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FOREWORD
The Better Angels of Academe

PATRICK G. WILLIAMS

Before readers witness what Dr. Sutherland hath wrought, let’s spare a few moments for Dan the man, the colleague, the citizen. I worked alongside—or at least down the hall from—Daniel E. Sutherland for close to a quarter of a century. Yet I have no idea how he votes. He’s something of an Anglophile, so maybe he’s a monarchist and doesn’t approve of voting. Maybe he’s an anarcho-syndicalist and thinks it’s useless. Or maybe he votes a straight ticket every chance he gets. I simply don’t know.

It’s not because we didn’t talk. We talked plenty and about all kinds of things. Sometimes we talked history, and sometimes we disagreed (readers can probably guess which of us got the better of these arguments). We talked about travel and literature, and we talked about sports—a lot (Lions and Tigers but never the Bears). As with so many Civil War historians, Sutherland knows his baseball teams as well as he knows the Army of Northern Virginia.

And it’s not because Sutherland wasn’t interested in current events. Indeed, he was our department’s most inveterate reader of newspapers. And if one wished to catch up on the news free of charge—or wrap a fish or line a birdcage—one merely needed to paw through the recycling bin nearest Dan’s office for that day’s Wall Street Journal, Arkansas Democrat-Gazette, New York Times, or Times-Picayune. Upon retiring, he left me an accumulation of news magazines stretching back nearly fifty years. Reading them—and keeping them—clearly indicates some commitment on his part to the here and now.

But Dan Sutherland and I just never found the occasion to discuss politics, which might seem strange since we both study the nineteenth century, when a man’s political allegiance was a central element of his public identity. Sutherland never seemed inclined to bring up public affairs—not those of the twentieth or twenty-first century anyway—nor did an encounter with him ever inspire one to rant on the latest outrage. Clues as to his actual sentiments were vanishingly few. When he uncharacteristically mentioned in 2012 that Mitt Romney had just announced Paul Ryan as his running mate, it was without inflection. The collection of campaign buttons he gave me while cleaning out his office proved too various to betray a specific political orientation. Yet Dan never seemed any less of a colleague or friend than those in the department who kept me mercilessly abreast of their opinions on public matters. Quite the contrary—his stowing away the soapbox nourished our community.

The general perception these days is of an academic world awash in politics: litmus tests, indoctrination, the dictatorship of the prolix-tariat. But Dan Sutherland’s career at the University of Arkansas gives the lie to the notion that enforced uniformity and proscriptive bile is the rule on our nation’s campuses. He showed his colleagues how a community of scholars could exist—and should exist—whose bonds are not ideological but instead lie in a common project, a common interest in a subject, a common devotion to students, and an enjoyment of one another’s company. Dan occasionally betrayed an impatience with busybodies and preeners but never, in my experience, with different points of view.

If Dan Sutherland has remained mysterious in certain ways, there are some things we can say for certain about him. He hails from Michigan and, despite many decades’ residence here in the Southland, has remained a true-blue Detroiter. He dedicated one book to the Red Wings’ Gordie Howe, and his interest in James McNeill Whistler traces back to a boyhood encounter at the Detroit Institute of Arts. Sutherland earned his B.A. at Wayne State University, and after two years’ active duty in the U.S. Navy, he returned there for his M.A. and PhD (1976). After visiting appointments at Wayne State and the University of Alabama, Sutherland climbed the tenure ladder at McNeese State University in Lake Charles, Louisiana. He came to the University of Arkansas in 1989, retiring at the rank of distinguished professor thirty-one years later.

Sutherland’s first books, published in the 1980s, reflected his interest in the social history of the Civil War and Reconstruction era and of the long nineteenth century more generally: Americans and their Servants: Domestic Service in the United States, 1800–1920; The Confederate Carpetbaggers, concerning white southerners who moved north as their Yankee counterparts headed the other way; and The Expansion of Everyday Life, 1860–1876.1 There followed the work on the war itself that inspired this volume. These books included edited reminiscences and diaries recording individuals’ experience of the conflict, chronicles of individual campaigns, and, most crucially, community studies.2 In addition to its rich detail, Seasons of War: The Ordeal of a Confederate Community, 1861–1865 experimented with narrative technique, rendering the wartime experience of Culpeper County, Virginia, in the present tense. A textbook he coauthored with Michael Fellman and Lesley J. Gordon, This Terrible War: The Civil War and Its Aftermath, has gone through three editions since appearing in 2003.3 Sutherland capped this aspect of his career with seminal studies of irregular warfare. A Savage Conflict: The Decisive Role of Guerrillas in the American Civil War won the Society of Civil War Historians Tom Watson Brown Award, which carries more prize money than most historians will ever see short of second careers in boxing.4

Astonishing those who didn’t know him well enough, Sutherland then beat his swords into paintbrushes. He turned to the history of American art and artists, publishing biographies of James McNeill Whistler and of Whistler’s iconic but little-known mother.5 Dan might as well have been writing about himself when he remembered his collaborator Michael Fellman and his mentor, Grady McWhiney, as men who “understood the value of seeing the broad sweep of history, not to fall into the trap of being a ‘Civil War historian,’ or ‘southern historian,’ or any ‘type’ of historian, but rather to extend oneself beyond a single, prescribed (and necessarily limiting) historical niche.”6

