of what might happen in upcoming days. As the Union army approached, 

she exclaimed, “What a panic the whole town is in! I have not been out of the house 

myself, but father says the intensest excitement prevails on the streets” (LeConte, 1957, 

p. 29). She recorded the frenzied steps she and her family took in the days just prior to the 

invasion: 

I have been hastily making large pockets to wear under my hoopskirt — for they 

will hardly search our persons. Still everything of any value is to be packed up to 

go with father. I do not feel half so frightened as I thought I would. Perhaps 

because I cannot realize they are coming ... Ah me, I look forward with terror, and 

yet with a kind of callousness to their approach (p. 30).  

The dread left her in a constant state of tension. As the Union army reached Columbia, 
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she recorded, “So nervous have I grown that the slightest unusual sound startles me … 

Although we are composed our souls are sick with anxiety” (p. 32). Once the army 

arrived, and she was presented with real physical danger, LeConte reacted with terror. As 

Columbia was shelled, she remembered,  

We ran to the front door just in time to hear a shell go whirring past. It fell and 

exploded not far off. This was so unexpected. I do not know why, but in all my 

list of anticipated horrors I somehow had not thought of a bombardment. If I had 

only looked for it I wouldn't have been so frightened (p. 35).  

When her family heard (false) news that there was street-to-street combat, LeConte and 

her family tried to will themselves calm. She recalled,  

I had been feeling wretchedly faint and nauseated with every mouthful of food I 

swallowed, and now I trembled all over and thought I should faint. I knew this 

would not do, so I lay down awhile and by dint of a little determination got quiet 

again. Mother is downright sick. She had been quite collected and calm … but 

now she suddenly lost all self-control and exhibited the most lively terror — 

indeed I thought she would grow hysterical (pp. 40–41).  

LeConte also recorded that in the face of unrelenting fear, she could not always 

worry in a way she might have anticipated. She noted: 

Oh it is so dreadful, and yet how callous our hearts have grown. Two years ago 

with what despairing agony I would have looked upon the prospect before us, and 

now I only feel a dull heart pain … Sometimes I wonder I can be so calm 

(LeConte, 1957, pp. 13–14).  
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And, as she and her family tried to form some semblance of a routine, she mused 

about her inability to focus or care about her tasks. She reflected,  

I thought of commencing a pair of gloves I have been meaning to make for father 

— the very thought seemed to make me weary. I suppose it is the reaction from 

the frightful strain and nervous tension — the violent excitement (LeConte, 1957, 

pp. 64–65).  

LeConte wrote despairingly of the lost cause and lifestyle. When starting the diary she 

wrote,  

'tis meet old year that thou should'st weep for the misfortunes thou hast brought 

our country! And what hope is there to brighten the new year that is coming up? 

Alas, I cannot look forward to the new year — ‘My thoughts still cling to the 

mouldering past’ (pp. 3–4).  

She did not anticipate that her circumstances would improve: 

I wonder if the new year is to bring us new miseries and sufferings. I am afraid so. 

We used to have bright anticipations of peace and happiness for the new year, but 

now I dare not look forward. Hope has fled, and in its place remains only a spirit 

of dogged sullen resistance (pp. 4–5).  

 When Union soldiers were stationed in Columbia, she often recorded her hatred 

for them. “This is the first sight we have had of these fiends except as prisoners,” she 

wrote. “The sight does not stir up very pleasant feelings … We cannot look at them with 

anything but horror and hatred — loathing and disgust” (LeConte, 1957, p. 42). LeConte 

wrote angrily of their methods: 
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Failing with our men in the field, this is the way they must conquer … It is so 

easy to burn the homes over the heads of the helpless women and children, and 

turn them with insults and sneers into the streets. One expects these people to lie 

and steal, but it does seem such an outrage even upon degraded humanity that 

those who practise such wanton and useless cruelty should call themselves men 

(pp. 49–50)! 

LeConte hoped that the Union soldiers would suffer and die. She wrote,  

Our men had buried a number of shells near the river — an attempt was made to 

excavate them and one going off accidentally exploded the rest, killing and 

wounding a great many Yankees. How I rejoice to think of any of them being 

killed … if only the whole army could have been roasted alive (p. 55)! 

After Columbia was burned, LeConte and her family were overwhelmed with 

sadness:  

The destruction and desolation around us which we could not feel while under 

such excitement and fear now exerts its full sway … The very air is fraught with 

sadness and silence. The few noises that break the stillness seem melancholy and 

the sun does not seem to shine as brightly (LeConte, 1957, p. 58).  

Upon viewing the destruction in her city, and among her friend’s homes, she raged, “I 

wonder if the vengeance of heaven will not pursue such fiends! ... I thought I hated them 

as much as was possible — now I know there are no limits to the feeling of hatred” (p. 

60).  

 LeConte tried to comprehend her new life if the Union won. She struggled to 
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grasp the enormity of not just losing the war, but living under the hated U.S. government. 

She grieved,  

The South lies prostrate — their foot is on us — there is no help … It is cruel — it 

is unjust. I used to dream about peace — to pray for it — but this is worse than 

war. What is such peace to us? ... I cannot understand it … when I think of the 

future — Oh God! … It is so terrible as to be unthinkable. We have been so 

confident of final success that we cannot believe we are conquered (LeConte, 

1957, pp. 90–91).  

LeConte tried stay hopeful, even as the Union army advanced. She recorded,  

“I can't feel as mournful as I did yesterday. I will try to throw off the sad 

memories I was brooding over and hope for better things” (p. 5).  

Once the war was over and soldiers, friends, and family returned home, LeConte, 

with the optimism of youth, tried to pick up old traditions. “We enjoy having the boys 

back,” she wrote. “And in spite of all depressing influences, have pleasant days. Young 

people cannot be gloomy all the time … it is nice to have the boys home” (LeConte, 

1957, pp. 100–101). They even decided to have a dance, which they enjoyed. She wrote,  

Our spirits seemed to rise at the sound of the piano and we went into it with a vim 

... It did seem heartless perhaps, but we could not help enjoying it — and it 

seemed such a relief to throw off the trouble and gloom for a little while (p. 101).  

Evaluation: So What? 

LeConte’s reports of everyday trivia, including the weather, school work, 

clothing, visiting with friends, gossip, church, and social events provided insight to the 
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social habits of an educated Southern young woman. Her relationships with neighbors 

and kin were important. The companionship and news they provided substantially 

impacted her life. LeConte discussed the diminished economic circumstances of her 

family, and the items that she now had to provide for herself, such as food, lighting, heat, 

and clothing. 

LeConte described interactions within important institutions in Columbia — the 

South Carolina College and the hospital housed there, Soldiers’ Aid activities, and the 

Ladies’ Bazaar. Since the college housed a hospital, and her house was on campus, it was 

spared. She did, however, often interact with injured patients and officers. Like 

comparable organizations in the North, the Soldiers’ Aid Society made enormous 

contributions to the war effort, and women played significant roles, raising money for 

sick soldiers and their families.   

LeConte recounted several crucial events of the Civil War and how she and her 

family and community reacted to them, particularly the invasion of Georgia, Columbia, 

and Lincoln’s assassination. She detailed the perspective of a White Confederate. She 

conveyed the panic and chaos she and her family experienced. She humanized the 

invasion of Columbia by providing a step-by-step account. Interestingly, she celebrated 

Lincoln’s death as a bright spot amongst the disappointment.  

LeConte infused her patriotism for the Confederacy and their Lost Cause 

throughout, and speculated about the unknown future to come. LeConte provided a 

unique lens — that of a Southern-raised slaveholding woman — and showed how girls 

and women in the South supported each other and worried about and lamented the loss of 
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their men. Her mother, aunts, cousins, sisters, and friends were a constant source of 

information, support, war news, and supplies. In turn, she provided help to them.  

LeConte illuminated prevailing attitudes about slavery and race, taking for 

granted the services and loyalty of slaves as well as revealing deep-seated racism. She 

revealed her reliance upon several slaves who saved her family’s lives, but whom she 

decried as inferior when they wanted to leave. She described them as “kind and faithful” 

in one entry, and a few months later as a “nuisance” (LeConte, 1957, p. 112). LeConte 

did not acknowledge the hypocrisy of her contradictory entries, which were sometimes 

thankful and other times venomous. She noted with disgust the behavior of newly freed 

slaves and Black soldiers. It would be interesting for students to work with these entries.  

LeConte disclosed a range of emotions. She often showed despair, fear, anger, 

bitterness, hope, and described crises. Her accounts are the opposite of dry statistics, 

summaries, or cause and effect flow charts. The reader understands what it felt like to 

live through the Civil War as a White, educated, formerly wealthy Southern young 

woman. 

Coda: Analysis: Summary — What Does it All Mean? 

The significance of LeConte’s diary is that it allows us to see how a young, 

Confederate woman lived through the desperate end of the Civil War. We generally study 

the war as a series of big events, victories and setbacks, and turning points and 

proclamations. But it was a major interruption into their lives. LeConte’s diary gives us a 

sense of the war as an apocalyptic and dramatic interruption of life for a southern young 

woman. 
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LeConte was an active participant in the institutions of her society. Her words 

show how the Civil War impacted a community whose life at home, aside from 

economics, is almost completely missing from popular textbooks. Because particularly 

the women’s voices were absent, one might be left with the impression that they were 

disinterested or inactive. Instead, we can see from her diaries that many young women 

cared and joined various organizations to participate in the war effort. They paid attention 

to events as they happened, and evaluated them with a critical eye.  

