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Chapter 13

On the Border: White Children and
the Politics of War in Maryland

PETER W. BARDAGLIO

% Historians in recent years have explored the ideological aware-
ness of Civil War soldiers, challenging the older view that they cared
little about political and constitutional questions. Many of the combat-
ants, according to this new scholarship, were very conscious of the is-
sues at stake and interested in them. Whether fighting to preserve the

" Union created by the founders of the republic or fighting for freedom

from what they considered to be a tyrannical and intrusive central gov-
ernment, these soldiers knew what they were struggling for.!

What about the children of the Civil War? Historians have just begun
to examine the extent to which boys and girls in the North and South
knew what this contflict was all about and whether they felt they had a
stake in the outcome. These new studies explore how children partici-
pated in the struggle, not just as victims or spectators but as political
actors who joined in the mobilization of the home fronts and who fought
in the military. This pathbreaking work, however, has paid little atten-
tion to the distinctive experience of youngsters in the border states.?

The following essay will investigate how the fractious character of
public life in wartime Maryland shaped the experiences of boys and
girls who lived in divided families and communities. In particular, it will
examine how white children, mostly from literate middle- and upper-
class families, responded to the question of loyalty to the Union.

As a border state, Maryland experienced unique pressures during the
Civil War era. Most Northern states took up the cause of Unionism
with enthusiasm. But ambiguity characterized the border states, and
their citizens debated and ultimately fought out issues of loyalty. Slave
states like Maryland, Missouri, and Kentucky felt the secession crisis
and the outbreak of war with particular force. Sharing a stake in the
peculiar institution with seceding states in the South, but possessing in-
dustrial and commercial interests that linked them to the North, the
border states dreaded the prospect of a civil war being fought on their

-soil, What was the best course to take?
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The perilous choices of loyalty that confronted white Marylanders
focused attention on the constitutional and political issues at the heart
of the secession crisis and the war that followed. Children experienced
the fluidity and intensity of the flerce debates as well as adults, and we
need to better understand how these youngsters connected to and par-
ticipated in these disputes.* Families, especially parents, played an im-
portant role in shaping the political attitudes and behavior of these boys
and girls, but this does not mean that children were politicized against
their wills. On the contrary, many youngsters in Maryland demon-
strated a striking eagerness to enter the political fray and act on their
convictions in ways that ranged from the trivial to the profound. Their
lived experience contradicted the sentimental ideal of childhood as pro-
tected and dependent, an ideal that dominated middle-class culture in
the United States by the mid-nineteenth century.’

Freud was undoubtedly right to steess the decisive impact of child-
hood on an individual’s sexual development, but these early years also
have a critical influence on one’s political outlock and behavier. Con-
flict has an especially strong impact on the political socialization of chil-
dren. Because youngsters tend to view issues in dualistic terms, when
they live in what one scholar calls “contested regimes,” they tend to see
their own group as “all good” and the opposition as “all bad.” Grow-
ing up in a world of conflict leads both boys and girls to believe that

conflict is normaliand acceptable, and thus creates the conditions for its

reproduction.* How did white children who lived in a border state split
by political polarization respond to the debates over secession and war?
To what extent did the political struggles of these years perpetuate
themselves as these youngsters came of age and took on positions of
leadership?

The tumultuous political events of the mid-nineteenth century ex-
posed and exacerbated fault lines in Maryland that lay just below the
surface. Secession and the formation of the Confederacy compelled this
mid-Atlantic society as well as Kentucky and Missouri to recognize that
there was no more room for compromise on the pressing questions of
the day, such as slavery, that they had worked so hard to finesse. While
many politicians tried to cling to a fast disappearing Unionist center,
secessionist slaveholders, slaves, and other residents of the border states
took up increasingly polarized positions, obliterating any middle
ground. In Maryland mob violence led federal troops to occupy Bal-
timore and Annapolis and to take control of the railroads. Political de-
bate after 1861 became increasingly shrill as Unionists accused Demo-
crats of treason and Democrats attacked Unionists for trampling on
their constitutional liberties. By May 1862, Marylanders had joined reg-
iments in the opposing armies and had faced each other in combat.”
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Caught in a tightening vise between North and South when the war
broke out, white elites reacted with resentment and anger, sensing that
they had lost control of their destiny. As Allen Bowie Davis of Mont-
gomery County wrote his fifteen-year-old son at school on April 16,
1861, “Our beloved Country is now involved in Civil War —the most
horrible of all national contests, and God only knows where it will
end.” Portraying Marylanders as “innocent victims of the wicked and
insane slavery agitation between the North and the South,” Davis la-
mented what he perceived to be the state’s dilemma: “We have not pro-
voked the contest and cannot rightfully be made parties to it— but I fear
we cannot escape its consequences.” Urging his son to avoid embroil-
ment in the conflict, Davis pleaded with him not “to become too much
excited upon the subject so as to lett [sic] it interfere with your studies
and the advantages you now have.” Of course, by issuing such a cau-
tion Davis recognized the potential that his son might become —in fact,
probably would become — caught up in the political controversies erupt-
ing throughout the state.

That Davis had good reason to worry about the possibility of his son
becoming politically entangled in the debate over Maryland’s relation-
ship to the Union became clear three days later when the Sixth Massa-
chusetts Volunteer Regiment sought to pass through Baltimore on its
way to defend Washington. A crowd attacked the soldiers, who opened
fire, and in the riot that followed four soldiers and at least a dozen
civilians died in the first bloodshed of the Civil War. Mob violence was
nothing new in Baltimore; throughout the 1850s young gang members
who called themselves Plug Uglies, Rip Raps, and Butt Enders indulged
in hard drinking and attacks on political rivals at polling places. Al-
though such conflict between the Know-Nothings and German and Irish
immigrants had become a staple of the urban scene, never before had
the violence involved federal troops. Besides the sixteen deaths that
April, many more were wounded before the confrontation ended.” Among
the rioters, at least initially, was another fifteen-year-old boy, Ernest
Wardwell.

Wardwell recalled years later how the war transformed his life. On
the streets the morning of April 19 newsboys hawked their papers,
shouting “‘all about the Yankee invaders’ who were coming to pillage
our city.” According to Wardwell, as he walked to school, “Everybody
seemed full of patriotic fire, and warlike sentiment ran high. Knots of
men, some of them carrying guns and pistols, hurried through the streets,
and gave rent to loud expressions of vengeance against the ‘Northern
Scum.’” Wardwell and his schoolmates worked themselves into such a
fevered state of excitement in the classrooms that the principal dismissed
‘the students and ordered them to proceed home immediately.
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Despite this command, Wardwell and his friend Henry Cook took
matters into their own hands; leaving the school, they raced off to in-
vestigate the crowd gathering at the President Street depot. Arriving on
the scene, Wardwell admitted that “at first I was paralyzed with fear,
but only momentarily as I caught the frenzy and became as noisy as the
others.” Although his father was from Massachusetts, Wardwell had
grown up in Maryland, spending much of his childhood in the moun-
tains of the western part of the state before being sent to school in
Baltimore. He and Cook became part of a mob that chased the soldiers
through the city “like a vociferous army of howling wolves.” Impressed
by the restrained response of the Sixth Massachusetts in the face of the
violent crowd, however, and perhaps feeling the influence of his father’s
political heritage, Wardwell underwent a change of heart. Grabbing a
fallen soldier’s rifle, he fell in with the ranks of the Union army making
their way to Camden Station, where he joined the troops boarding a
train for Washington. “I could in reality no longer claim to be a school-
boy,” Wardwell observed, “for | was armed with a gun and had been in
a battle in which I had espoused both sides, and was now travelling at
railroad speed to defend the National Capitol.”*

Each of the two armies had recruitment policies that prohibited boys
from joining and fighting, At the start of the war, for example, the
Union stipulated that a recruit had to be at least eighteen years old. But
a tall and older looking fifreen-year-old like Wardwell could easily pass
in the rush to form a unit, bluffing his way past the recruiting sergeant.'t
Rash as his behavior may have seemed, Wardwell was not simply fulfill-
ing a childhood dream to enter the military. Although obviously at-
tracted by the pomp and circumstance of martial rituals, his experience
in the Baltimore riot convinced him of the necessity of fighting on the
Union side. Determined to overcome any objections to his enlistment
on account of his age, Wardwell insisted, “If I was not old enough to
march in the ranks I would begin as a ‘drummer boy’ — but soldier of
some kind I would be, and that oo for the ‘star spangled flag’ and the
preservation of the Union.” Wardwell completed his three-month enlist-
ment with the Sixth Massachusetts and then signed on with the Twenty-
Sixth Massachusetts, reaching the rank of captain by the end of the war
in 1865.%

Although other boys besides Wardwell signed up with the Northern
army, pro-Confederate sentiment remained widespread among Balti-
more youth during the early years of the war As the spring of 1861
unfolded into summer, the federal government tightened its control over
Maryland in general and Baltimore in particular. Union soldiers set up
camp in Patterson Park and along the railroads into the city. Other
military preparations in the city included strengthening the defenses at
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Fort McHenry as well as digging fortifications and installing cannon on
Federal Hill. The Federals also seized weapons and ammunition des-
tined for the Confederacy, prohibited meetings of men carrying arms
without proper permission, and banned the display of secessionist flags
and banners.”

The activities of pro-Confederate youngsters, who stepped up their
harassment of Union soldiers and other demonstrations of their political
loyalties, attracted the attention of authorities in Baltimore. On June
26, the day before General Nathaniel P. Banks declared martial law in
the city, Dr. Samuel Harrison noted in his diary that secessionist parents
had been encouraging their children to taunt the Northern troops; he
“strongly suspect {ed]” that this constant show of disrespect, among
other signs of continuing support for the Confederacy, would lead to a
government crackdown.™

Of course, Harrison was right. The imposition of martial law in Bal-
timore, however, did not stop parents and their children—both girls
and boys—from taking to the streets and voicing their pro-Confederate
sympathies. Traveling through Baltimore at the beginning of July, Wil-
liam H. Russell, a British journalist, observed that displays of dissent
could be viewed throughout the city despite the vigorous show of arms
by the Union forces. “At the corners of the streets strong guards of
soldiers were posted,” Russell wrote, “and patrols moved up and down
the thoroughfares.” The police appointed by the federal authorities, in
particular, waged “a small war” against women and children who ex-
hibited “much ingenuity in expressing their animosity to the Stars and
Stripes.” According to Russell, for example, not only the girls but also
their dolls were dressed in the Confederate colors, and women wore
ribbons and bows to match.”

Under the circumstances, it is not surprising that the Fourth of July
celebrations in Baltimore that year were muted. As the Baltimore Re-
publican put it, “Instead of the happy smiling faces, we have been ac-
customed to meet at every step, heretofore upon this memorable day,
gloom and sadness was depicted upon almost every countenance.” Al-
though the civilians left the city streets nearly deserted, the newspaper
informed its readers that a contingent of about seventy or eighty boys
“clad in red shirts and caps,” bearing a crepe-paper Confederate flag,
paraded into a Union encampment at Beecham’s Hill, According to the
Republican, “The little fellows marched around and about the camp
with impunity, giving free expression to their preference for “Jeff,? 716
The newspaper account may well have reflected a more general ambiva-
lence on the part of adults in Baltimore to such actions by children. The
condescension implicit in the term “little fellows” seemed to suggest
that their political demonstration should not be taken seriously, The
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editors, however, obviously took the protest seriously enough to report
on it. Why not ignore the matter entirely if these childten could have no
political impact whatsoever?

Like the Confederate soldiers they sought to emulate, the Baltimore
youths who marched on Beecham’s Hill expressed their conviction that
the war involved a struggle between liberty and tyranny. Harrison, for
one, dismissed the political actions of children and women alike, argu-
ing that they were “not considered responsible™ for their behavior.”” By
the end of the summer, however, the political agitation of these two
groups had become such a source of irritation to authorities in Bal-
timore that General John A. Dix, Banks’s replacement, not only prohib-
ited the display of the Confederate flag, but also banned women and
children from wearing red and white ribbons or flowers, symbols of the
Confederacy.”® On September 4, Dix reported to General George B. Mc-
Clellan that his campaign against public expressions of support for the
Confederacy had been successful. “No secession flag has to the knowl-
edge of police been exhibited in Baltimore for many weeks, except a
small paper flag displayed by a child from an upper window,” he wrote
McClellan, assuring him that even in this case the offensive object was
immediately confiscated. Outraged by these latest actions, Harrison de-
clared that “no sensible man can defend this petty tyranny.””