A scholar this prolific might be assumed to have been entirely consumed in his research and writing (we’ve failed to mention that it would take eight historians using all their fingers to count the articles and essays Sutherland has published in addition to his books). But Dan hit for the cycle, honored not only for what he wrote but also for his teaching and service.7 He directed twenty doctoral dissertations and a similar number of master’s theses at the University of Arkansas—some of whose authors (all grown up now) have contributed to this collection. And he was an impeccably good academic citizen, reliably turning out for every department function—even the predictably dreary ones—and serving on most every committee—even the predictably dreary ones. He even stooped to chairing our department for six years.

Dan Sutherland, then, offers us a model of scholarly achievement and niche evasion. But he also offers historians—and everybody else—a model of civility and civic virtue, good fellowship, and hard work. All of us in this enterprise, his example reminds us, should be friends. We must not be enemies.
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INTRODUCTION
Getting the Little Wars into the Books

G. DAVID SCHIEFFLER AND 
MATTHEW M. STITH

The new direction for Civil War history should be toward local history and a reconstruction of the stories of individual communities and their inhabitants. Only by concentrating on a limited geographic area can one hope to come to grips with the diversity and reality of the war. . . . Indeed, we shall very likely discover that there was no single real war, but rather several, perhaps many, wars, depending on geography. . . . Perhaps the Civil War was, after all, a composite of dozens, even hundreds, of little wars. It surely was something more than just a war between states.

—DANIEL E. SUTHERLAND, “Getting the ‘Real War’ into the Books”

We are ultimately confronted by the monstrous size, scope, and duration of the war. The mind boggles at the task of making sense of it, of comprehending it. One way to do this is to stay put, that is, to tell the story from a single place, a single vantage point. . . . Most people, even soldiers to a large extent, were spectators of the war, much like us. So, as spectators, we need a perch on which to sit and watch the action unfold.

—DANIEL E. SUTHERLAND, Seasons of War

In his essay by the same title, Walt Whitman lamented that the “real war would never get in the books.” Indeed, he worried, “future years will never know the seething hell and the black infernal background of countless minor scenes and interiors” of the Civil War. They would instead, Whitman predicted, be distracted by the generals and a “few great battles.” Historian Daniel E. Sutherland spent much of his career defying Whitman’s glum predictions, and this anthology in honor of Sutherland does its bit to peel back and analyze more layers of Whitman’s real war by focusing attention on a dozen of those “countless minor scenes and interiors.” The scholars in Hundreds of Little Wars examine communities across a vast geographic and social expanse in between major campaigns and battles in a blend of essays that together explore the war as it happened at the community level across the South. When taken as a whole, the twelve essays show that the many “little wars” off traditional battlefields represent the real Civil War, or at least a war as real and expansive as the conventional fighting, and that those minor scenes and interiors deserve their place in the books.1

Civil War commanders on both sides conformed to three relatively distinct theaters of war, but they failed to fully account for a fourth theater, one that underscored and sometimes transcended the rest: the community war, or as this volume contends, the war off the conventional battlefields and within numerous and distinctive Civil War communities, broadly defined. Community studies are nothing new. But as Lorien Foote has shown, we need to find a better way to identify and define this space and its people at the core of Sutherland’s and Whitman’s real war.2 While the essays in Hundreds of Little Wars do not attempt to redefine the vast field of community or homefront studies, they bring us closer to a fresh understanding of how race, identity, politics, diplomacy, and the environment helped shape the Confederacy at the community level—from Fauquier County, Virginia, to Smith County, Texas.

Just as the traditional theaters were categorically riddled with complex actions at every level, so, too, were the community wars. Millions of humans participated in a dance of destruction and survival across four years of campaigns and battles, and even more fought their own kind of wars in communities throughout the broken country. The essays in Hundreds of Little Wars help realign the meaning of the Civil War by placing emphasis on the communities in between the formally sanctioned musketry—spaces peopled by not only regular and irregular fighters but men, women, and children who were caught up in a persistent and often violent conflict in their own theater of war.