When LeConte described events, it was through the unique lens of a young, 

educated economically prosperous Confederate woman. She illuminated prevailing 

attitudes about slavery and race. She heavily depended upon the labor and actions of 

slaves, admitting as much, even while she also vitriolically censured all African 

Americans. Her diary provided an alternate way of understanding various events. Unlike 

more famous diaries from the era, events like Lincoln’s assassination which might merely 

be noted (or not) were described in detail in hers, and from a perspective not usually 

considered in textbooks - that of someone thrilled to hear the news. Reading this would 

provide an interesting counterbalance to the perspective current American children are 

raised with. Women as a community and how they provided each other with critical 

support during the Civil War, particularly from the losing side, were completely left out 

of traditional texts. She wrote bitterly and angrily of the fallout at home. Reading these 

concerns with the distance of time, enforced that the Civil War’s events were not just 

military in nature, but also incredibly influential for those waiting desperately for the 

outcome. LeConte provided valuable perspective that most Civil War diaries do not, and 
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that absolutely many textbooks do not have.    
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CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY OF FINDINGS: THE NATURE OF THE CIVIL WAR 

AS REPRESENTED IN TEXTBOOKS AND COMPARISON OF TEXTBOOKS 

AND PRIMARY SOURCES  

Summary of Findings: The Nature of the Civil War As Represented in Textbooks 

In this study, I investigated how textbooks and primary sources represent the 

nature of the Civil War. Each of five chosen textbooks presented the war chronologically 

and organized themes such as society, economy and politics around major battles. The 

authors generally divided chapters into sections dealing with the beginning of the war, 

politics, life during wartime, the North’s victory, and the war’s legacy. Generally, the 

authors neglected to or briefly addressed events or people that might have been relevant 

to students. Women, racial and ethnic groups, and people of lower economic classes were 

especially underrepresented. As such, I contend that the textbooks leave out the parts of 

history that students are most likely to be interested in and therefore have memory of.  

Each textbook referred to people or events that had the potential, if studied in 

depth, to capture high school students’ interest. Two contained quotes from authors of the 

primary sources I analyzed (Gooding in Keene et al., 2010 and Watkins in The 

Americans). Others pulled quotes from people who fit into demographics I analyzed. The 

problem, however, was the brevity of all these references.  

Statistics appeared liberally throughout all chapters. However, they were used 

primarily to analyze the war through a militaristic lens, meaning they usually related to 

battles, casualties, etc. Simultaneously, each textbook also used humanizing quotes from 

people who experienced certain events. Table 6.1 shows how each of the textbooks 
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employed quotes in their Civil War chapters.  

Table 6.1 

Analysis of Quotations Used in Textbooks 

Textbook Number 
of quotes 

Highlighted 
in own 

box/inset 

Contained 
within a 

paragraph 

Quotes from 
well-known 

people 

Quotes from 
regular 
people 

Quotes 
from 

women 

Quotes 
from 

Lincoln 
alone 

The 
Americans 34 15 19 23 11 4 7 

Visions of 
America 15 6 9 9 6 4 1 

America: 
Pathways 
to the 
Present 

41 19 22 26 15 7 11 

The 
American 
Nation 

24 10 14 17 7 0 7 

The 
American 
Vision 

31 9 22 26 5 1 6 

 

Even though the quotes were included, they were often done so in problematic ways. For 

instance, the textbook Visions of America used as few as 15 quotations in an entire 

chapter. America: Pathways to the Present had the most at 41. In each textbook, less than 

half the quotes were mainly set aside for emphasis and often presented within an inset 

box. Most of the voices were famous or well-known people (per textbook, in order on the 

table: 68%, 60%, 63%, 71%, 84%). It would be possible for students to read these 

chapters and barely consider the impact of the Civil War upon regular men, women, or 

people of color (including children and teenagers, whom the high school students may 

most closely identify with). In fact, only a small percentage of quotes were from women 
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(per textbook, in order on the table: 12%, 27%, 17%, 0%, 3%), and a disproportionate 

number were attributed to Abraham Lincoln alone (per textbook, in order on the table: 

21%, 7%, 27%, 29%, 19%). In all but one of the textbooks (Visions of America), there 

were more quotes from Lincoln than from all women combined. None of the women 

quoted were women of color. In summary, the statements that showed students the nature 

of the war followed a pattern that we already knew was unsuccessful: war chiefly 

presented through battles, impacted or noticed mostly by well-known men. The opinions 

or experiences of others were less noteworthy, important or historic. Also, the textbooks 

conveyed that the Civil War could be packaged in shallow, forgettable, bland paragraphs. 

Although these paragraphs included important terms and names, few of them prompted 

questions about the morality, conduct, or nature of war.  

 The Americans (2006) briefly addressed different themes. An exception to this 

superficiality was the noticeable number of summarized battles, although none were 

covered in more than a few paragraphs. The authors used examples and voices from or 

about well-known people, with some 11 exceptions. Interestingly, the quotes from regular 

people were also much more diverse demographically than the famous ones, and included 

women, a farmer, and a free-born African American. The textbook balanced Northern 

and Southern perspectives, presenting the conflict in an impartial manner. One might 

argue, however, that this neutrality contributed to established opinion that history 

textbooks were boring or omniscient, that their version of the past was the only one 

(Loewen, 2010; Martell & Hashimoto-Martell, 2012; Paxton, 1999). The Americans did 

not include competing opinions from within a community. For example, when they 
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described Union soldiers, there was no in-depth examination of geographic regions, 

economic influences, immigrant recruits, and the spectrum of opinions about the 

Emancipation Proclamation.  

 Visions of America (2010) was among the shortest of all the chapters I examined. 

Its brevity left out many events or people that might be interesting or relevant (and 

therefore memorable) to students. Still, the authors included more events and details than 

the other textbooks. They encouraged students to question and examine more than other 

texts. A learning objective in the form of a question was at the bottom of each page. They 

integrated visuals and referenced them in a much more direct way, referencing the inset 

boxes, quotes, and photographs in the main body of the text (Keene et al., 2010, pp. 376–

382, 384, 389, 392, 394, 397–401). For example, authors included a direct reference to 

Theodore Kaufmann’s painting On to Liberty (1867) to describe Lincoln’s contraband 

policy, rather than simply placing it on the side. The student could integrate visuals more 

effectively than in other textbooks.  

The characterization of the Civil War took a broader view than in other textbooks, 

and authors encouraged students to refer back to previous chapters and previewed what 

was to come. Authors were more critical in their descriptors, injecting more spirit into the 

content. They were less neutral than their counterparts. Authors criticized each side. For 

example, they used words such as “boasted” to describe Southern confidence and “inept” 

for Union generals (Keene et al., 2010, p. 378). They analyzed rather than reported. For 

example, while stating that the Border States were important strategically, authors also 

described why:  
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Missouri and Kentucky bordered the vital Mississippi River. Kentucky also 

controlled key sections of the Ohio and Kentucky Rivers. Delaware controlled 

access to the city of Philadelphia. If Maryland seceded, Washington, D.C would 

be surrounded by Confederate territory and the Union’s main railroad route West 

would be lost. (p. 379).  

As a result, the readability of Visions of America was high, and it was more informative 

and engaging. Each page included an essential question, provoking students to think. It 

did not glamorize the war. Although it included some consideration of women, African 

Americans, and lower-middle-class to poor Americans, treatment was perfunctory. 

Proportionally, the text included more quotes from women or regular people than the 

other textbooks. 

 America: Pathways to the Present (2003) was the longest chapter I examined (43 

pages) and began later than any other book (the First Battle of Bull Run, rather than Fort 

Sumter). Although the inclusion of many more events might imply greater depth, they 

were largely political and military topics, and did not emphasize as many people. 

Women’s roles, ethnic representations, and the influence of and upon different economic 

classes received no coverage. Of 41 quotes in the chapter, 11 were from Lincoln. Seven 

were from women, and 15 from regular people. When it included alternative voices, 

photographs, paintings, charts, and maps, these were generally not directly referenced in 

the reading (which would allow the reader to easily ignore them). The end of the chapter 

included an excerpt from a Union soldier’s diary; however, this was placed after the last 

section, in fact, after the Review and Assessment pages. This in-depth, cultural piece 
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about a regular soldier followed the main sections, and was easy for the reader to 

disregard. It could be an opportunity for a student to observe what life was like for 

soldiers. In the excerpt, David Conyngham described the private truces where soldiers 

from both sides met, traded items and news, and discussed battles, even though they 

fought on opposite sides. They warned each other when they had to start shooting again, 

and over time, even became friendly. It provided an interesting chance for students to 

think about the morality of war, and how they might behave in similar circumstances. 

The chapter followed a strict timeline of battles, unlike the other books. Thirty-one of 70 

sections and subsections directly referenced a battle or military campaign, which implied 

that they were the most important part of the war. Characterization of events such as the 

1863 Draft Riots was relatively neutral and left out causative factors and descriptive 

information. As such, this textbook presented content that students may find boring or 

irrelevant. Event coverage seemed more important than thematic ideas, critical analysis, 

or connection to the war’s effects on humans, which was ironic for a war that involved 

millions of people. 

 At 29 pages, The American Nation (2003) dealt with the Civil War in the briefest 

manner of any of the texts that I examined. Even when including popular topics, it often 

summarized in a few sentences events that other textbooks filled paragraphs or pages 

about. It left out facts. Many paragraphs contained three or fewer sentences. It did not 

highlight as many historical figures as other textbooks. Quotes were only included from 

seven regular people, and none were from women. Supplementary boxes and visuals 

were not generally referenced within paragraphs. The neutral presentation of major 
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events left out causative factors and long-term consequences. Through its minimalist 

approach, authors prioritized content coverage over practicing historic skills or learning 

about big ideas. It diminished the extremes of war.  