On the Unionist side, pareits, teachers, and other adults actively tried

to politicize children, enlisting them in the effort to win the minds and
hearts of other Marylanders. A number of boys and girls, for example,
participated in flag presentations to federal troops. These rituals oc-
curred frequently in 1861 as Unionist women organized patriotic activ-
ities in the city that included children.® On September 28, thirty-four
“young misses,” all dressed in white and decked out in red, white, and
blue sashes, participated in such a ceremony, representing the number of
states in the Union before the Civil War. Also present were thirty-four
boys outfitted in Zouave costumes.” The nationalist symbolism adopted
by these young Marylanders could hardly have been more blatant.

Children also took part in one of Baltimore’s most dramatic displays
of Unionist loyalty: the 1864 Maryland State Fair for U.S. Soldier Re-
lief. Organized by women primarily from the Baltimore area, the fair
sought to raise funds for the U.S. Sanitary and the U.S. Christian Com-
missions, the two most prominent national relief organizations for the
Northern armed forces. Other cities such as Chicago, Boston, New
York, and Philadelphia successfully mounted similar events. These
cities, however, did not have to produce 2 fair in the midst of a popula-
tion divided into Unionist and Confederate factions.

The memory of the 1861 riot was still raw, and the female organizers
of the Baltimore Sanitary Fair, as it was commonly known, were intent
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on using the occasion not only to solicit donations but also to bolster
the city’s image by giving Unionists in the state an opportunity to ex-
press their patriotism. On the eve of the third anniversary of the April
19 violence, and in the middie of an election year, President Lincoln
came to Baltimore to speak at the fair’s opening. His presence had par-
ticular symbolic significance for Maryland Unionists, sending as it did a
strong message about his confidence in the city’s national loyalty.”

Among the many exhibits at the Maryland Institute, site of the fair,
was the Children’s Table. This display, which involved the sale of chil-
dren’s clothing as well as dolls and toys, raised over $700. According to
the fair’s privately printed souvenir newspaper, The New Era, residents
of Plymouth, Massachusetts, provided many of the toys for the Chil-
dren’s Table, a much appreciated gesture of reconciliation in light of the
attack on the Sixth Massachusetts during the 1861 riot. Youngsters
from the Baltimore area helped out at the exhibit, gaining recognition
from the fair’s newspaper for their work. *The children have been untir-
ing in their efforts,” declared The New Era, adding that “the success of
the table has been greatly owing to them.”®

Besides assisting at the Children’s Table, boys and girls exhibited
drawings in the hall outside the fee-for-admission fine arts gallery on the
third foor of the Maryland Institute. On April 29, seven hundred chii-
dren attended the fair, accompanied by twelve of their teachers. As an
expression of their patriotism, about sixty of the pupils came dressed in
West Point uniforms. The Unionist demonstration made a vivid impres-
sion on those who witnessed it. “It was a glorious sight to see these
little ones lending a helping hand to the Union cause,” commented The
New Era. If Lincoln had been present for this display, he surely would
have thought of his own sons Tad and Willie, who paraded around the
White House trying to issue orders to the guards.™

Working alongside their mothers, grandmothers, aunts, and older sis-
ters, children who participated in the Baltimore Sanitary Fair must have
derived a genuine sense of satisfaction from their contributions to the
fundraising event. Attendance at the fair was undoubtedly a welcome
change of pace for youngsters in Civil War Baltimore. The anxiety
about fathers and brothers who had gone off to fight, the daily sight of
ambulances packed with wounded soldiers making their way through
the streets, the stress of living in an inflationary wartime economys: these
were troubles that could be temporatily forgotten amidst the bustle and
entertainment of the fair?® The event, in short, offered Baltimore chil-
dren a way to enjoy themselves and contribute to the Unionist effort at
the same time.

As the example of the Sanitary Fair demonstrates, women as well as
men played a significant role in the politicization of children. Although
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prohibited from voting or holding office, women participated in the pol-
itics of the Civil War, attending rallies, circulating petitions, joining vol-
untary associations, writing letters, and engaging in other activities to
express their views.” Their actions, whether they were parents, teachers,
or neighbors, had a deep impact on the growing political consciousness
of the children around them. Lizette Woodworth Reese, whose family
moved to Baltimore towards the end of the war, recalled years later the
stories that two of her teachers told her when she was a high school
student in the city. One of them, an instructor in mathematics, had
refused to take a required loyalty oath during the war and had been
barred from teaching in the city schools. Military authorities had
arrested another teacher, according to Reese, “for using high-spirited
language — officially treasonable —to a Union soldier whom she consid-
ered impertinent.” “With what awe I looked upon these women!”
Reese exclaimed, secing in them models of strong-minded individuals
who insisted on holding their own opinions and speaking their minds.”
The correspondence between Madge Preston and her thirteen-year-
old daughter May reveals another way in which women shaped the
political outlook of children. The Prestons, a well-off Baltimore family,
divided their time between a townhouse in the city and a farm southeast
of Towsontown; When Madge and her husband William decided in
1862 to send May to St. Joseph’s Academy in Emmitsburg, the mother
and daughter began a correspondence that continued for the next five
years. Besides news from home, Madge’s letters included discussions of
the latest political controversies and the progress of the war. The Pres-
tons supported the Confederate cause, and Madge’s account of events
plainly reflected this viewpoint. Angered by the federal crackdown on
political dissent in Maryland, she attacked “the tyranny of the present
government,” When a squad of Union cavalry came through the Pres-
tong’ Baltimore County property looking for draftees who refused to
report for duty, Madge wrote May a detailed account of her efforts to
provide the soldiers with as little-helpful information as possible. “Is it
not shameful that the quiet of one’s home should be thus disturbed,”
she asked, “and men in the peaceful pursuit of their daily avocations
ruthlessly carried off to fight the battles of a cause in which they have
no sympathy and indeed are altogether opposed to?” Madge put a Con-
federate flag in one of the packages she sent off to school, a symbal of
the shared political sentiments that bound mother and daughter to-
gether during this uneasy time. In contrast to the outspoken tone of her
letters, however, Madge warned May to “be cauticus in the use” she
made of the flag and advised her not to “let it be the cause of unpleas-
antness between you and any of your young companions, or of disobe-
dience and punishment between you and your teachers. "2
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By and large, the Civil War did not dramatically alter the T..omﬂoa..a.
daily routine. Certainly, they had to endure the squeeze of wartime in-
flation and the scarcity of goods, but these difficulties constituted the
bulk of the hardships they faced. Other Maryland families, less .mons-
nate, found themselves directly in the path of combat. For the .nr_E_..ms
caught between opposing military forces, the sense of uncertainty and
vulnerability created enormous anxiety. Lizette Reese, s&omm ﬁomnvnnm
made such an impression on her when she moved to Baltimore, _.E&
out on York Road north of the city for most of the war. She retained
stark memories of the times when she and her younger sisters were so
frightened that they did not want to go to bed at night. .anﬁS. m.ﬁ
pike-road was quartered a company of blue-coated soldiers, within
sound of a call from our front gate,” she remembered. Further up the
highway were the Confederate raiders who _..mmn_wHQ dashed aosﬁ. to
harass the Union troops and then melted away into the surrounding
countryside. As Reese put it, “Between the blue forces and the gray we
were ground between two millstones of terror.”® .

The descent of troops on a town or village could inflict fear and hard-
ship enough, but children in a border state like gmmi.mnn_ .rmm to deal
with the added burden of mixed allegiances among their neighbors and
relatives. The stress and confusion that girls and boys experienced as
they tried to sort out their place in this treacherous political landscape
could be psychologically and emotionally draining. O:n.mm_mm step and
disaster could result. Reese’s experiences of growing up in a politically
divided community illustrated the predicaments that faced many Mary-
land children during these years. “Neighbor looked mmwmbnm. at neigh-
bor,” she recounted. “Politics, which had been fearlessly public, _unnmEo
an entirely private affair, to be discussed behind drawn curtains and
well-locked doors.” The young girl’s parents hid a portrait of General
Beauregard in a walnut wardrobe, and her cousin made mﬁmF red and
white flags to be pinned on women’s underwear. The caution was well
advised, as her family learned the hard way. Reese’s grandfather, a fer-
vent supporter of states’ rights and secession, became the target of an
arrest warrant for his outspoken views. The Union soldiers who set out
to find him, however, ended up at the wrong house, that of a son-in-law
who was, in Reese’s words, “an obstinate abolitionist.” Aqrmn he as-
sured the troops that the suspected father-in-law had a son in the Union
army, which was true, they left without a prisoner.”

Like their urban counterparts, youngsters in the Maryland country-
side found effective ways to declare their political sympathies. When
General Stonewall Jackson led his men through the western part of the
state in September 1862, they met a very mixed response from the local
populace, who displayed both Confederate and Union colors. As the
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Southern troops passed through Middletown, “two very pretty girls”
rushed up to Jackson’s men wearing red, white, and blue ribbons in
their hair and carrying Union flags. According to one of Jackson’s staff
officers, Henry Kyd Douglas, the girls laughed and “waved their colors
defiantly in the face of the general. He bowed and lifted his cap and
with a quiet smile said to his staff, ‘We evidently have no friends in this
town.””*! When Confederate cavalry rode into Hagerstown just before
the Battle of Gettysburg in July 1863, they encountered a similar reac-
tion from one of the children. “A little boy stood at the corner waving a
U.S. Flag while the confederates were there,” noted Joseph H. Coit, an
Episcopal clergyman.” Such bold and even dangerous gestures revealed
the extent to which the war in Maryland politicized even its youngest
residents by 1863.

Thirteen-year-old Margaret Mehring also experienced a surge of Union-
ism when the Confederate army marched through Maryland. Mehring,
who attended a boarding school at a church in New Windsor, kept a
diary during the days leading up to and including the battle at Get-
tysburg, which erupted on July 1, just across the Pennsylvania border.
Although the diary may have been a school assignment, it allowed
Mehring to exercise at least some control over her situation by provid-
ing her with a way to express her opinions about the momentous mili-
tary and politicil events taking place. .

The girl’s writings reveal the apprehension she felt as news of the
approaching Confederate troops reached the small town in north-
central Maryland. On June 15, hearing that the Southern forces were
near Frederick, Mehring sounded the first note of anxiety. “I do not
want to be away from home when the rebels are in Maryland,” she
wrote. Noticeably relieved four days later when it became apparent that
the invading soldiers were confining themselves to stealing horses as
they made their way through the state, Mehring recovered her caustic
sense of humor, a resource that she frequently drew upon to keep her
wits about her. She observed that horse theft was “a piece of art which
they [the Confederates] appear to be very near perfect in and one that [
think is a pretty occupation for the much bosted Souther Chivelry to be
engaged in but then I suppose that they entertain the very good idea
that exercise is necessary to health.”*

The presence of the Confederate army in Maryland and Pennsylvania
dispelled whatever doubts Mehring might have had about the Unionist
cause. Reacting to a rumor on June 23 that fifty thousand “Rebels” had
arrived at Gettysburg, she announced, “I hope they will meet a warm
reception from Pensylvania in the shape of balls for taking the trouble
and liberty of calling on them without an invitation.” In contrast, when
the Union cavalry rode into New Windsor a week later, Mehring wel-
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comed the troops with open arms. “They were dressed very nicely and
rode handsome horses,” she recalled. “It was a beautiful sight, for the
moon shone so brilliantly that one could almost imagine it was day and
the horseman riding six and eight abrest with their sords clatering while
cheer after cheer rent the air.” Clearly relieved at the arrival of Union
soldiers, the teenaged girl insisted that the feeling was mutual: “They all
said that they never felt happier than when they set foot on Maryland
soil.”