While much good community-level scholarship exists, there is much more to be said about the hundreds of little wars that comprised the larger conflict. This volume pushes the thriving historical and historiographical conversation forward into rich avenues of discussion through essays that explore a number of distinctive Civil War communities. Historians, of course, differ on how to precisely define a Civil War community. Some have investigated the war at the county level, while others have analyzed cities, towns, and villages during the conflict.3 Still others have located Civil War–era communities in rural neighborhoods, families, regiments, and slave refugee camps.4 Hundreds of Little Wars acknowledges and adds to this ongoing conversation, showing that wartime communities took many different forms across time and space.5 This volume collectively considers “community” to include towns, counties, or regions with distinct geographic boundaries, and they also take the form of military regiments, prisoners, refugees, or other assemblages of people bounded by non-geographic forces. There was no singular real war. Instead, there existed hundreds of wars variously defined by geography, race, gender, environment, and myriad other factors. This collection of essays acknowledges and reflects much of the existing work while pushing forward the diverse, complex, and ultimately invaluable narrative of Civil War community studies—much as Sutherland called for over thirty years ago. The volume’s contributors collectively explore the Civil War in twelve communities (both stationary and mobile), showing, among other things, the duality of the conflict. The war varied from place to place, yet there were commonalities throughout much of the South. The Union military’s “hard hand of war,” as historian Mark Grimsley has put it, influenced the occupied South and shaped communities beyond, but as the following essays show, each community experienced the war in its own distinctive ways.6 Indeed, any synthesized definition of the conflict must be prefaced by its inherent complexity, as the essays within Hundreds of Little Wars bear out.

Not all Civil War communities fit neatly into a geographic space. Indeed, as Lesley J. Gordon and Eric P. Totten reveal in Part I, military regiments represented complex and evolving communities that moved and changed throughout the war. Gordon examines the 126th New York Volunteer Infantry through a community-focused lens, exploring the evolution of a regiment that began the war in embarrassment and ended it with honor. She traces this process by focusing on the internal and growing sense of community within the unit and how this counterbalanced accusations of cowardice and plaudits of heroism. In the next essay Eric P. Totten analyzes the reputation of another regiment, the 4th New Hampshire, and how this squared with its conservative emancipatory stance in Union-occupied northeast Florida. Totten investigates a military community’s struggle with race and emancipation at the regimental level and how that aligned with both its higher Tenth Corps leadership and its homefront community in New Hampshire.

The next part features an essay that engages a more traditional definition of Civil War communities—those bounded by county lines. Much as Sutherland encompassed his Seasons of War (1995) by the borders that demarcated Culpeper County, Virginia, Madeleine C. Forrest uses the boundaries of neighboring Fauquier County to wrestle with the often-restrictive definitions of “battlefield” and “home front.” Her essay uses 1862 Fauquier County to reassess and redefine the middle ground between the battlefront and the home front. The following essay moves 1,200 miles west from 648-square-mile Fauquier County to the 10-acre Camp Ford prison camp in East Texas, where Matthew M. Stith considers a prison community defined as much by the environment as any other factor within a region untouched by conventional warfare. Stith contends that the largest Confederate prisoner-of-war camp west of the Mississippi River can tell us much about the evolution of a community indirectly enmeshed in the wider Civil War. He focuses primarily on the complex and interconnected community of prisoners and locals and how they together leveraged the built and natural environments in their own civil war.

Part III refocuses our attention to Civil War communities stretching beyond the confines of lines by examining the middle border region west of the Appalachians and spanning the Ohio, Mississippi, and Missouri Rivers. Here, Christopher Phillips explores the complex community connections and disconnections that were redefined by war, politics, and emancipation. These wartime forces pushed the people who inhabited Phillips’s border communities into disparate war and postwar identities underscored by dichotomous political and cultural ideals. Scott Tarnowieckyi then continues the thread of regional-community analysis by studying the ways in which the lower Green River country of Kentucky experienced the first year of the war, which he contends hit its residents especially hard. People there, he shows, found themselves in the crosshairs of both U.S. and Confederate forces. Even though they had hoped to remain neutral, they instead became “reluctant Yankees.”

The nature and demographics of many Civil War communities evolved rapidly to become what might be called hybrid communities, the focus of Part IV. The realities of race, refugees, and abolition in South Carolina, Georgia, and Arkansas reveal inherent complexities and underscore the importance of hybrid wartime communities. Here, Lorien Foote’s essay explores the dynamic of white officers, female educators, and Black soldiers in the Sea Islands of coastal South Carolina and Georgia becoming what she defines as a hybrid Civil War community. Foote contends that this wide spectrum of people so encompassed is both unique among wartime communities and instructive for better understanding race, gender, labor, and the politics of occupation. G. David Schieffler’s essay also investigates a Civil War community that included U.S. soldiers, female educators, and African Americans, albeit one in the Mississippi River valley. Schieffler analyzes the thousands of Black refugees who congregated at Helena, Arkansas, and finds that the boundary between slavery and freedom was blurred and dangerous. In telling this story, he falls in with a number of scholars who have shown that wartime emancipation was a complex process that had both triumphant and tragic results.

Part V focuses on the irregular community. Dan Sutherland’s latter career was marked by a shift from studying county-level communities to irregular ones, broadly defined, which culminated in his award-winning A Savage Conflict (2009). Sutherland expertly investigated the relationship between the guerrilla war and the communities in which it occurred.7 In this tradition, Barton A. Myers examines a motley collection of irregular partisan Confederate officers. Such an emphasis, he contends, sheds new and important light on a fascinating community of men who, though from different localities, created their own partisan identity in understudied parts and places of the Civil War. Next, Terry L. Beckenbaugh deciphers the complicated and often brutal community-level irregular conflict in Arkansas’s White River valley. The river communities suffered not only from irregular depredations but also, Beckenbaugh shows, from a growing intensity of Federal retribution.