 The American Vision (2008) was one of the longer chapters that I examined, and 

it included events that other textbooks did not. Despite the extra pages, like the other 

textbooks, it did not emphasize women’s roles, ethnic representations, or different 

economic classes. Similarly, it also organized information following a strict timeline of 

battles. This textbook’s authors included repercussions of the events they discussed, often 

pointing out the impact of a political decision or battle. Of 31 quotes, only five were from 

regular people, and one was from a woman. The authors included an analysis of primary 

sources about the Emancipation Proclamation, and the investigation of geography and 

history at the Battle of Gettysburg, opportunities for students to veer away from a 

traditional presentation. There were a variety of other traditional methods to deliver 

content, such as summarizing paragraphs, graphs, political cartoons, and maps. The 

characterization of events attempted to present a balance between northern and southern 

perspectives (perhaps so as not to anger southern textbook buyers), but contained many 

more thought-provoking details than other books, and more directly led readers to 

conclusions. For example, when the authors described the financial advantages of the 

Union, they included that they “controlled the national treasury…could expect continued 

revenue from tariffs, (and) many Northern banks...held large reserves of cash, which they 

lent the government by purchasing bonds” (p. 315). These types of facts are more 

informative than simply writing that the North’s economy was stronger. Another example 
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was including that “10,000 to 15,000 (African Americans) served in the Union navy” 

(Appleby et al., 2008, p. 330). No other textbooks included this information. These 

contributions were helpful and elucidating, rather than excessive. The result is fairly 

engaging, and might prompt interest for readers. 

They included and excluded events other books did not. They dedicated whole 

subsections to battles and events that other books did not include. For example, 

Farragut’s seizure of New Orleans, which did not merit more than a mention in any other 

textbook, received four paragraphs. The Battle of Murfreesboro, another four. They 

devoted almost as much space to Grierson’s Raid (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 336) as the 

Battle of Gettysburg (Appleby et al., 2008, p. 339). Conversely, and inexplicably, they 

left out or treated superficially circumstances other books covered. General Sherman’s 

entire advance upon Atlanta, and the subsequent battle got only three paragraphs 

(Appleby et al., 2008, p. 346). Many textbooks attempted to cover as many major events 

as possible, albeit superficially. It seemed that these authors tried to choose only the most 

beneficial or educationally profitable items from what was available. 

Because of these differences, it seemed the authors tried to cover topics in a more 

thoughtful manner, rather than perfunctorily run through highlights. Helpful and 

elucidating facts might spark students’ interest. They emphasized analysis, and 

demonstrated that practicing historic skills and learning about big ideas were important. It 

did not glamorize war. In fact, one could argue that encouraging students to consider 

facts minimized the romance of war.  

Although many textbooks covered content in a straightforward manner, the 
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problem of covering a large, complex topic in a small space remained. Did these 

textbooks do their job? It depended on what the job of a history textbook should be. If it 

is to present many facts, then they achieved their goal. However, they did not engage 

students with content in a lively way or through multiple and complex perspectives. They 

did not glamorize the concept of war; if anything, the authors emphasized brutal realities. 

Much of the problem with textbooks was the volume of information the authors 

examined in a small amount of space. For example, The Americans (2006) only included 

the most cursory mention of how some Northern soldiers resented fighting to destroy 

slavery. This might have been due to space limitations, and perhaps it was unreasonable 

to expect them to consider more than the most common perspectives. The textbooks were 

relentlessly neutral in that they rarely made any value judgements that were any but the 

most obvious. For example, all criticized slavery as an institution, but none explored 

northern racism with any depth. So, in using neutral sounding language, they still wrote 

from a specific perspective (maybe even a political one), that was omniscient in tone, and 

provoked very little critical thought. Although it may be a good strategy to sell textbooks 

(that are not controversial) to many markets, it leaves students thinking there is a “true” 

version of history (which we know is not what historians think) (Loewen, 2008; Zinn, 

1980). It is also not good at helping students understand the complexities of the past (and 

the ways that different historians and people use different lenses to interpret it) (Seixas, 

1993; Troise, 2007; Wilson & Wineburg, 1988). According to our students, it also can be 

boring (Loewen, 2010; Martell & Hashimoto-Martell, 2012; Paxton, 1999). 

Teachers often hesitate to share opinions on topics addressed in class, despite the 
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fact that students want to know where they stand. Doing so would also better prepare 

students to participate in a democracy, where they will often encounter differing 

opinions. Hess (2009) wrote 

A more enlightened and democracy-sustaining approach is to teach all young 

people to engage in high-quality public talk about controversial political issues ... 

My central claim is that the purposeful inclusion of controversial political issues 

in the school curriculum, done well, illustrates a core component of a functioning 

democratic community, while building the understandings, skills, and dispositions 

that young people need to live in and to improve such a community. (p. 5).  

Others believe that, in the face of several well-publicized national news stories, teachers 

fear disciplinary or societal retribution. Journell (2016) expressed that  

… too many teachers are afraid to disclose their personal political beliefs in their 

classrooms at all, which I will argue is as potentially harmful to students’ civic 

development … tolerant disclosure, or what Kelly (1986) terms “committed 

impartiality,” is both pedagogically beneficial and less likely to “indoctrinate” 

than attempts at neutrality ... teacher political disclosure is a closed issue for a 

majority of the American public, as well as many educators, due to an often 

unwarranted fear of indoctrination that has been fueled by the actions of a small 

number of unprofessional teachers and subsequent media coverage (pp. 101–109).  

Perhaps teachers’ reasons are for self-protection; maybe, doing so might make a student 

who disagrees feel more valued. As one teacher wrote, 

My hesitation came from a desire to maintain some level of objectivity and my 
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understanding that this is what was expected of me as a teacher. But my attempt 

to strike a neutral pose began to feel like a major ethical and philosophical 

quandary: Was it ever possible to disentangle my own biased assumptions from 

my teaching? Is neutrality possible or even desirable (Gold, 2016, p. 3)? 

Similarly, textbook authors, in an attempt to appeal to all curriculum writers, have left out 

all but the most obvious moral stances. Though their objectivity might be for honorable 

reasons, doing so can ironically hinder students’ moral development: 

Cultivating morality is uniquely essential to the project of teaching history. 

Studying the past offers a venue for reflecting on the human condition and 

developing a sense of right and wrong. We study who we were so that we can 

figure out who we want to be (Gold, 2016, p. 3). 

Yet, textbooks that use language to present the past as neutral teach students to passively 

accept sanitized versions of history. As Howard Zinn said, “I'm concerned that students 

not become passive acceptors of the official doctrine that's handed down to them from the 

White House, the media, textbooks, teachers and preachers” (n.d.). 

Perhaps the problem isn’t the textbook. Perhaps it lies with teaching high school 

history through survey courses, adding content yearly. Teachers and textbook authors 

sprint through 500 pages to cover material for a standardized exam. As Sadler (2009) 

wrote,  

Accountability efforts are driven by standardized assessments that favor the 

presentation of uncontested content. For test makers, it is simply easier to use 

social studies and/or science content that does not generate controversy as the 
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basis for psychometrically reliable assessment items. The result is a system that 

pays lip service to democratic education (operationalized as opportunity for all 

students) but actually constrains the development of learning experiences that 

promote democratic values and practices (p. 760).  

Perhaps teachers also need to take more initiative supplementing texts with items students 

find more interesting. 

The Nature of the Civil War As Depicted in Primary Sources and how These 

Sources Align with and Contradict the Textbooks 

Chiefly, the difference between textbook and primary source treatment of the 

Civil War was the ability of primary sources to humanize complicated, often 

underrepresented people, and to address their experiences in an in-depth manner. The 

source sets examined in this study showed how the Civil War dramatically and 

specifically impacted White Union soldiers, White immigrant Union soldiers, Union-

affiliated White women, free Black male soldiers from the North, free Black women from 

the North, male and female enslaved people, Confederate soldiers, and Confederate 

female slaveholders. While textbooks covered most of these demographics in superficial 

ways, these source sets provided significant detail into the gender, race, and social and 

economic positions of the people who lived through the Civil War, and showed how it 

impacted regular people. 

 One of the major differences between how textbooks represented the Civil War 

versus primary sources was the exclusion of certain groups. The primary source sets were 

much more likely to present authentic and complex experiences of Civil War-era people. 
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To show the comparison, I present the differences in Table 6.2. What follows are 

statistics where each demographic was represented either through specific reference in 

the text itself (but counted no more than once per paragraph), inclusion of specific people 

within the demographic (such as General Ulysses S. Grant), representation in inset boxes, 

or depiction in paintings and pictures.  

Table 6.2 

Analysis of Groups Represented in Textbooks 

Text-book 
White 
Union 

soldiers 

White 
immi-
grant 
Union 

soldiers 

Union 
affiliated 

White 
women 

Free 
Black 

men/sol-
diers 

Free 
Black 

women 

Male and 
female 
slaves 

Confed-
erate 

soldiers 

Confed-
erate 

female 
slavehol-

ders 

The 
Americans 124 1 6 13 1 25 83 12 

Visions of 
America 107 2 6 34 1 34 65 9 

America: 
Pathways 
to the 
Present 

192 0 10 16 1 20 124 16 

The 
American 
Nation 

102 1 6 14 1 26 62 3 

The 
American 
Vision 

150 1 9 12 1 11 82 8 

  

This analysis underscored how every textbook represented the Civil War through a 

chronological description of battles. However, students could infer that the Civil War 

barely impacted women and immigrants, and the proportional importance to African 

American slaves and freed men and women were less than to White Union and 
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Confederate soldiers. There is much to learn about these underrepresented groups through 

primary sources, but that was not apparent in textbooks.  

The letters and diaries of Union soldier Alfred Edward Waldo described typical 

realities of many soldiers. Aspects of his service aligned with the depiction of White 

Union soldiers in textbooks. His letters served as an informal news report to his home 

town of Stoughton, Massachusetts, and demonstrated how close soldiers were to their 

families and towns. It must have made Waldo feel important, for probably the first time 

in his life, to be a major actor in an event that consumed the attention of all those he 

knew. The letters connected him to those left behind.  

The papers demonstrated the hardships of daily life for Union soldiers, and how 

they managed by improvising, buying, foraging, or being issued food and supplies. 

Interestingly, Waldo did not complain, even under difficult circumstances. Students 

would learn that Civil War soldiers traveled relentlessly, and that war caused massive 

physical upheaval, throwing together millions of people who otherwise might never have 

left their state. The Civil War would have been educational for its participants, and 

impacted American politics and history, long past 1865. One might even argue that these 

points are more important for students to understand than the actual battles, which were 

significant, but a minor part of even the soldier’s service. 

