Civil War Letters as
Historical Sources

Thomas E. Rodgers*

Mother, father, brother, sister, wife, sweet-heart, keep that bundle sacredly!
Each word will be historic, each line will be invaluable. When peace has restored the
ravages of war, and our nation[’ls grandeur has made this struggle the most memo-
rable of those great conflicts by which ideas are rooted into society, these pen-pictures
of the humblest events, the merest routine details of the life led in winning national
unity and freedom, will be priceless. Not for the historian’s sake alone, do I say, keep
those letters, but for your sakes who receive them and ours who write them. The next
skirmish may stop our pulses forever, and our letters full of love for you, will be our
only legacy beside that of having died in a noble cause. And should we survive the
war with health and limb uninjured, or bowed with sickness or crippled with wounds,
those letters will be dear mementos to us of dangers past, of trials borne, of priva-
tions suffered, of comrades beloved. Keep our letters then, and write to us all the home
news and home “gossip.” Bid us God speed—speak kindly, loving, courageous words
to us. If you can’t be Spartans—and we don’t want you to be—be “lovers, countrymen
and friends.” So shall our feet fall lighter, and our sabres heavier.

Rockville Parke County Republican, June 8, 1864

This admonition neatly summarizes the meaning and impor-
tance that many Hoosiers assigned to the letters sent to and from
the front lines of the Civil War. Indiana’s soldiers were very con-
scious that they were involved in momentous historical events and
that the letters, diaries, and memoirs they wrote would form part of
the chronicle of these events. They and their correspondents were
also fully aware that letters from home were an important support
for their morale. And everyone understood that the letters sent back
and forth provided the soldiers and the loved ones they left behind
with a way to maintain and express their ties of affection.

Today, more than 130 years after the end of the war, privately
held collections of Civil War materials provide those who possess
them with a sense of their family heritage and pride in the sacrifices
made by their ancestors. They are also important primary sources for
historians. They are useful in the study not only of battle experiences
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and camp life but also the general political and social history of the
middle nineteenth century.

Civil War letters, diaries, and memoirs are most commonly used
as primary sources for narratives of battles and campaigns or for
works describing the social makeup of the armies. As is evident in the
letters Vivian Zollinger has discovered, soldiers filled their corre-
spondence with descriptions of battles, camp life, training, troop
movements, and other experiences directly related to the war. His-
torians have used these descriptions to great effect for many years.
Anyone who has read such a war narrative as Bruce Catton’s A Still-
ness at Appomattox or such a descriptive study of the troops as Bell
I. Wiley’s The Life of Billy Yank knows the richness of detail and
understanding that a good historian can derive from the writings
left behind by the soldiers.!

More recently, the written record of Civil War soldiers has
become a fertile source for practitioners of the “New Military Histo-
ry.” Scholars using this approach are preoccupied with the motiva-
tions of soldiers and the experience and effects of combat. The Civil
War is an especially fruitful field for such historians because of the
voluminous surviving primary sources and because the army did not
censor the letters of Union soldiers. These combatants were free to
speak their minds and reveal their emotions concerning combat and
the cause in which they had enlisted. The value of Civil War sources
for this new approach to military history can be seen in such works
as Gerald Linderman’s Embattled Courage, Reid Mitchell’s Civil War
Soldiers, James McPherson’s What They Fought For, and Joseph T.
Glatthaar’s The March to the Sea and Beyond.?

While military historians, whether old or new, continue to make
extensive use of the writings of soldiers, political and social histori-
ans have not yet adequately exploited these sources. The new mili-
tary historians have used some of the political material for what it
can tell about the soldiers’ motivations for serving, but political his-
torians have not yet meaningfully engaged this material. The amount
of political content in the correspondence to and from the front varies
considerably from family to family, but taken as a whole Civil War
letters, diaries, and memoirs provide a unique opportunity for historians
to read what large numbers of mid-nineteenth-century common men
and common women thought about the issues of the day. Section four
of Zollinger’s collection provides some idea of the range of views and

1Bruce Catton, A Stillness at Appomattox (Garden City, N.J., 1953); Bell 1.
Wiley, The Life of Billy Yank: The Common Soldier of the Union (Indianapolis, 1952).