The volume’s final part moves beyond national borders by assessing wartime and postwar communities from transnational and comparative perspectives. Niels Eichhorn offers a comparative community analysis between the Austrian capital of Vienna during the Revolutions of 1848 with the Confederate capital at Richmond, Virginia, during the Civil War. Both cities, he shows, were situated at the heart of rebellion and together offer new and important insights into how we might define, understand, and contextualize communities and rebellion across time and place. Michael Shane Powers brings the volume’s final focus to Central America by examining the postwar machinations of Confederate veterans who helped destabilize the region’s politics, especially in Honduras. He uses former Confederates Edward A. Burke, Francis M. Imboden, and Jacob P. Imboden as vehicles to better understand a new and often chaotic transnational, Confederate-infused Caribbean community.

While the essays in Hundreds of Little Wars both engage and add to several historical and historiographical threads tied to Civil War community scholarship, the collection also fits into a long line of well-received and important laudatory volumes honoring outstanding Civil War scholars and mentors. Such plaudits are hardly new. Similar anthologies have honored Bell Irvin Wiley (1976), C. Vann Woodward (1982), Emory M. Thomas (2005), Robert W. Johannsen (2006), and T. Harry Williams (2012). Most recently, Megan L. Bever and others edited American Discord (2020), which contains a number of excellent essays in honor of George C. Rable.8 These volumes have two things in common: they pay heed to impressive scholarly careers, and they add a great deal to our understanding of the multifaceted nature and evolution of Civil War scholarship. Hundreds of Little Wars does much the same, but through the lens of communities off traditionally defined Civil War battlefields.

To be sure, this collection both speaks to and continues an important scholarly conversation that has evolved since the 1980s, a dialogue that has splintered into numerous valuable directions, endowing the Civil War home front with a diverse set of definitions and directions. Scholarship exploring what happened off the battlefield has emerged at the cutting edge of Civil War historiography. Studies of society, culture, environment, race, and gender underscore some of the very best work, and the balance of it can best be understood by examining wartime communities. This volume aligns with the growing body of scholarship—including the many works authored by Sutherland—that shows the real war and the known war often intersected, with one always influencing the other. White women, enslaved people, and other so-called “noncombatants” significantly affected, and were themselves shaped by, operations in the field.9 Whether they supplied guerrilla units, resisted occupation or impressment, sustained soldiers emotionally, were targeted for disloyalty, rebelled against their owners, or supported their respective sides ideologically, they were integral participants in what some scholars have branded a “people’s war.”10

Yet the essays in Hundreds of Little Wars also underscore Lorien Foote’s contention that there was some distinction between the home front and the conventional battlefield. Although the concept of a “home front” did not emerge until the First World War, nineteenth-century Americans recognized key differences between Union and Confederate citizen-soldiers and citizens at home.11 This volume acknowledges that the Civil War was not exclusively won or lost at the community level, something numerous studies have shown.12 Accepting this, we still cannot fully understand or appreciate the course and consequences of the war without first exploring the interconnected web of communities at home, atop and with which the traditional military fight was waged.

Besides the tangible ties between the home front and the battlefront, American and Confederate citizens’ will to fight was especially important in a struggle between two democratic republics, a theme Gary W. Gallagher has stressed.13 Since the 1960s, a plethora of community studies—much of Sutherland’s body of work included—have similarly shown that the line between the Civil War home front and the battlefront often blurred. The essays in this volume complement and expand upon that scholarship.14

In sum, the contributors to Hundreds of Little Wars explore new dimensions, revisit old questions, and challenge interpretive trends as they examine combatants and their communities who both directly and indirectly fought the real war. The book provides a strong list of provocative and timely essays that explore people and their communities across much of the Confederate home front, ultimately moving us closer to getting the real war in the books.
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MADE VICTIMS 
INSTEAD OF HEROES
Communal Identity in a Civil War Unit

LESLEY J. GORDON

The 126th New York Volunteer Infantry Regiment formed in the summer of 1862 and, only three weeks into their service, faced the ignominy of surrender to the enemy. Captured at Harpers Ferry, Virginia, in September 1862, they became paroled prisoners, confined to Camp Douglas in Chicago while awaiting formal exchange. This was not what they signed up for, and the men griped and complained. Illinois soldiers encamped nearby derisively nicknamed them, along with four other New York regiments, the “Harpers Ferry cowards.” As one historian has stated, “This epitaph would long haunt these units.”1 But it was the 126th New York that bore the brunt of the blame when a formal military commission investigated the Union defeat. Witnesses attested that it was that unit’s “shameful panic and flight,” which “so demoralized the whole body of troops on Maryland Heights, as to cause the abandonment of that position, and the consequent surrender of Harpers Ferry.”2