Soldiers’ ability to feed and supply themselves in part determined their fighting 

strength and occupied a great deal of time. By far, Waldo’s predominant topic was food. 

He also showed off for his parents, telling of his heartiness and bragging about his and 

his regiment’s efforts. He assured them (and himself) that he did a good job. It might 
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have surprised students to learn how often Waldo had little to do. His dissatisfaction with 

the draft was also typical. He hoped draftees would supplement his regiment and share 

the burden of battle. His reports of both large battles and small skirmishes demonstrated 

the experiences of a Union soldier. He suffered from typical illnesses often mentioned in 

textbooks, including dysentery and lice. His death from complications after an arm 

amputation was a common experience for Union soldiers, as 30,000 such operations were 

performed, and many men died from infected wounds (Sorene, 2015).  

 However, Waldo also expressed views and motivations that might contrast with 

textbook content. He was not patriotic or idealistic. Instead, he described practical things. 

Waldo demonstrated that the average Union soldier’s opinions about the South varied. 

Sometimes Waldo remarked favorably, admiring the farmland as “better looking land 

than you can find in the east” (Waldo, p. 69), and enjoying dinner at “a Rebel woman’s 

house” (Waldo, p. 65). Although three textbooks referred to racism by Union soldiers, 

none described it in more than a sentence or two. Waldo used racial slurs and dispelled 

the notion Union soldiers all favored abolition. His father’s racism would have been a 

factor. It was also likely that many Union soldiers were hostile to the idea of fighting to 

improve African Americans’ lives. Waldo criticized Republicans and the Emancipation 

Proclamation, writing that many men were unwilling to fight for that decree. Waldo was 

from a farming community south of Boston, an area from which many men of the 

Massachusetts 54th Regiment were recruited. If men in Waldo’s regiment were against a 

Black regiment, one can speculate the feelings of men from other parts of the North were 

even less favorable. Also, although textbooks generally cited statistics about deaths and 
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injuries, Waldo’s papers illustrated the gruesome and sometimes random nature of death, 

from a rattlesnake bite to a chloroform overdose, drowning, and alligator attacks. Only if 

the manner of death was unusual did it warrant more than a few words. Waldo’s stoicism 

was probably both a coping mechanism and a reflection of the mores of the era.   

 From the diary of immigrant Union soldier John Hill Ferguson, a reader would 

learn about the typical realities of immigrant Union soldiers. Many entries aligned with 

depictions of Union soldiers in textbooks. Like Waldo, Ferguson did not fight to destroy 

slavery. He never expressed any intentions to do so. However, he appeared to be less 

racist toward African Americans, disapproving when they were mistreated, and 

interacting with them “honestly” (Ferguson, 2001, p. xi). Perhaps this was due to his 

personality. Perhaps it was because he emigrated from Scotland, where he was not raised 

with antipathy toward nor questions about the role of African slaves in society. Prior to 

the war, he had probably only limited experience with anyone who was not white. At 33, 

Ferguson was also older than most Civil War soldiers, and with his age came a maturity 

and judgment that might have influenced his perspective. He also had seen more of the 

world than most native-born Americans, and this would have been educational. In 

comparison to other Union soldiers, and despite his use of terms like “darkies” or 

“negoras,” he did not comment negatively on any of the African Americans with whom 

he interacted. Indeed, in several entries, African Americans were described either helpful 

or useful.  

Ferguson’s life in camp and the constant travel and exposure to weather must 

have exacted a strong physical and mental toll. Yet, like millions of other men, he 
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managed. Although at times he encountered feast and famine, this was typical of a Union 

soldier’s experience. Again, age and maturity probably precluded his complaining. Like 

Waldo and others, Ferguson became resourceful in obtaining food and supplies. He noted 

in great detail the duties he completed, particularly building, maintaining, and breaking 

down camp, picket duty, digging rifle pits, fighting battles, marching, and dress parade 

ceremonies. He shared views about women that mirrored those of other men in his era. 

He was fascinated with, yet disgusted by, prostitutes in Nashville, and proudly noted 

several times that respectable women encouraged the army. His extensive description of 

both large battles and small skirmishes underscored the relentless nature of war. Ferguson 

depicted his own and others’ injuries and illnesses, particularly describing unusual or 

random examples. Recording these events must have been a way to cope.  

However, Ferguson also expressed views and motivations that contrasted with 

what was commonly presented in textbooks. First, there was almost no mention of 

immigrant soldiers in the textbooks. When there was, it was in the context of the Draft 

Riots of 1863, and how immigrants resented being drafted and forced to serve. Being able 

to see for himself large parts of his adopted homeland, and interacting with scores of 

people he otherwise would never have met, seemed to solidify Ferguson’s status as an 

American citizen. Likewise, when Ferguson recounted his duties with great detail and 

pride, he probably felt he had contributed to preserving the union. He earned the right to 

call the United States his home. He felt there was “honor” attached to his service 

(Ferguson, 2001, pp. 4–5). He also, in his private diary, questioned the “bad generalship” 

that he believed led to the defeat at Fredericksburg, but rarely made political statements 
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(Ferguson, 2001, p. 128). Interestingly, and perhaps in contrast to what students might 

expect, Ferguson never wrote a negative entry about his extensive interactions with 

Confederate soldiers. Instead, he recounted stories of their banter and admired their 

bravery. In doing so, he demonstrated that he fought for principle rather than anger, and 

that the relationship between “enemies” was complicated. Additionally, Ferguson 

enjoyed many aspects of his service, writing of entertainment and distractions. He was 

part of a cause larger than himself, and he particularly enjoyed dress parades. Ferguson’s 

inclusion of very human impulses was not usually included in the textbooks I analyzed, 

yet they made the soldier fighting the war more relatable and less of a statistic.  

From the diary of Caroline Cowles Richards, a reader would learn about the 

realities of White Union-affiliated women. Textbooks mirrored some of her life. 

However, they mentioned women so rarely, and then almost always in circumspect, 

generalized roles. So, her experience did not align in many ways. Textbooks portrayed 

white Union women as nurses, Sanitary Commission members, or factory workers in jobs 

left vacant by soldiers. Richards’s diary showed that the war inserted itself into all 

aspects of her life. She supported the war effort and worked with other women to 

contribute. She was an active participant in available institutions. Her diary provided a 

richer understanding, describing events like the Lincoln assassination (also depicted in 

textbooks), but showed the reception and impact upon Union families. When larger 

events happened, she wrote of her concerns, and the fallout in her house and town. This 

reinforced that the impact of the Civil War was not just military in nature, but also 

influential for those at home, a perspective not often included in textbooks.  
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However, Richards also expressed views and motivations that contrasted with 

textbooks. First, any in-depth investigation of her life was different. She marked the 

passage of critical events and described them through her unique lens. She was well 

educated and politically aware. Her diary showed that the Civil War as part of everyday 

life, interwoven into church, school, and socializing. Generally, the war was portrayed as 

a series of big events, victories and setbacks, turning points and proclamations, but for 

Richards it was a major interruption. She cited how women adapted to the scarcity of 

goods and how they banded together for critical community support. Traditional texts left 

this out. The war was a constant and dramatic interruption for a young woman, and her 

diary entries provided an alternate perspective to major textbooks.   

From the letters of African American Union soldier James Henry Gooding, a 

reader would learn about the daily realities of Black Union soldiers, as well as his 

philosophical arguments about their fitness to serve. Many aspects of his service aligned 

with textbooks’ depiction of Union soldiers in “colored regiments.” In fact, Visions of 

America quoted Gooding’s letter to Lincoln. The inclusion of Black men in the military 

training process must have impacted both the men and readers of The New Bedford 

Mercury, to whom he reported. Gooding was proud to chronicle spirit, military bearing, 

and eagerness to fight, and the textbooks also noted this. Gooding recorded his life as a 

soldier; weather, food, duties, and skirmishes. That the 54th handled challenges and daily 

requirements as well as any other regiment was groundbreaking. He showed Black 

soldiers were willing and able to perform any duties. Gooding reported on campaigns in 

Georgia, South Carolina, and Florida, including the 54th’s assault on Fort Wagner. The 
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significance of a Black regiment on a forward advance in enemy territory was substantial, 

particularly for slaves they encountered in the South, but also for the newspaper audience 

at home wondering how they would perform. The valiant assault on Fort Wagner was 

immortalized, and almost every textbook mentioned the 54th’s famed attack. Reports that 

they were qualified, capable, and disciplined must have been gratifying for Gooding. He 

also chronicled illnesses and deaths, and relayed that the men were stricken with disease; 

although in being so afflicted, he proved that they equitably carried the burden all 

soldiers faced. His own death in Andersonville prison camp, when described to those 

following his letters in The New Bedford Mercury, underscored the 54th’s sacrifices. 

Gooding documented injustices, such as unequal pay, non-promotion of African 

American soldiers, and racism from both Northerners and Southerners, and these were 

also presented in textbooks. By explaining that the federal government broke principles 

when it did not pay soldiers equitably, Gooding took a moral stand with which many 

could sympathize. The service of Black men helped establish their standing in society and 

proved they were men and citizens, rather than brutes.  

However, Gooding also expressed views and motivations that contrasted with 

what was commonly presented in textbooks. First, any in-depth investigation of his life 

was different. His words showed how the Civil War impacted the communities of free 

Black men and women in the North — a community nearly missing from popular 

textbooks. Because their voices were absent, one might be left with the impression that 

they were disinterested or inactive. Instead, we saw from Gooding’s letters that many free 

blacks cared and joined organizations to participate in the war effort.  
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Gooding’s letters contained many enlightening facts that texts did not. The fact 

that New Bedford’s city council made financial provisions for the men’s families, and 

that they received many donated supplies, emphasized that city’s commitment to the 

creation of an African American regiment. Students could contrast this with the letters of 

Waldo to demonstrate the complexity of racism in the era. For many who either watched 

the film Glory or read only textbook accounts, the 54th’s service started and ended with 

Fort Wagner. It might surprise them to learn of the regiment’s experiences in Georgia, 

South Carolina, and Florida, particularly civilians’ respectful reaction to their presence.  