2Joseph T. Glatthaar, The March to the Sea and Beyond: Sherman’s Troops in
the Savannah and Carolinas Campaigns (Baton Rouge, 1985); Gerald F. Linderman,
Embattled Courage: The Experience of Combat in the American Civil War (New York,
1987); James M. McPherson, What They Fought For, 1861-1865 (Baton Rouge, 1994);
Reid Mitchell, Civil War Soldiers: Their Expectations and Their Experiences (New
York, 1988).
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attitudes to be found. In addition, these and many other Hoosier Civil
War letters provide a sense of the intensity of political animosity in
Indiana as partisanship reached new levels of passion in 1863 and
1864. The apprehension of possible civil war in Indiana was a sen-
timent that was pervasive not only in Owen County but all across
the state.

Social historians similarly have failed to exploit adequately
Civil War letters as a source of information for their studies. Grant-
ed, they may have to read through much camp life and battle mate-
rial to find that information, but their efforts will be rewarded.
Scattered throughout Hoosier Civil War correspondence are all kinds
of details that collectively provide a window through which histori-
ans can view the lives of the common men and women of mid-nine-
teenth-century Indiana. Used in conjunction with the manusecript
census, marriage records, newspapers, and other such records and sources,
Civil War letters provide historians with the opportunity to reconstruct
much of the content and dynamics of life in the rural communities and
small towns of Indiana: the gendered tasks of everyday life; money-
lending between friends and relatives; the sharing of work at har-
vest and other times of peak labor demand; female networks; the
preoccupation of Hoosiers with illness, injury, and infirmities; indi-
vidual and groups acts designed to support the war effort; market-
ing and economic strategies; and formal social events and activities.

The letters that Zollinger presents here are particularly help-
ful in recreating life in rural neighborhoods, because she so often is
able to include letters from more than one family in one rural com-
munity. Thus her letters provide an unusually good sense of the dense
kin and friendship relationships existing in rural Owen County and
among many of the soldiers from those neighborhoods who joined
and fought together. So many spoken things that historians would
never hear—from the affectionate words of husbands and wives,
to boys flirting with and attempting to court Emerine Hicks, to
neighborhood gossip, to political and military rumors—are preserved
here in written words because the war separated members of close-
knit neighborhoods.?

There is, of course, more to the letters and diaries of Civil War
soldiers and their families than useful bits of information for histo-
rians. While many letters are mundane descriptions of camp life or
of farming activities back home, there are others that are filled with
intrinsic human drama and poignancy. One finds touching romance,

3John Mack Faragher has taken advantage of the content of the letters of some
midwestern families separated by the migration of some of their members on the Ore-
gon Trail to help create one of the best brief descriptions and analyses of life in the
rural Midwest in the mid-nineteenth century as well as the experience of families
traveling on wagon trains. His work provides a model for historians seeking to distill
social history from the letters of families separated by war. John Mack Faragher,
Women and Men on the Overland Trail (New Haven, Conn., 1979).
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as a husband and wife separated by war express their love and long-
ing for each other. One finds the pathos of a soldier trying to tell as
gently as he can the parents of his friend that their son and his com-
rade is dead. And once in a while one finds the description of a pecu-
liarly poignant moment in the life of a young soldier. Zollinger includes
such a description in section three in Vint Anderson’s account of how
his drunken revelry was abruptly halted by the look in the eyes of one
southern woman bystander.

While there is much to be learned and enjoyed from the kind of
sources Zollinger presents here, one must be aware of the ways in
which they can mislead as well as inform. For example, despite the
large number of Civil War letters, diaries, and memoirs that have
survived, one has to question how representative their contents are
of the views of the people of the areas from which their writers came
or of the men of the units in which their authors served. The collec-
tions that have survived are disproportionately those of officers, mar-
ried men, members of families long established in a given area, and
Republicans. Although some of the letters presented by Zollinger
contain criticisms of the Lincoln administration, one would not get
the impression from them or from other collections of Owen County
letters that a large majority of the voters of the county voted against
the Republicans and their policies in 1862 and 1864.* Likewise, while
many of the letters presented here are from the correspondence
between a husband and wife, it should not be assumed that a large
proportion of the volunteers were married men. In fact, many mar-
ried men did not volunteer. For instance, of the married male resi-
dents of draft age who have biographies in Charles Blanchard’s 1884
history of Owen County, nearly two-thirds did not serve.® Similarly
misleading is the impression left by the letters that the companies
from Owen consisted only of men drawn from local families. As was
typical of units across the state, a number of Owen’s recruits were high-
ly mobile farm laborers who just happened to be in the county when
they volunteered. For example, more than one-third of the volun-
teers in Company I, 19th Indiana Regiment of Volunteers, and Com-