Eventually, the 126th New York was reassigned to the Army of the Potomac’s Third Corps, performing, by all accounts, exceptionally well at the Battle of Gettysburg. The regiment would continue in active service until Appomattox Court House. Yet even after the war ended, its veterans could not rid themselves, it seems, of their humiliating moniker. In 1870 the author of their regimental history, Disaster, Struggle, Triumph, a woman specially selected by survivors to tell the “unvarnished truth” of their service, bemoaned that the 126th “at the very outset of their career” had “incurred a stigma which their young blood, bravely shed on many battlefields, has not yet washed away.” She sought to “clear the reputation and throw the blame where it justly belongs.”3


This essay recounts not just the story of the 126th New York and its soldiers’ fervent efforts to redeem their name and reputation but also the sense of communal identity the men formed in doing so. Theirs is not an unknown tale; they themselves and later historians have sought to restore their reputation as brave fighting men.4 Yet focusing more concertedly on the crucial role that the bonds of perceived injustice play in such travails—in this case, a plotline of disaster, struggle, and then triumph—reveals more fully how the powerful feeling of collective identity within a regiment figures in wartime drama and its aftereffects.

In the summer of 1862, Pres. Abraham Lincoln issued a renewed call for 300,000 volunteers. The war had entered its second year, and despite some Union victories, particularly in the western theater, there was no real end in sight. While raising new regiments had the advantage of offering additional commissions to ambitious men, it also served as a motivator to the volunteers. Rather than joining a veteran unit, they could form one of their own that would bear their unique identity. The disadvantages were many, though, including the fact that raising and training a brand-new unit took time. But time was something the Union did not have as it became clear the Confederates were on the offensive in Maryland and Kentucky as fall drew near.

The 126th New York Infantry Regiment was one of those newly created units, drawing men from Ontario, Seneca, and Yates Counties in upstate New York. In many ways it was a typical Union regiment. The ranks included laborers, farmers, clerks, artisans, and students; the average age of its soldiers was twenty-four years; and 10 percent of the estimated 1,092 men who served were immigrants, including Irish, Germans, Scots, and French. Drawing volunteers from the same town or locale meant volunteers, especially at the company level, often knew each other, though not always. Still, neighbors, classmates, and family enlisted together, including at least four sets of brothers.5 Yet despite what one veteran would later claim about these men having “higher, nobler motives” to fight than those who had rushed to war a year earlier, their reasons to serve varied from the idealistic to the pragmatic.6 There were devout abolitionists who enlisted, and certainly Lincoln’s call to “bring this unnecessary and injurious civil war to a speedy and satisfactory conclusion” was inspiring.7 The martialized rhetoric of war had not abated, but bounties helped, too. The regiment’s commissioned officers were also reflective of the war in its second year. Some had prior battle experience, but several had never served. The colonel, forty-nine-year-old Eliakim E. Sherrill, a prosperous businessman and politician who was the third choice for the job, had no real military experience at all, and neither did the regiment’s lieutenant colonel, thirty-six-year-old James M. Bull, a local lawyer. The major, thirty-one-year-old William H. Baird, a former carriage maker, had been an officer in the 38th New York Volunteer Infantry before joining the 126th. And the acting adjutant, 1st Lt. Samuel A. Barras, age thirty-four, had been in the 33rd New York Volunteer Infantry before gaining a commission in the 126th.8 This assortment of individuals now combined into one unit and mustered in to military service on August 22, 1862. The Geneva Courier pronounced, “We very much doubt whether there will be a regiment of better and finer-looking men leave the State.”9 Nevertheless, looking fine was very different than being ready to fight, as the 126th would soon discover.10

The regiment promptly traveled southward from New York by steam and rail to join the Union garrison at Harpers Ferry, commanded by Col. Dixon Miles. After they arrived, Miles positioned the New Yorkers with other troops on Bolivar Heights, one of three hills surrounding the town. The men settled into a routine of daily drills, inspections, and dress parade. At one point Colonel Sherrill ordered company commanders to read aloud the Articles of War to their men.11 On August 30 Pvt. Rollins G. Beach wrote to a friend, “I have no idea as to how long we shall stay here but probably until we get drilled, which will take time.”12

Time, however, was not in their favor. Confederates were quickly encircling the town. Miles dispatched the 126th to Maryland Heights to bolster his defenses there on September 12. Sensing that a fight was imminent, Adjutant Barras tried to drill some of his men in the moonlight on how to load their guns.13 Early the next day, the Confederates attacked, and heated combat ensued, with the 126th in the thick of it. In their first encounter with the enemy, the New Yorkers performed well, pushing back the assault. But in the second attack, as Colonel Sherrill was rallying the regiment, he took a shot through the face and fell to the ground. His soldiers, wholly inexperienced and now without their colonel, panicked and ran, scurrying behind trees and rocks to escape the deadly firing. Adjutant Barras later recalled an overwhelming feeling of discouragement on the part of the troops. Once they broke, some made frantic efforts to rally them, but it was nearly impossible, particularly when most of their own officers fled, too. Later, some members insisted that they heard an order to retreat, but it was unclear who might have issued it. Very quickly, any semblance of control turned to chaos as the Confederates resumed firing. When Colonel Miles learned of the regiment’s panicked retreat, he allegedly blasted them as “damned scoundrels.”14 Major Baird would later deny abandoning his men, yet he admitted that most of his fellow officers were “strangers” to him. Still, he contended the 126th behaved “as well as any green regiment” he had ever seen, especially since the men had little to no instruction and did not know how to properly load and fire.15 They were more civilians than soldiers at this early stage of their service, and they lacked the training necessary to bind them as a unit.16