Gooding’s stories about the camaraderie he experienced as a soldier — the games, 

feasts, holidays, and church services — humanized the men. Perhaps readers recognized 

their own community among the men of the 54th. Their focus could not always be about 

larger issues and statements; by showing the ways the men interacted and relaxed, 

Gooding illustrated their humanity. The soldiers paid attention to events as they 

happened, and were willing to make the sacrifices required to contribute.   

Gooding’s letters provided a richer understanding of events through the unique 

lens of a free Black man and soldier, an alternate viewpoint major textbooks did not 

typically include. For example, when the men were denied equal pay, he wrote of their 

commitment to keep fighting, in spite of the injustice. None of the textbooks used in this 

study listed this perspective. Events like the reaction of Southern locals (some of whom 

were White Confederates, some White Union sympathizers, and others African 

Americans) to Black soldiers were not mentioned in the other primary sources. He felt 

their regiment was in a unique position to interact with slaves and contraband regiments. 
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Traditional texts left out Black soldiers and how they provided each other with critical 

support. Gooding’s letters enforced that the Civil War also impacted people of color, 

whose concerns were not often included in textbooks.  

From the diary of Emilie Davis, a reader would learn about the life of a free Black 

woman from Philadelphia. No textbook contained more than one reference to this group 

(see Table 6.2). When it did, it was typically about a famous woman like Sojourner 

Truth. The books ignored the contributions of this underrepresented group, especially in 

regard to regular people.  

Davis’s experiences have the potential to be truly educational. Her life, including 

her work, friends, and gossip in the community, humanized the experiences of free Black 

women. Like other women whose primary sources were included in this study, the 

females with whom Davis interacted formed an integral social network of school, church, 

and even political organizations. Her entries revealed the interdependence of women 

within this community, and the social mores of the time. Further, she revealed how free 

Blacks in Philadelphia relied upon each other in the face of open hostility from whites.   

African American institutions were integral to free Blacks in the North, but this 

was not discussed in the textbook. In her documents, Davis described these groups, such 

as the Institute for Colored Youth, the Ladies’ Union Association, the Social, Civil and 

Statistical Association of the Colored People of Pennsylvania, and the Seventh Street 

Presbyterian Church, as the center of her wartime life.  

Davis recorded how she and her community reacted to crucial events such as the 

Emancipation Proclamation and Lincoln’s assassination. It proved that free Black women 
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were concerned and had opinions.  Davis provided a unique perspective — that of a free 

Black woman. It reminded those who study the Civil War as a series of big events that it 

was lived first by human beings. The outcome of the war did not aid Davis specifically 

— her legal status did not change. Yet she was active in institutions that helped the Union 

generally, and African Americans specifically. She was excited to do so. The real 

significance of her diary was that it showed a free Black woman’s everyday life. Davis 

provided valuable perspective that most Civil War textbooks did not have.  

From the letters, diaries, and interviews of slaves, one earned about their common 

experiences. Some aspects aligned with the depiction of slaves in textbooks. The war 

upended their lives, and left them with an imperfect freedom.  

Several times textbooks reported a specific event and slaves’ reactions. These, 

however, were more multidimensional than the textbooks portrayed. Ward noted that 

some described the Emancipation Proclamation as beneficial, while others called it 

ineffectual. Several textbooks recorded slaves’ appreciation for Lincoln. But the primary 

sources revealed some did not think very highly of him, viewing his participation in their 

liberation as begrudging, and his work unfinished. Several textbooks mentioned 

contraband soldiers, and the flight of slaves from plantations as the Union army 

approached. They did not explain the reaction of slaves to Black troops. The presence of 

armed Black men was symbolic, fulfilling lifelong dreams, and motivated many to join. 

Others, however, were suspicious about the army. They thought incentives to join were 

meant to dupe them into becoming cannon fodder, or worried about repercussions for 

families left behind. Life in contraband camp was physically difficult, and the men 
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encountered prejudice, starvation, and exposure.  

A number of slaves’ reactions to the approaching Union army were not what 

might be expected. Some protected and sustained their masters, particularly if they were 

house servants. Their proximity to the White family made them feel part of the unit. 

Despite not having freedom, some slaves were upset when their master went to war, 

looked after the plantation in his absence, and intervened to save the lives of Whites. On 

the other hand, some slaves fully cooperated with the army, handing over valuables and 

revealing hidden items.  

The textbooks and interviews aligned in other ways. Textbooks and former slaves 

alike described acts of slave sabotage and rebellion. Slaves witnessed an overwhelming 

number of deaths. They were often the first on a field after a battle, burying bodies, and 

the images stayed with them forever. Although many texts alluded to depredations by the 

Union army, particularly on Sherman’s March, none framed this in reference to slaves. 

The rape of Black women was a common occurrence.  

Slaves were overjoyed to finally be free, but they also experienced conflicting 

feelings, such as worry, uncertainty, and disbelief. They navigated tasks they had never 

performed, such as budgeting and buying groceries. With no education, money, land, or 

livestock, there were few options. As incredible as it must have been, it was also difficult. 

Ultimately, however, both textbooks and primary sources revealed that freedom meant 

families could reunite, and former slaves could choose their own (limited) path.   

Primary sources also revealed views and experiences that contrasted with 

common textbook topics. Slaves arguably had the most at stake in the war. Yet textbooks 
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only mentioned slaves a fraction of the number of times as soldiers; they essentially serve 

as a side story, rather than a core narrative of the Civil War (despite slavery being the 

main cause for the war). Ward’s compilation gave us a sense of the war as an unrelenting 

and dramatic interruption, in their own words, and from their underrepresented 

perspective. There was no one singular experience for a slave. Loyalties were complex 

and students might be surprised to read them. Hope for a Northern victory did not rule 

out concern for some Southern whites. Longing for freedom often accompanied fear of 

what would happen after emancipation. Many historians have described at length the 

complexity of freed formerly enslaved people and their different reactions to the physical 

and psychological violence done to them during slavery. Enslaved people hoped for 

freedom, but were afraid of the unknown. They resented slavery but sometimes clung to 

it as the only lifestyle they had known. Examining the experiences of slaves could be a 

chance to go beyond viewing the war as a series of events and battles, to seeing how 

people lived through it.  

None of the books referenced the slaves whose loyalties stayed with their former 

masters (often by force or for survival), nor the acts of kindness toward southern Whites 

when confronted by the Union army. None mentioned the exodus of slaves sent south and 

west when the war started, in their owners’ efforts to hide them, scattering families on the 

eve of deliverance. None referenced those slaves who went with their owners to war. The 

textbooks did not mention how slaves shaped battles. At Vicksburg, for example, they 

dug trenches, advised Grant where to land his men, and helped at army hospitals. None of 

the texts cited the invaluable information slaves provided to the Union army at 
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considerable risk, including the location of resources and habits of the enemy. Again, by 

streamlining their rendering of slaves, textbooks missed opportunities to show the 

complexity of the Civil War, and another demographic who lived through it.  

From the letters of Samuel Rush Watkins, a reader would learn about the 

experiences of Confederate soldiers, a viewpoint often presented in textbooks. Watkins 

was a farmer from the rural South, as were most soldiers in the Confederate army. Like 

others, he suffered from shortages in food and supplies. He performed the typical duties 

of a soldier as described in textbooks. Conscription angered him, and he wrote honestly 

about Confederate leaders. He admired President Jefferson Davis, and generals Lee and 

Joseph Johnston, but also criticized others — Benjamin Bragg and Stonewall Jackson. 

Like other southerners, he was eager to fight and not miss the excitement. Later, he 

recounted stories of injuries and illnesses, particularly unusual ones. He was wounded 

three times, and constantly witnessed death.  

Pieces of his diary did not align with the usual depiction of Confederate soldiers. 

Like all the others described in this study, his actions and philosophies were more 

complex than those in textbooks. Watkins never fully explained his attitude about 

slavery, and did not express that saving it motivated him to fight. He referred to “negro 

troops” as “rascals,” and both disparaged and wrote approvingly of African Americans 

(Watkins, p. 194). He represented many soldiers who fought to uphold slavery, but did 

not personally own slaves. His motivation to enlist seemed to be more out of Confederate 

patriotism and the momentum of his friends. He was never stridently prejudiced in his 

entries. Like Waldo, he had many pleasant interactions with Union soldiers, usually with 
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average men on picket duty. Sometimes they traded food and conversation. Other times 

they exchanged insults across a distance. Watkins showed that many men fought on 

principle, rather than out of anger at specific people or generalized causes. He was part of 

an exciting and intoxicating event, enjoying many aspects of the watershed event. He was 

most enthusiastic noting the zeal of his fellow soldiers. He thought those in charge took 

all the glory while those who served went unnamed and suffered the most. In fact, 

Watkins criticized Jackson, and claimed that many did; this was lost in Jackson’s 

depiction in textbooks. Watkins’ descriptions authenticated the Southern soldier’s 

experience in a way that could supplement textbooks and delineate the average 

Confederate as much less of an automaton or statistic.  

From the diary of Emma LeConte, a reader would learn about the representative 

experiences of a Confederate female slaveholder in the Civil War. Some aspects of her 

life aligned with the depiction of those women in textbooks. The war upended her entire 

life. She described her dread as it became clear that slavery would end, her city would be 

invaded, and her family endangered. She was an active participant in the institutions of 

her society. Her attitudes about race were informative in that she displayed contradicting 

and self-serving attitudes. She relied upon and wrote affectionately about specific slaves, 

while taking for granted their services and loyalty. She heavily depended upon slave 

labor, particularly after Union soldiers invaded Columbia, and wrote that they were “kind 

and faithful” (LeConte, 1957, p. 112). In subsequent entries, she was bitterly abusive 

towards those same people, once it was clear they were leaving. She noted with revulsion 

the behavior of newly freed slaves and Black soldiers, whom she decried as inferior.  She 
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was thrilled to hear of Lincoln’s assassination as a bit of good news at the end of the war. 