By the time the Battle of Gettysburg actually began, Mehring had
grown used to the constant reports that “the rebels are coming.” In her
words, such rumors had “almost ceasded to cause an extr pulsation of
the heart.” Almost casually, she remarked, “We heard the cannon
booming very distinctly last night and it is supposed that there is a
battle going on between Littlestown and Gettysburg.” There was one
aspect of war, however, that Mehring could not get accustomed to: the
killing. “There was another soldier buried in the Presbyterian graveyard
beside of the first one,” she wrote on July 6, shortly after the Get-
tysburg conflagration had ended and Lee’s army had been forced to
retreat back across the Potomac River. “It seemed hard to see him
buried among strangers an by strange hands no friend to follow him to
the grave or weep over his untimely end.” Expressing the feelings of
many Marylanders in the summer of 1863, both adults and children,
Mehring cried out, in the words of a popular song, “Ob when will this
cruel war be over.” Many children in the nineteenth century witnessed
the deaths of family members in the home, but the mass slaughter of
these years had a deep emotional impact on Mehring and other young-
sters. :

The Civil War in Maryland disrupted not only Mehring’s school but
also institutions of learning throughout the state. Scrambling to adjust
to the rapidly shifting conditions, those schools that could not meet the
challenge were forced to close their doors. Although economic and mili-
tary factors proved most critical, political dynamics also affected their
operation as they became battlegrounds for clashing opinions among
students, teachers, administrators, and parents. Political differences be-
tween young Unionists and secessionists at St. Anthony’s Orphanage in
Baltimore sparked constant quarrels and scuffles at recess. The sisters at
St. Joseph’s Academy, the Catholic girls® school that May Preston at-
tended, banned the singing of political songs in an attempt to preserve
order among the students,*

Perhaps the most remarkable example of how the politics of war dis-
rupted Maryland schools can be found at the College of St. James, an
Episcopal preparatory school for teenaged boys near Hagerstown. A
series of stunning incidents took place there during the war that ulti-
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mately split the community beyond repair. During the public declama-
tion exercises in January 1861, several of the students gave speeches in
support of the Union, leading Rev. John B. Kerfoot, the head of the
school, to issue a ban on discussions of “any political topics” in their
essays and orations. The highly charged climate at St. James, which
attracted many students from Southern states, also convinced the rector
to postpone a series of fund-raising trips. Kerfoot, who opposed seces-
sion, remarked to his close friend William G. Harrison that he decided
to remain on campus because “{a]ny day’s news might stir the young
blood bitterly.”*

Despite attempts to clamp down on political expression at St. James,
the headstrong boys continued to make their views known, engaging in
what clearly constituted acts of civil disobedience. In April 1862, Ker-
foot read a series of prayers at Sunday service composed by Bishop
William R. Whittingham in accordance with President Lincoln’s procla-
mation for a day of thanksgiving. About twenty students “rose and left
the chapel in a body” before the rector had finished. Distressed by the
protest, Kerfoot asked the bishop not to require such prayers in the
future. When Lincoln declared a National Fast Day the following April,
the rector sought to avoid another incident at St. James. He announced
that those boys {“who had ‘conscientious’ scruples about attending cha-
pel on that day} might remain away and spend their time, if they so
preferred, in the study of Latin, Greek and mathematics.”” Kerfoot’s
gesture reflected his recognition that the students had become deeply
immersed in Civil War politics and that their feelings had to be respected.

The invasion of Confederate troops in the days leading up to the
Battle of Gettysburg in July 1863 marked a turning point in the life of
St. James. During the first invasion of Maryland in September 1862,
students had not arrived on campus yet. As bloody as it was, the Battle
of Antietam had little impact on the school beyond postponing the
opening from September 24 to November 12, In 1863, however, the
school was in session and the effect of Confederate soldiers passing
through the grounds of St. James ,Emm electrifying. A cavalry unit dashed
across the campus just after tea on June 15 and, according to one of the
teachers, “[t]he boys rushed to meet them —cheering and waving their
hats.” Until now, the students had confined the expression of their polit-
ical beliefs to words and acts of protest. The arrival of Southern troops,
however, inspired a more radical response among those who supported
secessiony next morning eight of the boys went off to join the Confeder-
ates. “We felt then,” Kerfoot said, “that the crisis was on us.” Deter-
mined to put a stop to the efforts at enlistment, in his words, the rector
“plainly, strongly, reproved” in the chapel that same morning those
who had cheered the appearance of the cavalry and those who had left
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the school to join them. Most of the boys who ran off returned to the
school within a few days, but the damage had been done: the military
conflict was no longer a distant, abstract event. The war created a rup-
ture in the community that could never be patched up, despite Kerfoot’s
contention in a letter to Bishop Whittingham that “[wlork went on
pretty well; no disorder.” During General Jubal Early’s raid in the fol-
lowing summer, the Confederates arrested Kerfoot and Joseph Coit, one
of the instructors at St. James, in retaliation for the capture of Rev.
Hunter Boyd of Winchester, Virginia, by Union troops. Kerfoot’s arrest
and the increasing financial difficulties of the school led to its closing in
September 1864.% .

The struggle between the North and South, then, marked a crucial
baptism by fire for Maryland children. The hothouse atmosphere of
wartime politics fueled antagonisms in the state that had a profound
influence on the white boys and girls within its borders, and their politi-
cal activities reflected and reinforced the deep rifts that developed. Se-
cessionist youths marched in gangs around Baltimore, displaying their
pro-Confederate sympathies and huzling insults at Union troops. Other
children participated in Unionist causes such as soldier relief and flag
presentations, throwing their support behind a very different set of po-
litical beliefs. Some teenagers, like Frank Wardwell and the boys at St
James, took up arms and joined the military struggle. Of those young-
sters who lived through the war, few remained unaffected by the
experience.

What lessons did children who grew up in Maryland during the 1860s
learn as a result of their participation in the politics of war? To what
extent did the political polarization of these years extend past the war’s
end? The story of Henry White suggests one possibility. White was three
years old when his father died in 1853. The boy spent much of his
childhood at Hampton, a plantation estate outside of Baltimore where
his mother’s family, the Ridgelys, had lived since the 1780s. According
to White, intense arguments constantly erupted at Hampton about se-
cession and the war. As he observed, “[Hlardly a day passed that I did
not hear one or more such discussions, during which the parties thereto
frequently lost their tempers, and ended, some of them, by not speaking
to each other.” Friends of his grandparents would come to Hampton
and “describe the Southern Army as though they were all a band of
saints; mostly on their knees at prayer when they were not fighting.”
Others would tell White a very different story: “[TThe Northern Army
were the patriots, and the Southerners were drunkards, and young aris-
tocrats, who for want of something better to do, took to fighting,”®

Feelings ran high not just among neighbors. but among White’s fam-
ily. His grandmother Ridgely believed so fervently in the Confederacy
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that she would not let his mother attend the wedding of old friends
because of their Northern sympathies. The stress of the war, White con-
tended, had led to a stroke that took his grandmother’s life in 1867.
The political conflicts of these years left White, who went on to a distin-
guished career as a diplomat under five American presidents, with
“painful recollections” and “a horror of war in gereral throughout my
life.” “It brings out all that is worst in human nature, causes friends of
a lifetime to become enemies, to be suspicious of each other’s patrio-
tism,” he contended. “I have never been able to see its advantages from
any point of view.” White’s experience of living on the border during
the Civil War, in short, underscored for him the importance of compro-
mise, of finding a middle way. Indeed, his commitment to this approach
brought him to the Paris Conference at the end of World War I, where
he participated in one of the greatest negotiations of modern times.*

We have no way of knowing for certain how many Marylanders in
White’s generation shared his faith in what a leading historian of the
state calls the “middle temperament.” If the findings of contemporary
political sociologists can serve as a guide, a significant number of
youngsters in the border state probably adopted a dualistic view of the
world during the Civil War, one that sharply divided the political terrain
between supporters and enemies and that demonstrated little tolerance
for the legitimacy of opposing opinions. For these children, borders
meant a line n_ﬂméb in the sand rather than a place to meet and mummmn
in a productive exchange of views. The extent to which this vision of
politics persisted after the war, however, is open to question.

Certainly, politics remained contentious as Republican Unionists and
Democrats debated issues such as Reconstruction policies, registration
procedures and requirements for voting, black civil and political rights,
and public education. African Americans in Baltithore and in southern
Maryland voted in large numbers for the party of Lincoln. Although in
the northern and western counties white Republicans continued to sup-
port the cause of civil rights for blacks, racial fears and memories of the
wat in other parts of the state nondum:mm the majority of white Mary-
land voters to back the Democratic party. Especially during close politi-
cal contests Democrats resorted to race-baiting to secure victory. Fraud
and violence marked the election of 1875 in Baltimore, where observers
reported widespread ballot stuffing, shooting incidents, and near riots.
Police arrested 209 people that day, divided about equally between
whites and blacks.®

Besides political and racial conflict, industrial strife marked the post-
war years. The Great Railway Strike of 1877, which began at Camden
Junction outside Baltimore and quickly spread along the rail lines of the
Baltimore and Ohio, resulted in a week of violence in the city until
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federal troops marched in to reestablish order. The bloody confronta-
tion of labor and management during this insurrection must have re-
minded many citizens of the divisions that had split them into two
camps during the Civil War. Democratic Governor John Lee Carroll,
who invited the federal troops in to quell the labor protests, insisted
that the workers’ actions threatened “subversion of all government”
and, if lefr unchecked, would have led to “national insurrection.”*

Following the turmoil of the Reconstruction era that culminated with
the 1877 strike, white Marylanders moved to heal old wounds in the
body politic. In the wake of the chaos that they had witnessed growing
up, the predominant impulse of those who took over political leader-
ship after Reconstruction was to establish stability and order in the
state, not to perpetuate conflict. This new harmony came at a high cost,
leading to both a segregated society and “a segregated historical mem-
ory.” By the 1880s, however, national reconciliation among whites was
well under way and “a culture of healing and unity” had emerged.” The
Maryland legislature in 1888 contributed to the effort at reconciliation
with two measures recognizing the sacrifices of soldiers on both sides of
the Civil War: it handed over a former federal arsenal to a group that
planred to transform the building and grounds into a home for elderly
Confederate veterans, and it approved funding for Union monuments at
Gettysburg. “The suspicions, the bitterness, the animosities necessarily
engendered by a protracted Civil War,? _umcnmm_Ema Colone! James C.
Mullikin at one of the dedication ceremonies that October, ..736 de-
parted our state never to return.”

The product of wishful thinking more than careful observation, Mul-
likin’s remarks about the end of sectional bitterness reflected the desire
of Maryland whites to put the conflicts of the past behind them. For the
generation that had come of age during the war itself, though, doing so
was no easy matter. Henry White, in his urgent need to pursue a career
dedicated to negotiation and diplomacy, embodied the extent to which
the violence and political hostilities of these years in Maryland had left
an indelible mark on his generation. However different the paths they
followed after the Confederate surrender at Appomattox, White and the
other children of the Civil War always measured their lives by the stan-
dard of what they experienced during this searing event.
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Chapter 15

Union Father, Rebel Son: Families and
the Question of Civil War Loyalty

AMY E. MURRELL

<+ WHEN nineteen-year-old Henry Stone joined the Confederate army,
he did not just turn against the Union, or what he called the “cursed
dominion of Yankeedom.” He also rebelled against his family and espe-
cially his father. Stone’s parents were natives of Kentucky, but by 1861
were living in southern Indiana with Henry and his brothers. They were
staunch Unionists, and at least one of Henry’s four brothers volunteered
for the Union army. But in August 1862 Henry, a middle child, felt
drawn to fight for the Southern cause. He kept his decision secret, since
he knew that his family would try to stop him, and he ran away with-
out leaving even a riote.behind: He disguised himself as a poor farmer
to make his way past Union pickets and arrived in Kentucky to join the
cavalry of John Hunt Morgan. After a month he revealed his where-
abouts to his father: “Pap, I do not regret one practical my leaving
home and every day convinces me I did right,” he explained, yet the
personal cost of departing was not lost on him. “I can imagine how
your feelings are, one son in the Northern and another in the Southern
Army,” he acknowledged, “But so it is.... Good times will come
again.” He signed his letter, “your rebelling son, Henry.™

Families such as the Stones were not supposed to divide when the
Civil War came. Nineteenth-century, Americans idealized the family as
the bedrock of society, a private haven, from the rancorous public world
of politics and war, Mothers, fathers, and children found security and
formed their identities within the family; it even provided a model of
social relations for the society at large. But when the war came, the
border between North and South cut right through families’ house-
holds. As the Columbia Missouri Statesman observed in 1861, “Seces-
sion has broken up the dearest social relations in every community of
the border slave States, turning son against father, brother against
brother, daughter against mother, friend against friend.”* Newspaper
columns lamented the division of families. Few professed to understand
how this basic social unit could give way to such destructive conflict.
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Countless Americans witnessed the division of their households dur-
ing the Civil War, but nowhere was this more pronounced than in the
border states. In Tennessee, Kentucky, Virginia, Maryland, and Mis-
souri, the slaveholding states of the upper South, decades of political
conflicts had splintered the population and rendered national loyalties
unpredictable, This was a region that put forth some of the most signifi-
cant compromises to stave off sectional conflict in the 1850s, and where
voters in 1860 supported moderate candidates over the more radical
Republicans or Southern Democrats. Yet it was also where consensus
was elusive once the Civil War came, as these states either seceded reluc-
tantly after months of debate, as in the cases of Tennessee and Virginia,
which eventually splintered in two, or remained in the Union despite
vocal secessionist minorities. Kentuckys own governor, for example,
supported efforts to establish an alternative Confederate government in
his Union state, while in Missouri guerrilla warfare continually drew
the state’s citizens into violent confrontation. In this region where, as
one Kentuckian put it, “treason & loyalty overlap,” and where reluc-
tant Confederates and latent Unionists lived side by side during the
Civil War, the line between North and South fell in unexpected places,
dividing friends, neighbors, and families.?