The panic of the 126th New York on Maryland Heights proved climactic. U.S. troops, outnumbered and surrounded, surrendered on the morning of September 15. A stray cannon shot killed Colonel Miles minutes after the white flag was raised, only underscoring the debacle at Harpers Ferry. Confederates captured nearly 13,000 troops, “the largest single capture of Federal forces during the entire war.”17

Captured soldiers, including the 126th, were paroled and sent to Camp Douglas in Chicago to await their exchange. There they resumed drilling and inspections in attempts to restore some semblance of normalcy, but the longer they were confined in the camp, the more demoralized the men became.18 They complained about not being allowed to return home to New York to await their exchange. Disease took a toll on their ranks, as did desertion. In early November regimental surgeon Charles S. Hoyt recorded in his diary, “Health of the Regiment bad.”19

Soon, rumors began to swirl, not just of their rout from Maryland Heights but that their bad conduct was to blame for the entire defeat. On September 18 the New York Times’s special correspondent reported on the surrender and praised Colonel Sherrill for his extraordinary efforts to lead the 126th, adding, “Two-thirds of the regiment rallied and fought well during the rest of the engagement.” But just having a portion of the regiment disparaged was enough to cast a shadow on the entire unit.20 Two weeks later the story began to shift, and the entire regiment was blamed. The Chicago Times, for example, related: “The 126th New York Regiment seems to have been the only one that failed in the contest. They broke ground and fled before half the pieces had been discharged by the enemy.” The paper recognized the New Yorkers’ raw inexperience, stating that it was not surprising that they were unable to withstand the attacks.21 Nevertheless, the damage was done. Illinois recruits encamped nearby began to taunt the men of the regiment as the “Harpers Ferry cowards.”22

The moniker was searing. Labeling a white man a coward was humiliation enough, but labeling an entire regiment seemed debilitating. Nineteenth-century Americans assumed that cowardice was a moral character flaw, and once a soldier was deemed a “skulker” or a “poltroon”—contemporary synonyms for “coward”—only armed combat, preferably blood sacrifice, could free him of the stigma. This was the “red badge of courage” that Stephen Crane so famously describes in his novel of that name.23 Other units were lumped alongside the 126th just for having been captured. But for the New Yorkers, it was only going to get worse once a formal military commission began its work to determine who was to blame for Harpers Ferry’s capitulation.

The military investigation took weeks, with testimony provided by several officers, including Major Baird and Adjutant Barras. Witness after witness singled out the 126th New York’s panicked retreat from Maryland Heights as the decisive moment that eventually led to Union defeat. Baird defended himself, contending that because the regiment had the large numbers “126” on their caps, they were easily recognizable and thus easily blamed. Few, however, could recall anyone, except for Barras and some unnamed captains, attempting to hold the men in place once Colonel Sherrill fell wounded. Instead, it would seem, nearly the entire regiment broke and fled, including most damningly Baird. Barras, who called the major a friend, accused him of dodging “behind trees” and setting a bad example to his men.24 In its final report the commission called “attention to the disgraceful behavior of the One hundred and twenty-sixth New York Infantry” and recommended that Major Baird be dismissed for his “bad conduct.”25 The New York Tribune and other papers published the report’s summary, highlighting the accusations against the unit with the heading, “Disgraceful Behavior of the 126th New-York.”26

This stunned the men of the regiment. They knew that things had gone badly for them, of course, but they bristled at the idea that their unit was alone to blame for the surrender. To be sure, other regiments, including the 39th, 111th, and 125th New York Volunteer Infantry—all paroled at Camp Douglas—became linked together as the “Harpers Ferry cowards,” but there was extra sting for the 126th. Its men were the ones singled out as scapegoats. From their confinement at Camp Douglas, twenty officers from the unit drafted a joint letter forcefully defending their regiment. “A regard for our reputation, and the reputation of the men we command,” they stated, “demands that we shall be no longer silent under imputations equally injurious and unfounded.” Declaring “upon our honor as gentlemen and soldiers,” they went point by point in challenging the charges that they had behaved disgracefully. The officers blamed the retreat on the loss of their colonel and “an order unnecessary, even if not criminal, to abandon the breastworks,” which they attributed to Col. Thomas H. Ford of the 32nd Ohio Volunteer Infantry. Moreover, they claimed the New Yorkers did not leave the field until other regiments did; when they did withdraw, it was in “as good order as any other on the ground.” They added that of all the regiments engaged at Maryland Heights, the 126th lost more men than any other, implying that the loss of life countered the accusations of cowardice. The officers closed, “All we ask of our countrymen is justice; that having done as much and suffered more than any other regiment at Harper’s Ferry, we should not bear the odium of the result for which we are not responsible.”27