Reading this could offset perspectives usually found in textbooks.  

Pieces of her diary did not align with the usual depiction of Confederate women. 

First, there were not many portrayals of these women in textbooks. When depictions were 

there, they were generalized statements, or an illustrative quote. When examined in 

detail, LeConte’s diary showed the desperation and drama that the Confederacy’s 

collapse brought to her community. Aside from economics, textbooks almost completely 

ignored the women’s home lives. Her diary elucidated family relationships, the struggle 

to find food and supplies, and education. The texts omitted Southern women as a 

community, and how they provided each other with crucial support. Her entries proved 

the war was not just military in nature, but also consequential for those waiting for the 

outcome, and whose presence, much less concerns, were rarely included in textbooks.  

The nature of the Civil War as depicted in these source sets varied in detail. But 

they were similar in showing that the conflict dominated all aspects of the subjects’ lives: 

economic, political, and social. No one was exempt, and no one’s experience was less 

worthy of note, in spite of the impression left by textbooks. Also, their perspectives 

varied, even within a demographic group. Primary source sets revealed that war, like 

those it affected, was complicated, multifaceted, and all-encompassing. Their words 

showed how the Civil War impacted communities whose life at home, aside from 

economics, was almost completely missing from popular textbooks. Because women’s 

voices, in particular, were absent, students might think they were disinterested or 

inactive. Instead, many did care and joined organizations to participate. They paid 
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attention to and considered themselves a part of the war effort. Textbook authors and, 

through them, history departments, showed students the groups they valued by including 

their stories. Students could infer that excluded groups were not as important or worthy 

as the dominant groups portrayed. 
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CHAPTER 7: SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

The previous chapters presented an analysis of textbooks and historical 

documents. This closing chapter offers an overview and conclusion. The chapter begins 

with a review of the research questions and proceeds to an analysis of the results. I then 

address the implications of this study for teachers and practice, policy, and students with 

suggestions for further research. The purpose of the study was to take the research 

methodology of critical analysis and apply it to high school history textbooks and 

primary sources. I used historical narrative and categorical analysis approaches and 

included specific steps and evaluation tools. I analyzed textbooks and historical 

documents for embedded messages, predominant themes, and the Civil War narrative 

they created for the average student.  

During this study, I investigated themes running through both Civil War primary 

source documents and U.S. history textbooks’ chapters on the Civil War.  I asked the 

following questions: How do they represent the nature of war? Do primary sources, such 

as diaries and letters, corroborate or contradict the content of popular U.S. history 

secondary textbooks? Are there underrepresented groups in the primary sources that are 

missing in the textbooks? To answer these questions, I explored the following topics in 

depth: 1) The coverage of themes of the Civil War in major U.S. history textbooks. 2) 

Themes of the Civil War presented in a variety of primary sources. 3) Consistencies and 

inconsistencies between textbooks and primary sources. 
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Summary of Findings  

How Do Textbooks and Primary Sources Represent the Nature of War? 

From my analysis, there was evidence that Civil War primary source documents 

and U.S. history textbooks’ chapters on the Civil War represent the nature of war 

differently. All the textbooks were organized chronologically around major themes such 

as society, economy, politics and, particularly, major battles. This emphasized shallow 

content coverage and generally, authors neglected or only superficially addressed events 

or people that might have been relevant to students. Women, racial and ethnic groups, 

and people of lower economic classes were especially underrepresented, even though 

many students reading the books themselves fall into these categories. As such, textbooks 

left out or cursorily addressed parts of history that students were likely to be interested in 

and therefore remember. The problem of covering a large, complex topic in a small space 

was evident throughout. Even when quoting real people, the textbooks used statements 

following a pattern that we already knew was unsuccessful: war chiefly presented 

through battles, impacted or noticed mostly by well-known men. This implied that the 

opinions or experiences of others were less noteworthy, important or historic. The 

textbooks packaged the Civil War in shallow, forgettable, bland paragraphs. Although 

they included important terms and names, few paragraphs prompted questions about the 

morality, conduct, or nature of war. Although they presented many facts, they did not 

engage students with content in a lively way or through multiple and complex 

perspectives. The textbooks were relentlessly neutral in that they rarely made any value 

judgements that weren’t obvious. For example, all criticized slavery as an institution, but 
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none explored northern racism with any depth. So, in using neutral sounding language, 

they still wrote from a specific perspective (maybe even a political one), that was 

omniscient in tone, and provoked little critical thought. This neutral language teaches 

students to passively accept sanitized versions of history.  

The primary source documents humanized the war in a way the textbooks did not. 

The source sets in this study showed how the Civil War dramatically and specifically 

impacted all aspects of the lives of White Union soldiers, White immigrant Union 

soldiers, Union-affiliated White women, free Black male soldiers from the North, free 

Black women from the North, male and female enslaved people, Confederate soldiers, 

and Confederate female slaveholders-in other words, more than just white male 

politicians or plantation owners. If the textbooks covered these demographics, they did so 

superficially. The primary sources were redolent with details about gender, race, and 

social and economic positions of regular people. They included charming anecdotes and 

relatable circumstances. Although the primary sources frequently discussed battles, they 

contained often-overlooked perspectives about those conflicts, beyond the military 

statistics. For example, Emilie Davis’s fears about free African Americans being 

kidnapped into slavery was a real factor within her community in the days surrounding 

the battle of Gettysburg. None of the textbooks mentioned it. As shown through my 

analysis of textbook quotes, if students only read these chapters, they could infer that the 

Civil War barely impacted women and immigrants. They would also think the 

proportional importance to African American slaves and freed men and women were less 

than to White Union and Confederate soldiers. The primary sources, however, 
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demonstrated that the war greatly impacted all segments of society, in more ways than 

militarily, and showed there were profound and complicated social, economic, and 

political repercussions to the Civil War.  

Primary Sources and how they Align with and Contradict the Textbooks 

 The primary source sets and textbooks contained much of the same content. Both 

described typical realities for many soldiers and daily hardships. Each demonstrated that 

the war caused massive physical upheaval, throwing together millions of people who 

otherwise might never have left their state. Both reported large battles and small 

skirmishes, and typical illnesses and injuries including dysentery, lice, and amputations. 

They substantiated that soldiers encountered feast and famine, and performed typical 

duties. Almost every textbook mentioned the Massachusetts’ 54th’s service and its famed 

attack on Fort Wagner, as well as the significance of Black men serving as soldiers, 

helping establish their standing as men in society and proving they were citizens rather 

than brutes. Texts showed how the war upended slaves’ lives, and left them with an 

imperfect freedom. Textbooks and former slaves alike described acts of slave sabotage 

and rebellion. Freedom meant families could reunite, and former slaves could choose 

their own (limited) path. Women’s lives were upended.  

Primary sources, however, included views and motivations that often contrasted 

with textbook content. Many soldiers were not patriotic or idealistic; instead, they were 

more concerned with practical matters. Average soldiers’ opinions about each other and 

their enemies varied. They often fought for principle rather than anger, and the 

relationship between “enemies” was complicated. The White Union soldier whose diary I 
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analyzed used racial slurs, criticized Republicans and the Emancipation Proclamation, 

and dispelled the notion Union soldiers all favored abolition. It might have also surprised 

students to learn how often soldiers had little to do. The Civil War would have been 

educational for its participants, and impacted their lives, and therefore American politics 

and history, long past their service. One might even argue that these points are more 

important for students to understand than the actual battles, which were significant, but a 

minor part of even the soldier’s service. Textbooks rarely mentioned women, and then 

almost always in circumspect, generalized roles, so their depiction in primary sources 

seldom aligned. Primary sources showed that the war inserted itself into all aspects of 

their lives-homes, churches, schools, and society. Northern and southern women 

supported the war effort and worked with other women to contribute through available 

institutions. The war was a constant and dramatic interruption, although they never 

fought in battle. Confederate women represented in the primary source also had varied 

perspectives. LeConte displayed contradicting and self-serving attitudes. She relied upon 

and wrote affectionately about specific slaves and was bitterly abusive toward those same 

people. The communities of free Black men and women in the North is nearly missing 

from popular textbooks. One might be left with the impression that they were 

disinterested or inactive. Instead, we saw from Gooding’s letters and Davis’s diary that 

many free African Americans cared and joined organizations to participate in the war 

effort. African American institutions were integral to their lives. Once again, the primary 

sources provided a richer understanding of events than major textbooks. Several times 

textbooks reported a specific event and slaves’ reactions. Events like the Emancipation 
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Proclamation, people who were contraband soldiers, the slaves’ opinions of Abraham 

Lincoln, and their interactions with the Union army were more multidimensional than the 

textbooks portrayed. Although many texts alluded to depredations by the Union army, 

particularly on Sherman’s March, none framed this in reference to slaves. Slaves 

arguably had the most at stake in the war. Yet textbooks only mentioned slaves a fraction 

of the number of times as soldiers; they essentially serve as a side story, rather than a core 

narrative of the Civil War (despite slavery being the main cause for the war). Ward’s 

compilation gave us a sense of the war as an unrelenting and dramatic interruption, in 

their own words, and from their underrepresented perspective. There was no one singular 

experience for a slave, although textbooks streamlined their rendering of slaves, missing 

opportunities to show the complexity of the Civil War.  

The nature of the Civil War as depicted in these source sets varied in detail; 

however, they were similar in showing that the conflict dominated all aspects of the 

subjects’ lives: economic, political, and social. No one was exempt, and no one’s 

experience was less worthy of note, in spite of the impression left by textbooks. Also, 

their perspectives varied, even within a demographic group. Primary source sets revealed 

that war, like those it affected, was complicated, multifaceted, and all-encompassing.  