This essay examines the divided loyalties of fifty-two border state
families who shared the specific division experienced by the Stone fam-
ily: the enlistment of a son in the Confederate army despite the Union
sympathies of his father, In each of these families, and in many others
like them, wartime political allegiances settled along generational fault
lines, creating an explosive situation that mirrored the greater conflict
between the Union and the Confederacy. Why these families experi-
enced such division is not easily answered. These families were, like so
many families in the upper South, landowners who made their living by
raising livestock and wheat. They generally lived in the low-lying areas
rather than in the mountains, and most were slaveowners with holdings
of under twenty slaves. They did not engage in the sort of large-scale
plantation agriculture of the lower South, but were still fairly wealthy,
educated, and prominent in their communities, In most cases their nu-
clear families were intact, with mothers, stepmothers, sisters, and
brothers sharing their households and generally working together on
the family land. Yet when war came the sons, who averaged twenty-two
years of age, enthusiastically left home to volunteer for the Confederate
service, while their fathers remained Union spokesmen for compromise
and moderation.* :

Fortunately these Union fathers and their rebel sons did a lot of argu-
ing on paper during the war, explaining in vivid detail why they be-
lieved their loyalties were divided. Even though rebel sons that split
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from their fathers in most cases departed from brothers, sisters, or a
mother too, it was the conflict between father and son that inspired the
most introspection. Male kin disagreed in particular about how per-
sonal their conflict was and to whar extent their national loyalties were
linked to or contingent upon their personal, family loyalty. Together
their letters offer a collective rumination on the interconnection of poli-
tics and family, of public and private life, in mid-century America, And
out of this dialogue emerges a paradox of divided families: the same
personal, family loyalties that gave way to and even fed the turmoil of
war also provided the strongest basis for reconciliation. The divided
border state family proved remarkably resilient even as it was most
tested, and perhaps for that reason became a cultural resource for a
nation also trying to come to terms with the meaning of rebellion.

The brewing rebellion of the sons became apparent to border state ob-
servers even before the fall of Fort Sumter. As carly as February 1861,
twenty-year-old Josie Underwood noticed that in her hometown of
Bowling Green, Kentucky, “all the men . . . of any position or promi-
nence whatever are Union men--and yét many of these men have wild
reckless unthinking inexperienced sons who make so much noise about
secession as to almost drown their fathers wiser council.” Border state
newspaper editors also took note of this family dynamic, including the
Louisville Daily, Journal, which months later declared father and son
conflict an “epidemic” and began writing lengthy essays ruminating on
its pervasiveness.®

What these observers noticed was the climax of 2 generational con-
flict that had been emerging throughout border state society in the de-
cade prior to 1861. During the secession crisis some of the most vig-
orous proponents of slavery and states’ rights were young men born in
the 1830s and 1840s. These were men who had never known a time
without sectional conflict, who had witnessed tenuous political compro-
mises in Missouri as well as violént threats to slavery in “Bleeding Kan-
sas” and in Harper’s Ferry, Virginia. What they saw all around them
was the elusiveness of a national consensus on slavery and sectionalism,
and a political landscape in which division was the norm. This created a
situation in which it was nearly impossible not to take a vigorous stance
on the political issues of the day. These young men, while not unique in
their support of slavery or Southern rights, developed a passionate en-
thusiasm for secession that set them apart from older generations, and,
in some cases, their own fathers.

Their fathers, meanwhile, were fixtures of the border state political
establishment: among them were a Maryland governor, two Kentucky
senators, and several congressmen. Most were either Whigs, or as the

FAMILIES AND DIVIDED LOYALTIES 361

war approached, Constitutional Unionists and Democrats intent on
forging compromises to stave off civil war. Their political affiliations
generally reflected the ideological and geographic middle ground in
which they lived, and it appears that most tried to impart that same
sense of moderation to their sons. “I would caution you against imbib-
ing all the notions put forth by your advocates for slavery,” was how
one such father responded in 1857 to his son’s blustery anti-abolitionist
rant. To make a case for his views this father sent the son whar he called
a “sensible tract” written by a Kentucky minister. Fathers such as this
one detected their sons’ radicalism early, but rather than demanding
conformity outright they generally permitted an open exchange on mat-
ters of sectional politics. Their letters reveal an energetic but tolerant
exchange of ideas throughout the 1850s, as the fathers apparently be-
lieved that beneath their sons’ political vigor was a deeper agreement on
partisan loyalty.”

By 1861, however, the political letters of these fathers and sons had
taken on a starkly different tone. Any degree of political difference was
no longer something as benign as words on a page; in wartime it could
translate into opposing allegiances across a deadly battle. As war
seemed imminent, fathers grew less tolerant of their son’s independent
political expression and began demanding a greater degree of confor-
mity —sometimes enlisting the help of other male kin to do so. These
fathers did not demand that their sons think exactly like them, but they
did draw a line at allowing their sons to act on their ideas. Service in the
Confederate army was unacceptable. “Do not resign under any circum-
stances without consultation with me,” one Kentucky father demanded
of his son who he feared would leave the U.S. army for the South.
Other fathers struck compromises, even promising to support their sons
economically if they stayed out of the Confederate service. Still others,
hopeful that the war would last only a few months, made their sons
promise to stay at home for a year before enlisting in the Confederacy.®

Union newspaper writers challenged fathers to keep their sons away
from the Confederacy and to get them into the Union army. “If the
young men are slow to enlist in the cause of human freedom,” one
Kentucky paper wrote, “let the old men step forward, and by their pa-
triotic example shame their degenerate sons and grandsons.” The mech-
anism of fatherly authority was in this paper’s view the most effective
deterrent to a young man’s Confederate service. After all, it was consid-
ered a father’s duty in mid-nineteenth-century America to watch over
and nurture his son’s political allegiances. Mothers might instill in sons
a more vague sense of civic duty and consciousness, but in matters of
partisanship a father’s example was to be paramount. This newspaper
challenged fathers to live up to those expectations, and most fathers did
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so when they demanded political obedience from their sons. Their sons
generally complied at first with their requests but over time found their
absence from the service difficult to tolerate. In the first year of the war
these awkward promises set the stage for the “epidemic” that the Lowuis-
ville Daily fournal lamented.”

To refrain from service in the Confederate army created a dilemma
for these sons. Twenty-three-year-old Matthew Andrews of Shepherds-
town, Virginia (later West Virginia), for example, promised his father, a
pro-Union Episcopal minister, that he would not serve and would re-
main in law school in Virginia. But this became difficult when his class-
mates began to enlist. “My position is getting more and more embar-
rassing every day,” Matthew wrote to his fiancee. “All the young men in
the town have joined one of the three companies formed here,” and
they did not understand why he failed to join them. The pressures of his
peers were severe, and indeed similar pressures resulted in the enlist-
ments of many other young men in the South. Yet Matthew vowed to
remain out of the service, he went on to explain, because he did not
want to “offend” his father. The elder Andrews, meanwhile, took the
opportunity in letters to his son to reinforce his political authority, “I
am much more calm than you are, & have a much more intelligent &
impartial survey of the whole question,” he argued on one occasion,
and suggested that Matthew would come around to share his opinions
within weeks.” |

Sons such as Matthew Andrews faced additional obstacles to obeying
their fathers and remaining out of the service after the first year of the
war. In 1862 and 1863 both the Union and Confederate governments
passed conscription laws that made military service mandatory for men
between the ages of eighteen and forty-five. This made it impossible
simply to remain home —almost every young man had to enlist in the
army supported by his state. For sons in the Union states of Kentucky,
Maryland, and Missouri, the idea of being forcibly conscripted into the
Union army became an additional inducement to act on their Confeder-
ate sympathies and leave home quickly. Henry Stone, who opened this
essay, explained to his father that at home in a Union state he “was in
great danger of being drafted where I could not have served,” whereas
now, after leaving to join the Confederate army, “I'm contented.” Sons
in the Confederate states of Virginia and Tennessee had the laws on
their side, which, in many cases, did encourage a son’s enlistment. But
even in these regions some fathers stepped in to prevent the laws from
affecting their sons. Matthew Andrews’ Union father, for example, used
his connections to preempt the laws and to find his son a job in the
paymaster’s office in Richmond, reasoning that a government job was
less odious than having his son serve as a combatant against the Union.™
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Other sons resorted to sneaking away from their fathers when it be-
came too difficult to resist the pressures of their peers or the law.
Twenty-year-old Ezekiel (Zeke) Clay’s story was typical. In the years
leading up to the war he was schooled by several prominent spokesmen
of compromise and Union: his father, Brutus, was a Whig leader and
member of the Kentucky legislature; his uncle, Cassius Clay, was a vig-
orous abolitionist; and his distant cousin, Henry Clay, was the architect
of several plans to save the Union from civil war. Zeke also had a signif-
icant circle of friends his age who frequented pro-secession speeches and
rallies and who encouraged him to join them. Zeke’s family knew of his
dalliances with secession ideas but was openly tolerant ‘of his views,
even in the first months of the war. His stepmother, Ann, kept her own
Union opinions quiet even while venting to her husband that Zeke
talked “like some one crazy” about secession. His father simply kept his
silence while apparently remaining confident that Zeke would uphold
his agreement to manage the family property while he served in the
legislature.®?

Over a period of several weeks in September 1861, however, Zeke
secretly plotted his departure for the Confederate army. He approached
a Confederate officer about obtaining a commission, yet denied having
done so when his stepmother heard rumors about the meeting. He also set
about making gun cartridges to take with him — surreptitiously working
right under his stepmother’s nose — but again denied his true motives by
claiming to make them for his father. Then one night in September 186 1,
after telling his stepmother that he was going loon hunting, Zeke rode off
on his mare, bringing with him the blanket from his bed, one of his
father’s rifles, and a small amount of clothing. He left behind this breezy
note on the parlor table to explain his departure: “I leave for the army
tonight. I do it for I believe I am doing right. I go of my own free will. If it
turns out that I do wrong I beg forgiveness. Good bye. E.”®

Brutus Clay, like other fathers in this position, could hardly contain
his anger when he heard of his son’s departure. Zeke had acted with the
same hotheaded zeal as the South Carolinians that Clay and other bor-
der state Union men condemned. His son also had failed to show a
moderation. in politics that Clay expected of all his sons, and, more
personally, had reneged on his promises to his father to remain at home.
Zeke evidently preferred to follow the lead of “every scamp in the coun-
try” rather than his own father’s, Brutus thundered to his wife, Ann,
who sympathized. It was “disgraceful,” she responded, and she vowed
to find out what it was that had “induced a boy to take sides against a
father.” To the Clays this was no ordinary case of two individuals dis-
agreeing about sectional politics: it was a very personal case of filial
defiance.”
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Other Union fathers shared Brutus Clay’s angry reaction to the secre-
tive departures of their rebel sons. These fathers may have given their
sons latitude ro develop independent political views, but few had
known how seriously to take their sons’ expressions of Southern loyalty,
and fewer yet predicted that their worst fears of Confederate service
would be realized. Union fathers therefore had difficulty knowing how
to respond to their sons’ actions. If they accepted a son’s Confederate
service as an independent act of political conscience, then they would be
acknowledging the son’s outright rejection of their own political views.
But if they attributed the defection to reckless and defiant behavior, as
Brutus Clay seemed to prefer, it would be much easier to remain secure
in one’s position as a father. Their son’s action might remain a serious
betrayal, but a much more familiar and manageable one. In this sense a
son’s rebellion could be seen as just another coming-of-age struggle set
against the dramatic backdrop of war."