Officers recognized that their individual reputations were directly tied to that of their units. Sherrill, home recuperating from his wound and praised universally for his behavior at Harpers Ferry, still sought to reunite with the regiment and help clear its name. And Baird, accused of abject cowardice, sought to clear his name, too. He gathered countertestimony from several members of the unit, who attested that the major acted properly, helping reassemble them and keep them in line until there was no choice but to withdraw. He also solicited letters from supporters, including Colonel Sherrill, who wrote directly to President Lincoln, stating that, to the best of his knowledge, Baird did “his whole duty” that fateful day in September.28

Two divergent forces were at work within the unit as the men were both coming together and coming apart as a group. The regiment’s capture, extended confinement, and public humiliation served to unify them and provide a shared sense of grievance. As their regimental historian claimed, these events seemed to strip them of their autonomy and made them “victims instead of heroes.”29 All of this was painfully demoralizing, too. Their time penned up in Chicago, assistant surgeon Dr. Pierre Peltier later recalled, “was not forever, but it was long enough to use up our regiment.”30 An estimated eighty-four men deserted between the time of their capture and their eventual exchange. A number of officers also resigned.31 “Those that have resigned,” one member remarked, would “not be any loss to the service.”32 For those who remained, there was a renewed sense of purpose to seek their redemption and thus reclaim a regimental identity that seemed to be spinning out of their control.

Exchange finally came in November 1862, after which the New Yorkers settled into winter camp at Union Mills, Virginia. There, they spent several months learning and relearning the school of the soldier. But conditions were not ideal. Measles and smallpox took their toll on the unit, and the inactivity only deepened the men’s homesickness and low morale. There was also petty squabbling among officers. When torrential rains swept Virginia in January 1863, making picket duty particularly arduous, the regiment’s two surgeons, Hoyt and Peltier, considered resigning.33

Things began to improve for the regiment with the arrival of a new brigade commander, Brig. Gen. Alexander Hays, who took a personal interest in the “Harpers Ferry cowards.” He restored a sense of order and discipline to the camp and repeatedly praised the maligned regiments—the 126th along with the 39th, 111th, and 125th New York. Soon after his arrival, he wrote to his father-in-law, “Although the brigade has been identified with one of the most disgraceful surrenders of the war and suffers a corresponding sense of humiliation, I have full confidence that in time, ‘The War Cry of Harper’s Ferry’ will incite them to rival the deeds of older and more fortunate soldiers.”34 Hays was a significant booster for the New Yorkers to have. He was a West Point graduate and Mexican-American War veteran who had additional experience fighting in the first year of the Civil War. By the time he took command of the brigade, he already had a reputation as a formidable leader. No one questioned Hays’s courage, and his defense of the 126th in particular would prove crucial in challenging their public censure and helping them change their unit identity from cowards to heroes. “We have a new general now of the name of Hays & at last I am of [the] opinion that we have got under a leader that is neither a traitor nor a coward,” Lt. Thomas R. Lounsbury wrote approvingly. “At least he has nine bullet holes in him & acts very much like a fighting man generally—it is some comfort to be under such a one.”35 Dr. Hoyt was equally pleased with the change, observing that for “six months after our organization, we were kicked, cuffed and buffeted about by those above us in authority” until General Hays “came to their relief.”36 Under the general’s leadership, the men began to feel a sense of unit pride again, in many ways for the first time since they left home. By March, Lt. Henry Lee assured his mother that the New Yorkers were “regaining their good name again.” Anticipating battle, he wrote: “I do not believe that there is a man that would run. I hope not.”37 By May 1863, Hays observed in a letter to his father-in-law that the “‘Harpers Ferry boys’ have turned out trumps, and when we do get a chance look out for blood.” He added, “I must confess I never was so proud of any command.”38

Two months later Hays’s prediction came true at the Battle of Gettysburg. The 126th New York arrived on the outskirts of the Pennsylvania town on July 1, worn out from hard marching but anxious with anticipation. It was clear a big fight was at hand, and as Colonel Sherrill predicted to the regimental chaplain the night before they went to battle, “the history of my regiment will be written.”39 Sherrill was still recovering from the ghastly wound he had suffered at Harpers Ferry, but as he told Adj. Ira Smith Brown, “I want to lead these boys once more.”40 The 126th sat out of the action into the late afternoon on July 2, but close to nightfall, with Maj. Gen. Dan Sickles’s Third Corps pushed back from its salient, the regiment and the rest of the Third Brigade was ordered forward in support of Sickles’s faltering position.