4This comment is based on Zollinger’s materials and two other major collec-
tions by Owen County residents: the David Enoch Beem Papers and the James Grim-
sley Papers (Indiana Historical Society, Indianapolis). The Democratic candidate for
secretary of state received 66.2 percent of the Owen County vote in 1862, while the
Democratic gubernatorial candidate garnered 58.2 percent of the county’s vote in
1864. Voting information is from Indianapolis Daily Journal, November 6, 1862;
Robert J. Pitchell, Indiana Votes: Elections for Governor, 1852-1956, and Senator,
1914-1958 (Bloomington, Ind., 1960), 13.

5Based on fifty-seven married men who were born 1826-1846. Of the fifty-
seven, twenty-one (36.8 percent) served, while thirty-six (63.2 percent) did not. Mar-
ried Republicans (N=15, 52.9 percent) were more likely to serve than Democrats (N=18,
22.2 percent) or married men for whom no party affiliation was given (N=24, 33.3 per-
cent). The fifty-seven biographies appear in the Owen County section of Charles Blan-
chard, ed., Counties of Clay and Owen, Indiana: Historical and Biographical (Chicago,
1884).
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pany G, 97th Indiana Regiment of Volunteers who gave Owen Coun-
ty as their place of residence were men who were not living in the
county when the 1860 census was taken.®

Another caveat to keep in mind as one reads Civil War letters
is that correspondents may have restrained themselves when writ-
ing. They were conscious that they were writing for the historical
record and that they were writing to loved ones who might become
unduly upset by the content of letters. In fact, one of the most strik-
ing things about the letters of Hoosier soldiers is how little of the
horror and gore of war these epistles communicated to the folks back
home. Although battles are described in general terms and men dying
of disease are noted, little of the horror of what the writer experi-
enced is ever conveyed. The letters of Andrew Bush on the following
pages are atypical in their unusually graphic content. One must also
suspect that writers often understated or omitted misgivings about
such things as the war and government policies, the intensity of vice
in the camps, and the difficulties of keeping a farm operating with a
husband absent.”

Even if Civil War letters, diaries, and memoirs do not tell every-
thing and may not represent everybody, they still say a great deal about
the lives of a great many people. Zollinger’s discovery of so many
heretofore unknown Civil War letters in her home county suggests
that even after more than one and a quarter centuries of research
there are still many Civil War primary documents that are unknown
to historians. For those who possess the letters and diaries of a Civil
War ancestor, they are not just primary documents but heirlooms
that are an important part of their heritage. Historians should be
grateful to the Owen County residents who have chosen to share
their family heirlooms in this issue of the Indiana Magazine of His-
tory and to Vivian Zollinger for locating and preparing these mate-
rials for publication. Historians can only hope that other local historians
will attempt to duplicate Zollinger’s efforts and that they will find
donators as generous as those she found in Owen County.

6 No possible matches for forty (41.2 percent) of ninety-seven enlisted men and
noncommissioned officers in Company I, 19th, who listed their residence as Owen
County could be located in U.S., Eighth Census, 1860, Population Schedules for Owen
County. The figures for Company H, 97th, were thirty-two (34.0 percent) of ninety-four.
The 19th was recruited in July, 1861, and the 97th in August, 1862. A few of the men
who did not appear in the census were probably former Owen residents who returned
home to enlist with brothers or other relatives still living in the county. Lists of the
recruits for these two companies were taken from William H. H. Terrell, Report of the
Adjutant General of Indiana (8 vols., Indianapolis, 1865-1869).

7In his insightful and suggestive analysis of one Connecticut soldier’s letters,
anthropologist Robert L. Bee has demonstrated how soldiers’ letters were often not sim-
ple recountings of events but were instead narratives shaped by writing conventions,
the need to appear manly, the desire to shield the home folks from gore, and other
factors. Robert L. Bee, “Fredericksburg on the Other Leg: Sergeant Ben Hirst’s Nar-
rative of Important Events, Gettysburg, July 3, 1863,” in The Third Day at Gettys-
burg & Beyond, ed. Gary W. Gallagher (Chapel Hill, N.C., 1994), 132-60.