Fathers of the Civil War generation were quite familiar with this kind
of conflict. Little consensus existed in mid-century prescriptive literature
about the ideal relationship between fathers and sons. A historic tradi-
tion of paternal authority in the household was gradually being eroded
by an antebellum trend toward a less authoritarian and more affection-
ate model of; child-rearing. This left fathers and sons caught between
expectations of paternal ‘dominance and the impulse toward compan-
ionship. Whete a father’s authority and a son’s deference met was rafely
clear, and this created what one historian has called an “inherent am-
bivalence” between fathers and sons. Conflicts with fathers thus became
a ritual of growing up for nineteenth-century sons, and this is what
Civil War fathers saw in their sons’ defection to the Confederacy: a very
familiar and personal challenge to their paternal authority."

Newspaper, observers encouraged Union fathers to view their sons’
Confederate service as a deliberate act of filial defiance. In one of the
first analyses of divided fathers and sons, the Union-leaning Lowuisville
Daily Journal published an article entitled “Letters of a Father” in 1861
that elaborated on why the present rebellion of sons was part of a very
natural stage in life. The American “political and social system” con-
tained an inherent contradiction, the paper argued, one in which sons
were required to defer to their fathers at the same time they were in-
stilled with republican values of liberty. The most readily available ex-
pression of that liberty was in the rejection at home of “filial piety,” the
paper continued, and for that reason father-and-son conflicts were a
natural creation of the republican system. The rebellion of sons from
their fathers in wartime was simply a reflection of this greater flaw in
the American “national character,” but even worse, in this paper’s view,
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was the Confederacy’s exploitation of this with “specious appeals to the
natural love of liberty.”"

indeed, the Confederacy’s call for independence meshed well with
personal desires for autonomy among this younger generation of men.
Historians of secession have found that younger generations felt a natu-
ral affinity to the Southern cause precisely because of the desire for
liberty nurtured in their own homes. Fathers, the guardians of their
inheritance and future livelihood as the owners of land and family busi-
nesses, at times posed a substantial obstacle to sons in their transition to
adulthood. A father who was unwilling to give up land or otherwise
assist his son in building an independent life for himself left his son in a
dependent position. This aroused resentment in a son and a frustration
that made the Confederate rhetoric of “independence™ and “liberty” all
the more resonant.'®

The rebel sons considered here had reached this uncertain juncture in
their lives. The majority were unmarried and between the ages of six-
teen and twenty-five — the transition pericd between childhood and the
independence of adulthood. Twenty-year-old Zeke Clay, for example,
had recently dropped out of college from lack of mterest and had re-
turned home to work his father’s land. Henry Stone, who opened this
essay, also worked on his family’s land and had not yet settled into the
legal career that would occupy him later. Census returns from 1860
show that roughly two-thirds of these rebel sons likewise resided in
their fathers’ households, perbaps hoping to inherit land or evenrually
purchase acreage of their own. Their financial prospects ranged from
being in debt, to working as apprentices, to relying on their fathers to
put them through school, to striking out on their own for new land in
the Texas southwest. Almost without exception these young men were
unsettled in their lifelong careers and were self-conscious of their
continued dependence on their fathers. Service in the Confederacy —
acknowledged or not—therefore allowed them to embrace the reality of
liberty, both financially and emotionally. As one son wrote to his father
of his service, “[Y]our boy who left you six or seven months ago a mere
child has now grown to manhood.” In this euphemistic declaration of
independence, the son suggested that his father accept his service as a
defining moment in his emergence into adulthood.”

Personal “liberty” may have attracted sons to the Confederacy, but
few fathers were willing to go so far as to translate this into a deep
ideological commitment to the Confederacy. The notion that their sons
instead possessed no ideas at all and were deluded or coerced into the
Confederate service was a much more popular view. After hearing of his
son’s departure, Brutus Clay speculated that his son had been influenced
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by a “scamp,” while other Union fathers similarly directed their frustra-
tion toward an anonymous influence deluding their sons. One Union
father complained that “older & more wicked men” had “seduced” his
son into service. The Louisville Daily Journal likewise concluded that
one Union man’s son probably would not have fought for the South
“had not poisonous sophistries been poured into his ears by older men
who had a design to corrupt his mind and seduce him into the paths of
treachery.”*

These “older men™ who rivaled fathers for the sons’ attention were
no anomaly of war. Commonly known as “confidence men,” “trick-
sters,” or “seducers,” they were a fixture of nineteenth-century fathers’
anxieties. Fathers were fearful that once a son reached the age to strike
out on his own, whether to purchase his own land or to begin a new
career, strangers might take advantage of him, corrupt him, and destroy
his character. Nothing, in a father’s view, was more threatening to a
son’s republican liberty than the potential deception and corruption of
an unscrupulous stranger. Young men eager to make their mark on the
world were susceptible to the words of designing men, and the confu-
sion of war, in a father’s view, provided an ideal opportunity for such
men to do their work.”

Sometimes thiese confidence men were familiar: a cousin, uncle, or
longtime family’ friend who “talked secesh” and encouraged sons to
accompany ther to secession rallies.” Other times they worked at 3
distance, as did theé fire-eating secessionists of the lower South. But no
one worked harder to win over their sons’ attention, fathers became
convinced, than Confederate cavalry leaders. These men—with reputa-
tions of being more daring and more talented than their Union counter-
parts —cut a dashing figure and appealed to 2 young man’s desire for
adventure. The most influential in the border region was thirty-six-year-
old Confederate captain John Hunt Morgan of Kentucky. Already leg-
endary among Southern partisans as an embodiment of “chivalry” and
“bravery,” Morgan and his men‘swept through Kentucky and Tennessee
in July 1862 on a raid that resulted in the successful imprisonment of
1,200 Union soldiers —and only 95 Confederate casualties. Word of his
victories drew crowds along his route to catch a glimpse of the man
who would eventually become a folk hero of the Confederacy. His repu-
tation awed young men. “You can’t hurt a Morgan man,” one Ken-
tucky son boldly concluded after signing on to Morgan’s cavalry. At
least one hundred “sons of our best and strongest Union men” followed
him, a Kentucky woman later recalled.?

Morgan and his men, fathers believed, took advantage of their sons’
desire for adventure and preyed on their sons to become followers. “My
son,” as one father described his departure with Morgan, “was seduced

FAMILIES AND DIVIDED LOYALTIES 367

into the Rebel service by designing men.” Referred to also as “Morgan’s
gang,” and “Morgan’s guerrilla party,” this band of rebel soldiers un-
nerved Union families. Fathers were convinced that their sons were too
young and too impressionable to resist Morgan’s overtures, despite the
best efforts of the sons to convince them otherwise. One Kentucky son
tried to reassure his family that Morgan’s men were “gentlemen of the
best families of Ky.,” and therefore honorable comrades in battle. But
few parents accepted this notion, preferring instead to believe, as one
father explained, that their sons wmm been a “victim® of Morgan’s “folly
8 delusion.”

Other such influences, fathers _uoroi& lurked within their own homes
and were of a decidedly feminine cast. H;moma_ some fathers discovered
that the “scamp” luring their son in the wrong direction was no
stranger but was instead a son’ own mother. Who else had such close
contact with and influence over sons than mothers? Union fathers had
good reason to suspect a mother’s influence. While one Virginia father
tried to keep his son from volunteering for the Confederacy, his wife
undermined him with letters to the son laced with pro-secession senti-
ment. “What is the benefit of plunging Ben into this certain destruc-
tion,” this father asked of his wife, demanding that she protect, rather
than endanges, their son. Another Tennessee mother chose to remain
with her rebel son in the South rather than follow her Union husband
north to escape the hardships of war. This mother remained in contact
with her son throughout the war and effectively condoned his behavior
despite his father’s ardent Union stance.

These women occupied an uncomfortable position, caught between
the conflicting roles of mother and wife. They were responsible for their
sons’ development into good, civic-minded, and patriotic individuals,
according to the expectations of antebellum political culture, and many
sons looked to their mothers for guidance in the sectional crisis. Yet at
the same time mothers were expected to defer to their husbands on
matters of public affairs. In these particular cases women emphasized
the former over the latter and effectively competed with a father in
influencing a son’s political choices. But in other cases, the idea that a
mother’s influence might result in a father and son meeting on a battle-
field was agonizing, and, as one mother put it, “pursued me like a
ghost.” Accordingly, some mothers chose to suppress even their own
Confederate instincts and to seek family unity by asking that their sons
uphold their fathers’ patriotic legacies. *Your dear Father never took
sides either way,” wrote one Missouri mother to her son. “Try and
follow the bright example your beloved Father has set you.”?*

Whether it was a family member or a cavalryman who deterred a son
from his father’s example, however, Union fathers found in these out-
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side influences a way of explaining their familial conflict, To blame
someone else’s influence was to place the blame on a society that pro-
duced unscrupulous men {or women), and on the youth and inexper-
ience of otherwise good young men. A son’s Confederate service was
therefore not an expression of political conscience but instead symp-
tomatic of a separate struggle over a father’s own paternal authority. In
this way fathers could define their conflict with their sons as something
personal, and perhaps, more familiar and manageable.

This reading of the sons® behavior would seem to explain the common
defection of the younger generation to the South, but to listen to the
sons themselves is to hear an entirely different perspective on their Con-
federate service. They repeatedly and adamantly denied that their action
was in any way a deliberate act of defiance against their father. As
Henry Stone exclaimed when he heard of his fathers anger over his
rebellion: “Father, when you look over my career in the past eighteen
months, do you feel that I am a traitor? Have I not done my duty, and
have I not followed your teachings of right? Do you feel that I'm un-
worthy to be your son? God forbid!” While condemning what he called
the “despotism” that his father supported, Stone still rejected the notion
that he might be “unworthy” as a son. If anything, he believed his ac-
tion to be entirély consistent with his father’s teachings by following 1 ﬁrn
dictates of his ¢onscience.”

Clearly a son would have every reason to deny a personally moti-
vated rebellion against his father. But in his denial was a very real con-
flict between fathers and sons, a disagreement over the relationship
between family and political loyaities. Where fathers saw the two as
intertwined — politics as 2 mere reflection of their personal relation-
ship —sons argued that the two were entirely separate. “I am a seces-
sionist, but that shall not conflict with a duty I owe my father — that of
being respectful, and kind,” Virginian William Thomson explained to
his father in February 1861. Thomson drew a sharp distinction between
being a secessionist and being a son, or between acting politically and
acting personally. Dividing his _o._memm in this way allowed Thomson
and other sons to view their Confederate service quite differently —and
more innocently —than their fathers did.?

Sons accordingly described their enlistment as a pure act of political
conscience. Zeke Clay seemed to know his father would attribute his
departure to youthful rebellion when he assured him in his departing
note that “I do it for I believe I am doing right.” “I know I'm right,”
wrote another son, but exactly how influential this sense of political
“right” was in mobilizing sons is hard to determine. This same question
has vexed most historians who study why soldiers fought in the Civil
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War, and it is [ikely that a combination of both ideological convictions

and personal considerations motivated most soldiers, But in letters to

Union fathers, these rebel sons talk as if ideology was the only consid-
eration that guided them in war. They wrote about fighting “tyranny,”
“Black Republicanism,” and the “despotism of Lincoln,” calling on
popular rhetoric to emphasize that their military service was guided
only by politics. Their division from their fathers could be explained
simply as the divergent conclusions of two rational, thoughtful men.?