Implications  

Teachers: Practice and Policy 

The findings of my research contribute to our understanding that history 

textbooks alone are not effective in interesting and educating students. The textbooks, 

while presenting history as a complete story by using an omniscient narrative, were 
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missing many perspectives, and thus potentially contained problematic single stories of 

the past. Moreover, their omissions of these voices can be seen as presenting historical 

inaccuracies. If instead of the textbook alone (or in place of a textbook), students also 

read primary sources, their understanding would be much different.  

The concept of document-based inquiry-oriented curriculum has potential to 

transform the history classroom, especially in relation to the teaching of the Civil War. 

There could be a future inquiry-based curriculum to include more voices, as a contrast to 

what is written in textbooks about the Civil War. “Inquiry-based instruction is a student-

centered approach where the instructor guides the students through questions posed, 

methods designed, and data interpreted by the students. Through inquiry, students 

actively discover information to support their investigations” (Alper, 2018, p. 2).  As 

Loewen (2010) stated, history comes alive when students do, rather than merely read, 

history (p. 83). A digital curriculum to supplement the textbook could be popular. 

Teachers could teach about the Civil War through resources from a small group of people 

who have different perspectives, instead of only lecturing about battles and conditions. 

This method might better spark a student’s curiosity, a more meaningful and complex 

goal than merely offering information. And presenting an old story in a new way, from 

differing perspectives, could instigate interest in the topic with both teachers and 

students, beyond mere factual recall. VanSledright (2011), argued that an inquiry-

oriented approach to history teaching and learning fosters a sense of citizenship through 

the critical skills of historical investigation (p. 16). VanSledright (2014) also noted that 

using simple recall or recognition as the main activity in class or in assessments fails to 
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assess the full range of crucial forms of knowledge that enable historical understanding.  

Swan, Lee, Mueller, and Day (2014) authored a framework for exploring inquiry-

based instruction in social studies, and emphasized skills over content. In it, they 

provided logical, and thorough steps for students to use to work with historic accounts, 

rooted in research done by scholars who have explored inquiry-based education for 

decades: 

Historical questions, then, demand that students search out relevant accounts; 

identify what types of accounts they are; attribute them to authors; assess the 

authors’ perspectives, language, motives, and agendas; and judge the reliability of 

those texts for addressing the questions posed (VanSledright and Afflerbach, 

2005; Wineburg, 2001). They also do whatever they can to read these authors 

slowly, closely, and within the historical context of the period in which they lived 

(Reisman, 2012; Wineburg, 2001). Students then convert those accounts into 

forms of evidence for making claims about what occurred and why (Lee, 2005; 

Lee & Shemilt, 2003). These claims are justified through a process of evidence 

corroboration in which the way the evidence preponderates or comes together 

supports certain claims over others. Collectively, the evidence-justified claims 

serve as a form of historical understanding (p. 87).  

Titled the College, Career, and Civic Life (C3) Framework for Social Studies State 

Standards, it “offers guidance and support for rigorous student learning” (Swan et al., 

2014, p. 17).  They called this guidance an “Inquiry Arc,” a “set of interlocking and 

mutually reinforcing ideas that feature the four Dimensions of informed inquiry” (p. 17).  
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 Swan et al. (2014) advocated as Dimension One the “use of compelling and 

supporting questions, both teacher- and student-generated, as a central element of the 

teaching and learning process” (p. 17). These should be “vigorously explored” and 

followed by relevant and interesting supporting questions (p. 17). This challenging 

process requires that teachers guide their students through.  

Dimension Two “provides the backbone for the Inquiry Arc,” and is called 

“Applying Disciplinary Concepts and Tools” (Swan et al., 2014, p. 17). Swan et al. 

(2014) “included four subsections—civics, economics, geography, and history—which 

include descriptions of the structure and tools of the disciplines as well as the habits of 

mind common in those disciplines” (p. 12). The disciplinary concepts described in 

Dimension Two by Swan et al. (2014)  

provide a solid base from which students can begin constructing answers to their 

questions. Equally important, however, is knowing how to fill in the gaps in their 

knowledge by learning how to work from sources and evidence in order to 

develop claims and counter-claims (p. 18). 

A teacher would help students access these many sources, decipher which are 

useful, and, as Swan et al. (2014) point out in Dimension Three, aid with “Evaluating 

Sources and Using Evidence” (p. 18). These sources and evidence will help students 

develop conclusions to their questions, as they work with them. As they accumulate 

support for their position, they can also anticipate counter-arguments. Swan et al. (2014) 

claimed that “making and supporting evidence-based claims and counter-claims is key to 

student capacity to construct explanations and arguments” (p. 18). These are skills that go 
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beyond the mere memorization of facts for the purpose of passing one exam. Students 

can use these skills forever.  

Swan et al. (2014) in Dimension Four recommended that in “Communicating 

Conclusions and Taking Informed Action … although individual essays, group projects, 

and other classroom-based written assessments, both formal and informal” can be used, 

teachers can also “include a range of venues and a variety of forms (e.g., discussions, 

debates, policy analyses, video productions, and portfolios) (p. 19). Students can work 

individually, in groups, or with the whole class. The teacher should facilitate independent 

and collaborative learning environments. It has the added benefit of developing students’ 

future civic and career skills requirements. The goal is to develop explanations and to be 

able to make and support arguments.  

Existing History departments and teacher preparation programs must help 

teachers develop their fluency in working with these sources, with a greater emphasis on 

course depth rather than breadth. At some point, we cannot cram more topics or events 

into our syllabus. Instead we must decide the approach to historic content can actually be 

improved if we “cover” less and work better with what we do teach. What satisfaction 

can be gained in assigning the entire book if students remember little and develop few 

academic skills along the way? Lessons and practical tools must be developed, and 

teachers should be supported and given time to do this. Then, teachers need to be able to 

reflect on their practices after they have been instituted. Collaboration within departments 

is also vital. Teachers could benefit greatly by comparing with their peers what has 

worked well and what has not. The adoption of this philosophy by those who create state 
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history standards and tests would be significant. Perhaps the inclusion of historians on 

these boards would help. 

In spite of vast potential, primary sources might intimidate or frustrate instructors 

and students whose methods are embedded in traditional educational approaches. Swan et 

al. (2014) pointed out that “challenging those nascent and often ill-formed questions, 

strategies, and conclusions can be very difficult, particularly if teachers are unaware of 

them,” (p. 84).  Analyzing ambitious or conflicting sources in not easy without some 

effort. They will often see that there are competing perspectives about the same event. At 

the end of the lesson, however, as Swan et al. (2014) explained,  

learning to think historically (or economically, or geographically, or politically) 

helps children and adolescents let go of some of their less-productive ideas and 

develop richer ones that aid in their understandings of the social and cultural 

world (Donovan & Bransford, 2005) (p. 88). 

Teachers are accustomed to controlling student behavior. In our lessons, we often 

carefully structure how they arrive at an answer. With an inquiry-based approach, 

however, there is often more than one way to arrive at more than one answer. Students 

can still be held accountable for their education, Alper (2018) stated, because 

they were required to produce evidence for the completion of the case study 

regardless of their chosen solution. This shift offered (her) the time to 

differentiate and support their individual needs. (She) could check in with 

students who were struggling to progress through the inquiry and ask thought-

provoking questions to challenge more advanced students’ understanding (p. 11). 
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Inquiry-based lessons are not simply about the information learned, they are also about 

the process of discovering information. 

 Teachers are often driven to “cover” a very specific curriculum. It is how they 

were taught, and is efficient and convenient when trying to standardize what all students 

in a course learn. We teach high school history through survey courses, adding content 

yearly. Teachers and textbook authors sprint through 500 pages to cover material that 

might be on a standardized exam. In inquiry-based learning, however, “processes, not 

content, need to be the focus … If students better understand the process of inquiry, 

content will uncover itself along the way” (Alper, 2018, p. 13). 

A lack of confidence in inquiry-based teaching and learning might make teachers 

and students uncomfortable. Teachers who have never taught in this manner, students 

accustomed to success with previous methods, or students who don’t want to work 

through the process might resist. With more than one “right” approach and answer, 

however, students can choose paths that interest them. They develop more responsibility 

for their own education. “Wrestling with messy, open-ended questions allowed students 

to understand the content more deeply” (Alper, 2018). Teachers also need to take more 

initiative supplementing texts with items students find more interesting. For example, 

there are dozens of examples from the primary sources used in this research that teachers 

could use to encourage students to think about the Civil War with more depth. For 

example, Gooding wrote of the Massachusetts 54th Regiment receiving donations from 

citizens of New Bedford, and how the city council made financial provisions for the 

men’s families. This could serve as an interesting contrast with Waldo’s overt racism. In 
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another lesson, the sources could show the experiences of slaves, beyond viewing the war 

as a series of events and battles, to seeing how people lived through it. In other words, the 

sources could be invaluable in emboldening students to consider content beyond the 

traditional textbook.  

My analysis has revealed textbooks treat the Civil War superficially, and therefore 

make it forgettable. In doing this, bigger messages about war are also lost. Primary 

sources sometimes uphold the traditional information contained within textbooks, but 

more often they reveal content and messages no textbook conveys. Some textbooks are 

better than others. Texts are marginally less “painted over” than they used to be, in that 

they do include a few perspectives, but are still not accurate or far-reaching enough. They 

marginalize or ignore large segments of society. Proper use of primary sources could 

enhance students’ perspectives about the Civil War specifically, and the concept of war 

generally. At this time, however, many districts emphasize content coverage rather than 

in-depth understanding. Interestingly, the College Board’s Advanced Placement program 

has specifically redesigned their course recommendations and exams to encourage 

historical thinking skills and a deeper understanding of content. It remains to be seen 

whether this makes its way into high school History classrooms. Additionally, continuing 

to teach history “as a fixed story to be learned and retold or as facts that should be 

memorized does not prepare students to be citizens making informed decisions based on 

evidence or navigating multiple competing perspectives” (Martell, 2011).  