Here was the regiment’s chance for redemption. Adjutant Brown spoke for his comrades in an extended letter home to the Yates County Chronicle a few weeks later. If they “proved brave and worthy all the country were honored and glorified.” But if things went badly again as they had at Harpers Ferry, and the regiment “proved false and cowardly, all Yates County” would be “forever disgraced.” The 126th “stood convicted of cowardice, of misbehavior before the enemy,” which he affirmed as “the soldiers’ unpardonable sin.” Now the New Yorkers could “remove that stigma” even if it meant the “whole regiment should die on the field, but that their record should be clear.” They advanced with a purpose and broke the rebel line, pushing the enemy back. “Above all the roar,” Brown wrote, “could be heard the shout ‘Boys, remember Harper’s Ferry!’”41

The next day the regiment, from its position along Cemetery Ridge, faced Pickett’s Charge. Brown described the rebels getting “to within fifty feet of our regiment, but human nature could not stand it no longer—they broke and were thrown into inextricable confusion.”42 Sherrill, high atop his horse, was mortally wounded in the fray. As he lay dying, he asked about his regiment, and when assured that they had performed bravely, he proclaimed, “I die content.”43 Indeed, by all accounts, the entire regiment fought exceptionally well, so much so that three members earned the Medal of Honor, each for capturing rebel flags during the charge. When General Hays spotted one of the seized banners with the words “Harpers Ferry” inscribed on it, he snatched it, and while still mounted dragged it through the mud, his men cheering wildly. Hays declared, “Harper’s Ferry’s Boys have wiped out Harper’s Ferry.”44 This act, as one of the regiment’s captains later contended, “was significant and symbolic.” Conflating the 126th’s success with that of the Union’s decisive victory that day, he affirmed, “From that hour of glory and victory of the one, and the overthrow and disgrace of the other, was settled.”45 Still, the cost of the regiment’s redemption was bloody. More than 231 men were dead, wounded, or missing.46

Despite the very real blood sacrifice the unit endured, the shame of Harpers Ferry was not entirely “wiped out.” In fact, members of the regiment made a deliberate effort to keep the memory alive, dwelling on it as a point of shared grievance. They did not want to forget. It not only motivated them but also seemed to be a sort of coping mechanism for the traumas of war. During the Bristoe Campaign later that fall, in which the New Yorkers suffered some of the highest losses among Union troops, their rallying cry was still “Harpers Ferry, do or die.”47

The 126th New York would continue in active service until the Confederate surrender at Appomattox Court House. When it was clear the unit no longer had enough men to sustain itself at full regimental strength, three prominent New Yorkers from their district wrote to Secretary of War Edwin M. Stanton and pleaded that drafted men be used to fill the ranks so the unit could retain its regimental designation. “In a regiment partial to its individuality and to its officers,” the men explained, “it is not surprising that the contingencies are looked upon with dread and apprehension.”48 This was a telling admission. It no longer mattered who was in the ranks as long as the 126th kept its organization and, by default, its entire service record. Nevertheless, by the end of 1864, the ranks were so reduced that the regiment was converted to a battalion, with five companies rather than the regimental ten. The unit did, however, keep its name. Mustered out of service in June 1865, a mere 221 members returned to Geneva, New York, a stark contrast to the “thousand strong” who departed from there three years earlier.49 The 126th’s total killed and wounded was exceptionally high, nearly 52 percent.50

With the war over, that shared sense of communal identity was no less important. Like other Civil War regiments, the survivors of the 126th held reunions, revisited battlefields, dedicated monuments, and participated in other commemorative activities, all to ensure that a triumphant narrative of their unit’s history survived. The other “Harpers Ferry cowards”—the 39th, 111th, and 125th New York Regiments—seemed to move on, mentioning the surrender but not focusing on it to the same degree that the 126th did.51 J. N. Brown, the former chaplain for the 111th New York, candidly stated in a public address in 1886 that he had “never felt ashamed of our record at that place” and had no regrets about what happened to his regiment there.52 Veterans of the 126th, however, leaned in to the perceived injustice. It was their shared humiliations as much as their battle honors that bonded them together and distinguished them from other units—and they would not, or could not, let it go. At reunion after reunion they seemed compelled to retell the same painful story and repeat a phrase that General Hays had used in his official report of Gettysburg to describe the whole brigade, not just the 126th, declaring “their history was written in blood.”53 Their reunions were not, as one of their former officers proclaimed in his 1868 address, meant “to form new ties, or seek new pleasures, but to preserve and strengthen the friendship already formulated and think of and talk about scenes long past, and live over again in memory our lives in camp and field.”54

These commemorative activities were not just meant for the former soldiers. Veterans wanted to make their stories public for future generations, and perhaps the most definitive way of expressing this communal identity was in publishing a regimental history. These histories, often derided by scholars today, contain not only a chronology of service but also personal anecdotes and memories. Each was a way for a unit’s veterans to literally control the narrative of their military service.55 Just weeks after they mustered out in June 1865, survivors of the 126th formed a “Historical Commission” in order to “secure a fair and impartial history of the Regiment, and to vindicate its character from the unjust charges made against it at the battle of Harper’s Ferry, in September, 1862.”56 They commissioned a woman, Arabella M. Willson, to write the book, which bore the apt title Disaster, Struggle, Triumph—the phrase encapsulated what members perceived to be the basic plotline of their service.
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