Behind those words, however, the political first principles of the sons
did not differ terribly from those of their fathers. On the most central
and divisive issue of the war—slavery —Union fathers and rebel sons
were, for the most part, in striking agreement. Roughly three-quarters
of the fathers were slaveholders, and thus, the majority of sons grew up
in households in which slavery was openly accepted and tolerated.
Rebel sons therefore could associate slavery with their father’s interests
and could see in secession the protection of something upon which their
fathers depended. Although their fathers, in contrast, may have seen in
secession the “doom of slavery,” as one Virginia father put it, or ac-
knowledged its eventual collapse, the sons still could argue that wartime
service supported their fathers’ principles. The only question that di-
vided them was: how could slavery be best protected, by the Union or
by an independent Confederacy? Similarly, on the future of the Unjon,
fathers and sons found common ground, as each considered how to best
combat the sources of disunion. One Kentucky son explained that he
decided to “oppose Abolition more than secession, for one is the cause
of our national dissension, the other the effect.” His father, on the other
hand, felt that preserving the Union was best served by opposing seces-
sion. Such ideological congruence on the war’s central issues undoubt-
edly encouraged rebel sons to downplay filial rebellion and to claim that
their service instead realized their fathers® true ideals.®

The sons may have been tempted to criticize their fathers® Union
stance as a betrayal of their common ideals, but if they were thus
tempted they restrained themselves in their letters home. They did not
hold back, however, from objecting when their fathers attempted to
punish them for their Confederate service, Indeed, Union fathers consid-
ered punishment a necessary response to the personal rebellion they de-
tected in their sons’ enlistment. “Just as he has acted, he will be dealt
with,” was how Brutus Clay furiously explained his decision to with-
draw his son’s inheritance after his departure. Since Zeke had denied
Brutus his authority as a father, Brutus would reciprocate by refusing
what he owed in return: protection. Disinheritance was rare among di-
vided fathers and sons, but other fathers joined Brutus Clay in refusing
to send money or clothing, even when it was possible to cross the lines
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to do so, and in preventing their sons from visiting their homes. These
and other punishments served the indirect purpose of restoring the pa-
ternal authority that Union fathers lost when their sons defied them to
join the Confederacy. Zeke Clay did not take his father’s declaration
seriously, however. With humor, he wrote to his stepmother to ask if the
disinheritance meant he could still keep his wristwatch.®

Other sons took punishments more seriously. A father’s disapproval
was devastating enough, but many sons believed that their father’s pun-
ishment was unwarranted. They saw little purpose in lessons on respect
or obedience when they believed they still upheld these values in their
support for the South. One punishment in particular was deemed espe-
cially unfair: a father’s refusal to write letters. Certainly security mea-
sures taken by the Union and Confederate governments could make it
more difficult to write frequently during the war, but it is clear that
some fathers deliberately chose this as a form of punishment. After all,
for most fathers and sons in peacetime, letter-writing was a basic means
of sustaining a relationship. The failure to write regularly had always
been a basis for chastisement, and not to write at all was an act of
profound significance, a severing of emotional ties. In the insecurity of
wartime, when soldiers found themselves lonely and threatened with
death, this could be an, especially devastating punishment,®

One Virginia father stopped-writing after finding his sons’ letters “full,

of the lies [of] Rébel Genl. Bobby Lee.” Warner Thomson, a farmer

trying to maintain a living in the path of war, became fed up with his
son’s rebel allegiance after his own livelihood was threatened. Thomson
suffered financial losses when advancing Confederate troops forced him
to flee his Shenandoah Valley home temporarily in 1863, and to make
matters worse, his secession neighbors— especially women — had grown
increasingly hostile toward him. An outcast, Thomson found it impossi-
ble to extend pleasantries to a son who allied himself with the Confed-
erates and opted for silence over false sentiments. His son William, an
eighteen-year-old aspiring teacher and a soldier in a Tennessee regiment,
recoiled at his father’s silence. “Pa has ceased to think of me as his
son,” he cried to his stepmother, complaining that his father evidently
cared more about Abraham Lincoln thar his own son. This was espe-
cially traumatic for him when his brother, Jonathan, who also joined
the Confederate army, was imprisoned by Union authorities. Without
his father to comfort him, William became dependent on the kindness
of strangers to help him cope with his brother’s imprisonment. For “all
intents and purposes,” William concluded of his situation, “I am a lone
orphan.™

In his father’s silence William detected that he had been consigned to
the most desperate position of unwanted child. He saw the worst in the
absence of his father’s letters, revealing the extent to which he relied on
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his father’s affection. His reaction was yet another reflection of the in-
herent ambivalence, or the tension between authority and affection, that
characterized antebellum families. Whereas Warner Thomson, stunned
by his son’s Confederate service, chose to reemphasize his parental au-

thority, William Thomson found his father’s affection increasingly nec-

essary and important once he endured the foul weather, loneliness, and
tainted meat of his life in camp. In pleading letters William accused his
father of violating an obligation to extend that affection toward his
children: “No one is capable of more devotion to a parent than [ am,”
he concluded, “but in order that this feeling should have full force,
there must be a corresponding affection on the part of the parent.”

Warner Thomson’s silence was an inadequate measure of his true sen-
timents, however. He was in fact more conflicted than William believed
and found it difficult to condemn his son outright, even if his cause was
“entirely wrong.” Warner frequently turned to his diary to wrestle with
their relationship. “My natural affection for my sons & love for my
country,” he once wrote, “cause a struggle in my mind —it is a painful
one.” Warner had difficulty reconciling his son’s act with his desire to
maintain their family ties. “I feel as if [ am committing wrong to allow
an active enemy of my country to remain in my house,” he wrote of the
idea of allowing William to visit, but “than I am met with the feelings
of affection natural to a parent—it is a trial — sore trial,” His loyalty to
the Union cause —as well as his own security —compelled him to react
as a stern patriarch; but deep down Warner possessed more complicated
feelings toward his son. He temporarily resolved this conflict by asking
family members for frequent reports on his son.”

Warner Thomson’s reliance on other family members was not un-
usual. When relations between fathers and sons became strained,
mothers and sisters —whether they wanted to or not—typically as-
sumed a mediating position. In the Thomson family, Warner’s wife (Wil-
liam’s stepmother), Josephine, eventually became a surrogate corre-
spondent. William believed that Josephine’s intervention was essential
for saving him from permanent orphan status; “I hope you will not fail
to improve it,” William wrote of his relationship to his father, asking
that she encourage his father to communicate with him. Some women
eagerly embraced this mediating position, writing letters, sending sup-
plies, and even making appeals to fathers on their sons’ behalf. Jo-
sephine Thomson, however, seemed only to resent being used as a sur-
rogate. “You seem to wish me to write only that you may hear from
him,” she complained to William on one occasion, demanding that he
carve out a separate place for her in his thoughts and feelings.*

Fathers might have found it less painful to join their sons in separating
their political and familial lives, but something else kept them from do-
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ing so. A son’s Confederate service was to their fathers even more than
a private crisis of filial deference: it was a potential source of public
embarrassment. In a region influenced by a Southern honor culture that
forced people to think about how their friends and neighbors judged
them, an errant son was a black mark to the family name. This was
particularly true for men of military or political prominence, who con-
tended daily with the scrutiny of both their allies and their pronounced
enemies. Mid-nineteenth-century political culture revolved around es-
tablishing the reputations and character of men who became leaders. To
what extent one’s private or family life should affect or shape that pub-
lic reputation, however, was not settled in the popular mind. So when
wartime newspapermen floated rumors about the divided political loy-
alties of some of the nation’s most prominent families, Union fathers
were placed in an awkward position.”

Nothing illustrated this more vividly than one episode in Kentucky. It
involved John J. Crittenden, a U.S. senator famous nationally for trying
to prevent the war through compromise. Crittenden was known and
respected among his Whig colleagues for his integrity, eloquent
speeches, and cautious political skills, frequently referred to as “noble”
and as a “great statesman” in the border-state press. Yet Crittenden had
not been successful in exercising these conciliatory skills within his own
household, as his youngest son, Thomas, dutifully became a soldier for

the Union, while Em oldest son, George, joined a Confederate regiment.

George had disappoirited his father before, with his weakness for alco-
hol and his penchant for debt, but his defection to the Confederacy for
the first time made George the subject of press attention. In May 1862,
George D. Prentice, the Unionist editor of the Louisville Daily Journal,
published a scathing attack on George Crittenden’s Confederate career.
Crittenden had joined the Union’s “malignant enemies” and had be-
come one of the “most malignant of those enemies,” Prentice wrote.
His “treachery” was “sad,” and bad brought unknowable pain to his
friends in Kentucky. For this, Prentice concluded, the name Crittenden
“can no more be dishonored.” The'St. Louis Daily Missouri Demacrat
picked up this story and went furthet to suggest that Crittenden’s rebel
son “may somewhat affect his patriotism.”*

John Crittenden was furious at these attacks. “My son is a rebel —1
defend him not,” he wrote three days later in a private letter to the
Journal’s Prentice, “but what public good can such denunciations, as
that article contains, do?” What angered Crittenden most was not the
article’s attack on George Crittenden’s decision to go South—Crit-
tenden himself had stopped writing to George for that very reason— but
its suggestion that the Crittenden family honor had been damaged as a
result. In keeping with his stature as an honorable statesman Crittenden
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corrected Prentice’s assessment of his family: “Geo. B. Crittenden, save
his act of Rebellion, & the cccasional habit of intemperance, is beloved
by all his family as one of the best 8 noblest of their race.” Even
though his son was “deluded” into rebellion, and his behavior deserved
condemnation, Crittenden acknowledged, his family had come to be-
lieve that George was serving his cause well and acted with “honor-
able” intentions. Family honor, he claimed, was not necessarily dam-
aged by a wayward son if that son acted honorably in his new position.
For this reason Crittenden pronounced the article “most cruel.”*

Equally galiing to Crittenden was Prentice’s apparent belief that there
was some public benefit in revealing the Crittenden family problems to
his readers. He urged Prentice, in a note at the bottom of his letter, to
keep this matter “private” in the future. Crittenden thus claimed for
himself and his family a right to privacy that some Americans believed
was inherent in the growing division of middle-class life into separate
spheres of home and world. Ideally, domestic life by mid-century was to
stand distinct from the disruptions of work and politics, and this, Crit-
tenden apparently believed, afforded him a wall of protection around
his private life from the prying eyes of journalists. Of course such a
demarcation, as numerous historians have documented, was never as
neat as promised.*

George Prentice continually exploited that murky distinction between
public and private life. He remained vigorous in his exposes of rebel
sons, once advocating the hanging of the U.S. assistant surgeon gen-
eral’s rebel son as a means of restoring that family’s honor. His attention
to family life appears on the surface to be nothing other than the
zealous behavior of an extremely patriotic Union man. Indeed, Prentice
was, in the words of the Richmond Enguirer, “one of the most decided
enemies of the Southern cause,” and one of Kentucky’s loudest Demo-
cratic voices against secession. To police the loyalties of families was in
Prentice’s view to defend the interests of the Union. But even as he
delved into the private lives of others, Prentice soon found himself in
the same position as other Union - fathers: he too was placed on the
defensive regarding bis own rebel sons, twenty-three-year-old Courtland
and twenty-year-old Clarence,®

Months after his attack on George Crittenden, Prentice learned that
the Cincinnati Commercial, his strongest Republican rival, published
rumors that his older son, Courtland, had stolen his prized silver
mounted rifle when he joined John Hunt Morgan’s cavalry. The paper
speculated that Prentice found his son’s behavior “disgraceful.” Taking
a page out of John Crittenden’s book, Prentice immediately fired off a
note to the Commercial, which was subsequently published in other
border-state papers, denying that his son was guilty of stealing the rifle.
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He never owned such a rifle, he explained, and went on to say he was
sorry to see his “lamented boy” slandered. Prentice jumped to his son’s
defense, his position as a protective father temporarily outweighing the
demands of his own politics. Prentice was partly motivated by the fact
that Courtland lay defenseless in a hospital bed, the victim of friendly
fire in Augusta, Kentucky. Prentice and his wife went to visit their son
days after George wrote the response and witnessed their son’s eventual
death. Prentice asked readers a few days later to spare his family from
additional newspaper coverage. “The tears of weeping eyes,” he ex-
plained, “are not for the public gaze.”*

Observers likely would have abided by his request, given that death
and mourning were widely accepted as private and solitary matters. But
Prentice undermined himself with a three-column eulogy of his son that
first appeared in the Journal and later traveled in an abridged form to
newspapers across Missouri and Ohio. In “William Courtland Prentice:
A Brief Sketch,” Prentice publicly mused on his son’s virtues. Courtland
was “manly” and possessed “the strength of a young Hercules.” He
was constantly in search of outdoor adventures and recognized as a
skilled marksman after moving to Texas in 1860. He was also a “wild”
and adventurous youth, who early on had grown impatient with school
discipline. This, Prentice explained, made it difficult for Courtland to
resist taking up armis when his-Joyalties directed him toward the South
during the war. Although at first Courtland remained at home in defer-
ence to his father, he became miserable, “like an imprisoned lion.” Pren-
tice went on to explain that although he sympathized with him, he be-
lieved his son would have remained at home had it not been for those
ubiquitous “bad men” who were able to lure his son away. Prentice
concluded that his family would remember Courtland as a “brave and
noble though misguided youth.”*.