Students 

With more primary sources, learners may become interested or motivated to 
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understand and retain events. The primary sources make the Civil War more relatable 

because they spotlight people rather than statistics. The student would better understand a 

number of issues, including (but not limited to) what motivates people to fight wars, that 

war, although an adventure, is filled with brutal realities, and that war is often much more 

boring than is portrayed. Levine (2001) found that these sources can enable students to 

stretch their boundaries of understanding, teach the young to value our intellectual 

heritage not by rote but through comprehension and examination; to refuse to simplify 

our culture beyond recognition by limiting our focus to only one segment of American 

society and instead to open up the entire society to thoughtful examination (p. 21). With 

some guidance, and a historical source, students can critically examine both the era and 

the source. Perhaps carefully selected and presented primary sources can help make 

History class less boring and about memorization, and more about human beings and 

their complicated, brutal, and exhilarating experiences. Simply, students might better 

learn what we are trying to teach them.  

Teacher Preparation and Professional Development 

 Based upon my research, there are several recommendations that can be made for 

preparing preservice and inservice teachers to use primary source sets instead of 

textbooks. They must be shown and perhaps convinced that it is beneficial, and that the 

effort to incorporate them will be effective in teaching historical skills as well as content. 

Since many teachers were themselves trained to use textbooks and recall (and achieved a 

measure of success in this method), they might have to be both trained in how to 

successfully work with primary sources, and be convinced to want to do so. There must 
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be supports created to sustain and extend this work. Then, these curriculum supports 

should be integrated in a way that encourages students to develop new skills, such as the 

consideration of alternate views, not just to assist old skills such as recall.  

 Professional development would be a key part of this process. However, teachers 

have many demands upon their time. Fortunately, professional organizations such as 

Teaching Tolerance or The College Board have created hundreds of lessons organized 

around primary sources. These are, for the most part, free of charge and are available on 

the Internet. These organizations provide attractively compiled learning plans, plan 

builders, student texts and tasks, kits, and posters to minimize the amount of heavy lifting 

that teachers would have to do to start such lessons. These groups conduct day-long 

workshops in which teachers are trained. Because the teachers act as students in these 

events, they can see for themselves their efficacy and experience what it is like to 

participate in them. If schools are unable or unwilling to commit full days, trainings can 

be conducted within departments, or there can be self-guided learning using facilitator 

guides. They even offer Webcasts and podcasts. My research has shown that they will be 

able to see that the primary sources add much more depth, and represent many more 

perspectives than textbook content alone. 

Recommendations for Future Research 

This study illuminates how primary sources, in representing varied, different, and 

complex voices in history, could better interest and educate students. A study examining 

real students in a real classroom would help to determine whether this theory works in 

practice. Student outcomes were not examined to see whether test scores improved with 
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the use of primary sources. It is possible that frustration on the part of both teachers and 

students would negate any benefits we would hope to achieve. I assume that most 

teachers were themselves educated in a system that emphasized a text-centered 

curriculum. Students unfamiliar with the rigorous academic work involved in analyzing 

primary sources might protest. 

Research into teachers’ interest and enthusiasm for working with primary sources 

has been conducted. Wineburg and others have significantly explored the positive impact 

of the development of historical reasoning (Reisman & Wineburg, 2008; Wilson & 

Wineburg, 1988; Wineburg, 2001; Wineburg, Martin, & Monte-Sano, 2013). Pellecchia 

(2015) established that “when teachers introduce students to the ways of thinking of the 

discipline of history, they also encourage critical literacy” (p. 2).  

There is still some hesitation on the part of teachers, however. Martin (2008) 

concluded that, although recommendations have been made by scholars to transform 

history education through using historical thinking in routine instruction, little has been 

done to “dislodge this focus on memorization” (p. iv). Monte-Sano (2006) found that 

although working on argumentation and historical reasoning in specific classrooms did 

not always directly correlate to improved data, that “certain teaching practices are 

influential: namely, scaffolding, explicit instruction and modeling, guided practice, and 

feedback” (p. iv).  

 The use of primary sources to encourage historical skills must be structured. 

Stripling (2011) found that “primary sources do have a positive impact on the 

development of empathy” (p. 225). However, she discovered that primary sources must 
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be  

contextualized in order to have value for interpretation (and secondary sources are 

important for providing that context); the importance of mediating influence by a 

teacher or librarian in the use of primary sources and the development of 

empathy; (and) the indication that cognitive empathy must be developed before 

emotive empathy (p. 226).  

Students of all ability levels can work with primary sources, with effective support. 

Fisher (2018) studied struggling readers and their success with primary sources. She 

found they had the best impact “when teachers used a consistent lesson plan that began 

with use of visuals to engage students (p. 72), introduced content relevant to the sources 

(p. 80), modeled effective reading and historical thinking strategies (p. 83), and provided 

students time to practice the strategies modeled (p. 86)”. Teachers will also have to 

acclimate to the integration of primary sources. Garcia (2015) concluded that  

after selecting and using primary sources in a lesson, teachers frequently return to 

previous information seeking activities depending on the results of the lesson, 

including whether the use of the primary sources facilitated student engagement 

and learning. As teachers continue to undergo the process of integrating primary 

sources, they gain scholarly and professional expertise in how to find, evaluate, 

and use primary sources to teach (pp. 185–186). 

Perhaps we are currently at a crossroads where teachers recognize the importance of 

developing historical thinking skills, but for various reasons, are hesitant to use primary 

sources to develop them. Snook (2017) concluded that  
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teachers indicated that the teaching of historical thinking skills should be a "very 

important" part of any social studies curriculum (they) also expressed varying 

degrees of concern over both the issue of maintaining student interest during 

extended teaching activities and the issue of finding the time necessary to fit these 

types of activities into an already crowded curriculum. All agreed, however, that 

the in-depth unit centered on a compelling question, presenting primary source 

evidence from opposing viewpoints, and requiring students to write a reflective 

essay answering the question, was so worthwhile that they would make 

adjustments to their curricula in order to include it (pp. v–vi).  

This study has the potential for strong contributions to the field of textbook 

research and how we might better use them in classrooms. However, more should be 

done to create complementary textbook supplements, tested through use with students, to 

ascertain their effectiveness. Future studies could compare the development of such 

resources for use in survey courses versus electives. It could also be helpful to examine 

more how students of different ages and ability levels worked with primary sources. To 

what degree are teachers already working with primary sources, and what form does this 

take? We must find out why, given what we already know about the usefulness of 

working with primary sources and its connection to historical skills, is there still 

hesitation on the part of teachers to use them? Are there other professionals in schools, 

such as Humanities Coordinators or librarians who can also reinforce this work? Is this 

hesitation also in university-level instructors? In institutions where teachers are 

attempting to integrate primary sources, what accounts for their feelings or success or 
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failure? Do they have any data to underscore their beliefs? What supports need to be put 

in place for optimum success? Can the development of historic empathy, created through 

this labor, extend elsewhere into a student’s life? What, if any, are the efforts of archivists 

and other information professionals to make primary source materials available?  

Conclusion 

This study supported the findings of previous scholars that the content of History 

textbooks has grown exponentially, at the expense of developing student skills and 

interests (Alridge, 2006; Fitzgerald, 1980; Graves & Slater, 1986; Loewen, 2008; Paxton, 

1999; Sewell, 1988; VanSledright, 2008). Also, textbooks adopt an omniscient tone 

portraying the dominant narrative of those who hold power in society, indoctrinating 

students politically, and marginalizing non-Whites, women, and the economically 

disadvantaged, among others (Anyon, 1979; Fitzgerald, 1980; Loewen, 2008; Martell & 

Hashimoto-Martell, 2012).  

Primary source use in classrooms has become increasingly important and 

analyzed.  When properly used, they can be a valuable teaching tool (Cowgill, 2015). 

Learning history through primary sources helps engage students, develop critical thinking 

skills, and encourages them to construct and integrate knowledge (Barton & Levstik, 

2009; Library of Congress, n.d; VanSledright, 2011). Keohane (1950) noted that 

“dissatisfaction with traditional lecture-textbook-supplementary reading program” was 

growing, and called for a “renewed emphasis upon the use of primary, in place of 

secondary, materials” as a “long overdue corrective” (p. 213). In 1971, Danzer advocated 

that “Primary sources are the ore from which history is produced,” and that they provide 
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“warmth, color, and the flavor of the time” (p. 66). Use of primary sources is not without 

risk. Primary sources can be inaccurate and show only one perspective. One must judge 

why the source has been chosen and who is doing the choosing. Teachers must carefully 

choose sources and guide students through their use (Barton, 2005; Riessman, 2003). I 

contend that artifacts, documents and photographs help students understand the 

complexity of historical questions.  

Due to political influences, and economic considerations, American History textbook 

authors have developed a sort of meaningless neutrality in their work. In other words, in 

their shallow coverage of a vast amount of inoffensive content, they have wrung much 

that is vital and engaging out of history lessons. Primary sources can counterbalance their 

efforts to homogenize and summarize. Carefully chosen, they represent those voices that 

textbooks marginalize or silence. In doing so, students can practice important academic 

and historic skills. Complexities of thought and appropriate discussions about the nature 

of war can be reintroduced to our lessons. Primary source-based education, integrated as 

a contrast to the textbook chapters about the Civil War, could have a positive impact in 

conjunction with improved-quality U.S. history textbooks and better-trained teachers. 
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APPENDIX A: ANALYSIS WORKSHEET 

Source/Textbook: 

Tell: 

What is the context in which the document was written? 

 

What is the perspective of the writer(s)? 

 

Transcribe: 

Abstract: How Does it Begin? 

 

Orientation: Who/What Does it Involve, and When/Where? 

 

Complicating Action: Then what happened? 

 

Resolution: What Finally Happened? 

 

Evaluation: So What? 

 

Coda: What does it all mean? 

 

Analysis: Vivid summary of basic elements of their experiences.  
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