Prentice did not explain what compelled him to delve into a character
study of his son in the pages of the newspaper. Perhaps he believed that
such an explanation was necessary to blunt the stinging criticism of his
son’s service. His eulogy effectively established that Courtland’s service
was an aberration in an otherwise halmonious father-son relationship:
Courtland had been a loyal son despite his misery, George was a watch-
ful father, and only outside influences had pushed Courtland into the
rebel army. Not unlike John Crittenden he went even further to prop up
Courtland’s reputation with details about his sense of adventure and
manly honor. Prentice might have hoped that his essay would silence the
question of his family’s honor once and for all, but instead his seem-
ingly apologetic stance toward his son’s Confederate service opened the
floodgates for suspicion and innuendo,*
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In March 1863 Prentice became the target of rumors that his other rebel
son, Clarence, was feeding him information about the movements of Con-
federate troops. The New York Times charged that Prentice was on his way
to Europe to escape the path of rebel troops whom he had been warned
were making their way into Kentucky. It accused him of withholding this
information from other Union partisans and thus using his connection to -
the Confederacy for selfish purposes. Prentice hotly denied the accusation
in a letter to the editor and condemned the paper for subjecting his family
to such “malignant calumnies.” Months later, a rival border state news-
paperman, Unionist William G. Brownlow of Tennessee, published a with-
ering attack on Prentice’s loyalty based on the rebel service of his surviving
son. “You are but one degree removed from a rebel and a traitor,” Brown-
low reminded him, and for that reason “your paper is no longer a Union
authority.” This time Prentice chose silence rather than openly respond to
what undoubtedly wounded him as a proud Union man.*

Prentice was only one target of a greater tendency among journalists
to invoke family division as a way of questioning the reputations of
public men. Most common were articles written by Union partisans to
evaluate the position of Confederate leaders. Typical was a March 1862
article that originated in the New York Tribune and circulated through
the border state press reporting that Confederate president Jefferson
Davis and vice president Alexander H. Stephens were “of Yankee . . .
paternity.” The writer traced both men’s parents to the town of North
Killingly, Connecticut, where each supposedly had lived until finally
settling in the South. Relatives of each man still lived in the town,
the article noted, including an eighty-year-old man by the last name of
Stephens who made the dubious claim of being a cousin of both men.
“What could more forcibly exemplify the foolishness of the rebel cry of
‘mudsills,’ “pedlers,” ‘slaves,’ ‘cowards,” ‘poltroons,” against Northern
Society!” exclaimed the Lowuisville Daily Journal. Family ties made it
impossible to draw sharp distinctions between the two societies upon
which Southerners depended. It was hypocritical, this paper therefore
charged, for these Southern leaders to distance themselves from a soci-
ety to which they were so intimately related.*

Rumors of political division in Southern leaders’ families played very
well into Northern critics’ hands. After all, it was the veneration of
lineage and kinship, so central to Southern conceptions of honor and
gentility, that Confederate leaders and writers often identified to distin-
guish their new nation from the corrupt and degenerate Yankees. The
Confederate nation was a perfected land of cavaliers, descended directly
from English bloodlines both noble and pure. Yet, Northern critics
charged, this revealed nothing more than a distorted genealogy. “The
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parents of Jeff Davis and Alex Stephens were probably no better than
the average of Yankee men and women,” the Lowussville Daily Journal
put it succinctly. Although the paper actually was mistaken — Davis’s
parents were born and raised in South Carolina, while Stephens’s were
from Georgia —the deeper point underlying the attack was more cred-
ible. It was a fallacy for Confederates to suggest that their family identi-
ties were as distinct as their political ones.”

Jefferson Davis’s bloodlines continued to attract Union attention. Sto-
ries abounded of various Davis children born illegitimately and residing
in different parts of the country. He was rumored to be the father of an
Indian child in Wisconsin, as well as of a Minnesota boy turned “assas-
sin.” Such stories —however fictionalized — represented Davis to readers
as a promiscuous man, one who actively blurred the genetic lines that
supposedly existed between the North and South. A more widespread
paternity rumor, however, portrayed Davis actively blurring racial lines
by fathering a son with one of his slaves in Mississippi. This story,
which first appeared in February 1864, reportedly originated with a
London Times reporter who was tipped off by an anonymous source
“occupying a high position in the United States.” The reporter, accom-
panied by an officer in the Union navy, traveled to Mississippi, con-
ducted an investigation, and declared the story confirmed by the child’s

mother. The story‘then took off, appearing in Union newspapers across.
the country, fromithe Boston Journal to the St. Louis Daily Missouri

Democrat.®

The story changed from version to version. Sometimes it was the
mother’s name that was different, other times it was the circumstances
of Davis’s relationship with the enslaved woman that varied, But one
detail was consistent in all accounts: that the son was now serving in
the Union navy under the name “Purser Davis.” “Jeff Davis’s Son in the

Federal Service,” proclaimed one such story, which noted with glee the
irony of the Confederate president facing his black son in battle. An-
other telling of the story entitled *Miscegenation by Jeff. Davis” was
not so amused but made no secret of its usefulness. “This same Jeff.
Davis flaunts abroad his professions of Christianity, and sneers at the
Puritanical habits of New England,” the St. Louis Daily Missouri Dem-
ocrat pointed out, while “his own life is a fitting exemplification of the
Barbarism of Slavery.”*

. U.mmmwn:ﬂ layers of this story served different purposes. To an aboli-
tionist it was another example of the sexual exploitation of enslaved
women, as the St. Louis paper suggested. To Republicans accused by
mm.“:o.ﬁ Northerners of embracing interracial sex in their calls for eman-
cipation, it was proof that Southerners themselves were the worst prac-
titioners of miscegenation. (One such newspaper even coined the term

Davisegination.”) And to patriotic Unionists the idea of a white Con-
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federate leader sharing bloodlines with a black Union soldier again
poked holes in Southern pretensions of racial and genetic purity. It did
not matter whether this story was true or not, or that Davis apparently
ignored it and did not publicly respond. Those who latched onto it were
searching for something with which to undermine Davis’s, and the Con-
federacy’s, legitimacy as a separate nation apart from the Union. Private
family histories linking Northerners and Southerners together provided
a useful and popular means.™

Confederate lineage thus captured the Union imagination, as some of
the South’s most prominent families had their family trees scrutinized in
the pages of Union newspapers. Most accounts centered on families in
which recent generations appeared to “betray” their ancestors’ national
loyalty. The Lees of Virginia made frequent appearances, with articles
praising Revolutionary War hero Henry “Light Horse Harry” Lee while
condemning his son, Robert E. Lee. The Keys of Maryland were also
noticed when it became known that Francis Scott Key’s daughter was
under investigation for Confederate spy activity. The Breckinridges of
Kentucky, who produced a Confederate general, likewise were lamented
in the pages of newspapers. Kentuckian Henry Clay, long identified with
forging compromises to stave off civil war, was featured for having sev-
eral grandsons who fought for the Confederacy. The Clay grandsons’
service was a “sad” postscript to the storied life of that “illustrious
statesman,” according to the Lowisville Daily Journal. Most troubling
was the family of Thomas Jefferson. “Alas, how his descendants are
divided in this war!” exclaimed the Nashville Daily Press before outlin-
ing how all the former president’s grandsons were fighting for the Con-
federacy while his granddaughters sided with their Union husbands.”

Tracing the political lineage of these prominent families offered to
Southerners an effective reminder of where they came from, and to
Northerners additional ballast for their charge of Confederate treason.
But indirectly this process also established a blueprint for reconciliation.
Implicit in these articles, and in the greater impulse to identify the
“Union” heritage in Southern families, was a sense of impermanence.
Political division and alienation could hardly endure when the force of
history and family ties were fully realized; Confederates and Unionists
alike could not ignore their deep interconnections. Private, family life
thus was centrally linked to the future of the nation. These genealogies
demonstrated that there was something deep and inalienable that bound
Northerners and Southerners together, something that would provide
the basis of reunion.

Reluctantly or not, nearly every pair of divided fathers and sons ac-
knowledged the pull of these personal ties at some point during the war.
As we have seen, the death of his son in battle compelled George Pren-
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tice to sentimentalize their relationship; an attack on his son’ honor
similarly drew John Crittenden to his son’s defense. Death, illness, and
the loneliness of war created pressures that mediated against even the
best attempts to remain estranged. A process of reconciliation thus coin-
cided with the escalation of hostilities. The unique context of war gave
the very familiar conflicts of deference and authority an urgency that
forced fathers and sons to move beyond arguing in letters and to forge
some sort of truce, or a working relationship, that could assuage their
colliding loyalties.

Constant reminders of the deadly nature of the war sensitized rebe!
sons to their fathers’ welfare. Isaac Noyes Smith, a native of Charleston,
Virginia (later West Virginia), had not hesitated to join the 22nd Vir-
ginia Volunteers in 1861, even though his father was a prominent Union
man. But by September of that year he had grown “depressed” at the
fierceness of the war. It was difficult for him even to rejoice at the pros-
pect of Confederate success. “Virginia is to be red with blood before the
end,” he noted in his diary, “yet my source of constant trouble is that
my father will be in danger.” This was at times a terrifying thought,
Smith continued, for “I am here actually leading a set of men one
of whose avowed objects is the arrest and judicial or lynch murder of
my father.” His father’s welfare distracted Smith from what otherwise
might have been a zéalous deferise of the Confederate cause.®

Other sons acted ipon these sentiments and offered direct protection
to their Union fathers. One rebel son sent $300 in Confederate scrip to
his Union father in Tennessee in order to assist him in dealing with rebel
merchants. Others made sure their families were protected from Con-
federate army raids. The Lowisville Daily Journal, for example, took
note when Robert J. Breckinridge suffered no losses after Confederate
cavalryman Kirby Smith and his mien raided his hometown. Smith had
apparently sent Breckinridge a letter of protection ahead of time, and as
a result, “not so much as a grain of corn has been taken from him.”
The paper noted with a hint of envy'that Breckinridge was more fortu-
nate in this regard “than many of his Union neighbors.” His protection
may have been made possible by his son, twenty-four-vear-old William.
This young man had made it clear to his father he still valued his fa-
ther’s welfare and was relieved to know that his father would benefit
from any Confederate setbacks. “I am glad that if we are driven from
Kentucky,” he wrote in October 1862, “that you . . . will be benefited
by our loss.”*

Rebel sons took some solace in using their positions to protect their
fathers. When Brutus J. Clay’s other rebel son, Christopher, wrote home
warning of that same raid in 1862, he advised his family to bury their
silver and warned them that Confederate leaders were plotting to take
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his father “hostage.” To protect his father Christopher called on a
“friendly rebel” to watch over him. Christopher Clay was proud of
having made these arrangements and prouder yet that no corn or other
property was taken from his father during the raid. As his stepmother
informed Brutus Clay: “He & E[zekiel] say that you will yet be in-
debted to your rebel sons for saving your property.” To these sons the
act of protection exhibited a personal loyalty, and filial duty, that their
father had accused them earlier of abandoning. Brutus Clay cared little,
however, for what meaning lurked behind their gesture. He replied to
his wife that “all the protection [ want from my rebel son is to shoot the
rogues who come to steal.”

The tone of Brutus Clay’s response was typical of the state of mind of
other Union fathers. Although they too came to the aid of their sons,
sending money and clothing in desperate times, often that assistance was
accompanied by an expectation that their sons would abandon the Con-
federacy. A father’s aid could be conditional: protection for a son offered
in exchange for his deference again. Union fathers thus conceived of their
own vision of reconciliation that restored their lost paternal authority,
and they often succeeded. To understand why, it is important to remem-
ber that events on the battlefield worked in a Union father’s favor. Con-
federate military weaknesses left sons demoralized and in need of mate-
rial assistance, particularly after 1862. By this time in the war sons were
growing increasingly ready —albeit to varying degrees —to seek their fa-
thers’ aid and accept a reunion on his terms. Fathers thus could end their
conflict as they defined it at the beginning: a personal rebeilion that
should end with a decisive reassertion of their fatherly anthority.

Fathers sometimes looked to the biblical tale of the prodigal son as a
model for this conception of reconciliation. The tale offered a useful
allegory, for it outlined the process by which an errant son could be
welcomed back into the family fold. A son was to first recognize the
error of his ways, according to this story, then repent his sins and resub-
mit himself to his father’s protection and authority. His father could
then embrace his son again and restore his own status as father, The
Confederate sons’ likeness to the rebellious son in scripture was not lost
on this younger generation. One Kentucky son, broken and tired from
fighting, declared himself “prodigal & poor” to his sisters in 1862, News-
paper and magazine editors likewise compared the increasingly desperate
position of rebel sons to the prodigal son. The Missouri Statesman re-
ported as early as 1861 that the Hannibal, Missouri, mayor’s son had
returned “prodigal like,” and speculated about whether the “fatted calf”
would be killed. “Return of a Prodigal Son,” is how the Louisville Daily
Journal entitled one article about a son who deserted his Tennessee regi-
ment and returned home to his parents’ embrace.®
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The story of the prodigal son particularly resonated when more and
more border state sons filled the cells of Union prisons, especially at
Camp Chase in Ohio and Camp Douglass in Illinois. Prison life was
notoriously grim, and some men would do anything to be released —
including disavowing their Confederate service. In 1863 the Nashuille
Daily Press recognized the opportunity that this afforded Union fathers
and urged “every sensible man . . . to get his son out of the rebel army.”
Those loyal citizens with “deluded relatives” in the Confederate service
can, the paper explained, take advantage of a Lincoln Administration
policy allowing prisoners to take the oath of allegiance to the Union as
a favor to his friends or family. All it would take was a repentant son
and a family willing to write a petition.*

Numbers of Kentucky fathers got their chance after a failed raid
through the state in 1863 led to the arrest and imprisonment of hun-
dreds of soldiers in John Hunt Morgan’s cavalry. Many soldiers escaped
along with their leader, but others heeded the urging of their families to
take the oath to the Union and be released from prison. Petitions testify-
ing to their newfound Union loyalty poured into congressional offices.
In February 1864, Congressman Brutus J. Clay, painfully aware himself
of the ordeal of these families, received thirty-three appeals by Union
mmﬂrnmm in his congressional district asking for the release of their rebel
sons. .

r

In their petitions these fathers typically explained their sons® service™

. .~ Aoy .
as the naiveté of youth. Their sons had been “seduced” into the service

by “designing men,” they wrote, but after two years of war their sons
were now repentant of their errors. One man explained that his son was
intoxicated when he joined the rebel army but was immediately sorry
once he became sober and realized what he had done. A more typical
letter was that of A. H. Calvin of Fayette County, Kentucky. His son
had enlisted with John Hunt Morgan the previous year, but once im-
prisoned wanted to return home as quickly as he could. Calvin was at
first unwilling to help his son. “I thought he had not repented enough,”
OmE: explained, but after receiving numerous letters from his son
claiming to be sorry for fighting with' the Confederacy, he became con-
vinced that his son was ready to become a “good and Loyal citizen.”
Calvin promised, as did other Union fathers, that his son would be true
to his word. He would make sure of it.”

This language of repentance suffused fathers’ descriptions of their
sons’ behavior, “He has repented for the sins that he commited in join-
ing the rebelion,” one typical petitioner explained. Fathers listened for
signs that their sons were sufficiently prepared to be prodigal. One
uncle who had assumed a fatherly role in a boy’ life was upset when
the boy had not expressed enough willingness to apologize for his ser-
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vice. “Had you said in your note that you had been duped, deceived,
betrayed into this rebellion, and that you repented,” the uncle wrote, “I
would have labored for your release.” Because he had not, and because
he still sided with men who threatened to kill his uncle, the uncle in-
formed him that “you can never have my aid.” This man left the boy to
suffer for his sins; the boy had not yet earned forgiveness.”

Parents skeptical of their sons’ repentance sometimes preferred prison
over a parole. “I would much sooner see it then to see you in the Rebble
army,” one father explained to his son in 1862. This father sympathized
with his son’s incarceration but refused to help him because he did not
trust his son to return home after being released. Other fathers chose to
view imprisonment as a boon to their child’s health and well-being. The
Louisville Daily Journal argued that sons would be well cared for while
in the custody of United States officials, as they would not experience
the cold, hunger, and battlefield dangers that came with Confederate
service. Even better, prison could serve as a deterrent to their rebellious
behavior: the paper argued that by remaining in prison “they will not
be guilty of the awful crime of . . . attempting to strike down the glo-
rious flag that protected them in their cradles.”

Some rebel sons themselves preferred remaining in prison to returning
home to their parents. Indeed, not all sons were ready to repent, or
“swallow the dog,” as one Tennessee soldier put it. Thomas Hall of
Maryland recoiled at the idea of his father appealing to the Union gov-
ernment for his release. “What—you & my sister go to the Ape as
supplicants in my behalf!” he exclaimed after hearing that Abraham
Lincoln had been consulted about his release. “I would rather spend my
days in prison than obtain liberty by such means.” Ezekiel Clay likewise
refused his father’s arrangement for his parole when it became clear that
Zeke would not be exchanged and returned to the Confederate army.
Zeke wrote to his father that it was inconsistent with his “views of
honor™ to deny him the option of an exchange, and explained that the
parole as it stood would make him a deserter from the Confederate
army—a “brand of disgrace.” This should not have been difficult for
Brutus to understand, he continued, if he took “a father’s interest in my
welfare.™®

Brutus Clay was forced to reckon with the collision between his son’s
individual honor and that of his family. He never followed through on
his threat of disinheritance, and even indicated in a letter to his daugh-
ter that he could understand Zeke’s latest request. “I would certainly
not wish him to do any thing that was dishonorable,” he acknowl-
edged, but at the same time he also viewed Zeke’s release as something
quite honorable. The fact that the government was allowing Zeke to
bave his home as his prison was showing “greater defference” to him,
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Brutus reasoned. More important to Brutus was the honor that would
come to him when he stopped his son from taking up arms against the
Union again. Zeke would have to come home on these terms —and he
eventually did. Like other sons whose fathers obtained their parole,
Zeke was powerless to resist his fate. When he eventually returned
home, Brutus gave him land and instructed him on building a livelihood
closer to the Clay family home. Zeke once again had to answer to his
father, and their conflict thus ended with Brutus’s reassertion of his pa-
ternal authority.®

Not all cases ended in such a prodigal reunion. Edmund Patterson, for
example, was so angry that his Union father did not come to his aid when
he was imprisoned in Ohio that he did not speak to him again until 1890.
For some families it took generations to achieve some sort of reconcilia-
tion, for others it happened right away. But for almost all, the experience
of war as a personal, family conflict — which to sons seemed at first more
devastating than the political conflict they preferred —ironically made
reconciliation possible. It gave members on both sides an incentive to sort
through their differences and a means by which to forge new bonds. That
means was the same uneasy territory in which fathers and sons negotiated
their relationship before the war. Fathers® concerns about their sons® filial
dependence remained, even as they reasserted their own authority with
new vigor. And sons still sought to assert their independence, as well as

their political views; even as they asked for their fathers’ help. This was all ™=

familiar to fathers and sons, and though heightened by the stress of war,
made reunion manageable. It also made reunion seem possible for the
nation.*

“As it is in the family and household, so it is in the state, and between
States.” When the Charleston Mercury wrote these words in January
1863, it appealed to leaders North and South to see the intimate con-
nection between family life and national politics. The family provided
an ideal “basis of political relations,” the paper suggested, one that val-
ued personal ties over differences, ‘affection over conflict. In the Mer-
cury’s view, only this domesticated politics could bring a peaceable end
to the Civil War. The nation therefdre should act like a family writ
large.®

The Mercury was not the only publication that turned to the family
to help think about national reconciliation. The divided family~and
particularly the divided father and son—became a staple of wartime
and postwar short stories, novels, and newspaper essays exploring the
question of reunion. This was not the first time the family provided a
model for a nation. It was a popular convention in antebellum political
culture, both in the United States and abroad, to talk of ideal relations
among the states in generational terms. The nation was “father,” or
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sometimes “mother,” the states its “sons,” and the nation of people, the
“great American family.” But the line between metaphor and reality
blurred in a war that quite literally pitted sons against fathers, and this
language — particularly its masculine overtones —took on a new reso-
nance in popular culture. It spoke of tragedy, but it also offered mean-
ing to the conflict. At least in the eyes of Northerners, the Union be-
came the father — often under the leadership of “Father Abraham” —the
Confederacy the rebelling or “degenerate son.” The war was to bring
those errant sons back into the family fold.*

Here again the parable of the prodigal son was resonant. On Christ-
mas 1864, for example, Harper’s Weekly published an allegorical illus-
tration entitled “the return of the prodigal son,” and with it an article
making clear the North was willing “to welcome the rebellious children
back to the family banquet.” The Union.was ready to reassert its fa-
therly authority if its sons would repent and return to the national
household, this illustration suggested, and this allegory seemed apt for
the divided nation. It depicted a reunion of loved ones, but not of
equals: a submissive, childlike South was urged to return to the domi-
nant, paternal North. It was imagery not unlike the trope of intersec-
tional “marriage” described by historians of postwar reunion, in which
mid-century writers cast the North as the dominant husband, the South
the submissive wife. Instead of gender, though, generations articulated
definite and unequal roles for the sections. The relationship of father
and son embodied the central questions of reunion—authority and re-
pentance — while still capturing the ambivalence that would surround
the reintegration of the North and South.*

This language of prodigality provoked a lively dialogue on the re-
union question in the border states. Former Confederates resisted its
implication of repentance, while strident Unionists were vocal about its
misrepresentation of the South. “It is interesting to note the difference
between the Prodigal Son and these returning rebels,” Tennessee’s Re-
publican governor William G. Brownlow argued in an October 1865
speech that was later published in the Nashville Daily Press. Criticizing
members of his state legislature who he believed were too lenient
on former Confederates—and who frequently quoted this parable—
Brownlow noted that the prodigal son “did not secede,” like the Con-
federates, and more significantly, sincerely repented his sins. Nothing
ahout the Confederates, in Brownlow’s view, was deserving of the prod-
igal label. “Do rebels, coming home, come repenting of their unpar-
alleled crimes?” he asked. “Are they not coming back because they are
whipped, and ‘perish with hunger’?”¢

Defeat and resignation should not be mistaken with repentance,
Brownlow argued, but he was outnumbered in his view. Maryland’s
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governor A. W. Bradford, who had a rebel son of his own, urged a
Baltimore crowd in 1866 to “welcome back the returning prodigal.”
Newspapers across the border states likewise published overtures to the
“returning prodigals” throughout the 1860s. In this middle region of
the country, where former Confederates and Unionists had to find a
way to live side by side again, this family imagery made reconciliation
seem possible. Real families that split grappled with the same funda-
mental questions about the meaning of conflict and loyalty that also
troubled leaders North and South. But just as divided fathers and sons
could — however uneasily — patch up their differences on the grounds of
a stronger personal bond, so too could the nation. The overriding mes-
sage of this metaphoric image was clear: as a family, the nation could
manage both conflict and reconciliation.®
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