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For well over acentury, traditional Civil War histories have concluded in 1865, with a bitterly won peace
and Union soldiers returning triumphantly home. In alandmark work that challenges sterilized portraits
accepted for generations, Civil War historian Brian Matthew Jordan creates an entirely new narrative. These
veterans— tending rotting wounds, battling alcoholism, campaigning for paltry pensions— tragically
realized that they stood as unwelcome reminders to a new America eager to heal, forget, and embrace the
freewheeling bounty of the Gilded Age. Mining previously untapped archives, Jordan uncovers anguished
letters and diaries, essays by amputees, and gruesome medical reports, al deeply revealing of the American
psyche.

In the model of twenty-first-century histories like Drew Gilpin Faust’s This Republic of Suffering or Maya
Jasanoff s Liberty’'s Exiles that illuminate the plight of the common man, Marching Home makes almost
unbearably personal the rage and regret of Union veterans. Their untold stories are critically relevant today.
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Fredrick Danysh says

After the long and bitter struggle of the American Civil War, Union soldiers faced difficulties returning
home after their units were mustered out. This was followed by the difficulties encountered as they attempted
to re-adjust to normal life. Thiswork only looks at the struggle of Union veterans but Confederate veterans
faced many of the same struggles. Thisis agood review of the problems facing veterans of al conflicts as
once the conflict is over and after the parades end, veterans are forgotten and ignored.

Zeb Kantrowitz says

Most Civil War books end at Appomattox and then have an epilogue talking about the last surrender by
Genera Kirby Smith in the West. Some will have follow-up biographies of what happened to the major
players like Grant, Lee and other generals or paliticians. But no one has written about what happened to the
conscripts and volunteers after the shooting stopped.

Jordan has gone back and researched how Northern (Union) veterans were treated after the Civil War. Sadly,
they weren't treated very well, much like those who fought in the Revolution, War of 1812 and Mexican
Wars. Jordan divides the discussion into sections about wounded/disabled, amputees, and the mentally
affected; and the fight over bonuses and pensions.

There were multiple organizations formed by veterans after the CV but the largest of them all was the Grand
Army of the Republic (GAR). The GAR was large enough to lobby in Washington on behalf of the Veterans,
but complained constantly of being ignored. Though he doesn’t discuss the Grant Administration per se, he
does discuss the difference between the Cleveland (where they were treated poorly) and Hayes (where they
were treated like the heroes they were). Jordan makes the point that Cleveland paid someone to take his place
while Hayes was a Lieutenant Colonel of Ohio Volunteers.

Like many returning soldiers from earlier wars, they were feted for awhile and then people wanted to forget
the war, heal the Union and move on. It got to the point where people would ignore the pleas of indigent
veteran families (think of it as charity fatigue), saying they were asking too much for too long. Unlike today,
charity was a private affair, people were expected to take care of themselves or go to the poor house.

Even when thefirst ‘veteran’s homes' were built they were too small and underfunded. They were accused
of being worse than the southern Prisoner of War Camps.

Never before in American history were there so many returning soldiers who could no longer fend for
themselves because of lost [imbs or loss of mind. Vets with mental problems were the least understood, in a
time when manliness was judged by your ability to take care of yourself and family. It wasn’t until the 1890s
when the GAR veterans were dying out that they were again treated like heroes and cherished by a thankful
nation. The last Civil War Veteran died in 1956 at the age of 1009.

Zeb Kantrowitz zworstblog.blogspot.com



Tom Darrow says

| really enjoyed this book for multiple reasons.

First, he takes on atopic on which there hasn't been much scholarship. Most books on the Civil War end with
Appomattox, the Lincoln nation or the Grand Review, and that is where he starts. He tracks the
experiences of hundreds of Union army veterans as they try to reintegrate into civilian life. He covers their
various trials finding jobs, reconnecting with families and dealing with the physical and psychological scars
of thewar. Most narratives of the Civil War, and of war in general, is that the soldiers went home, were
greeted as heroes by their families, got jobs and moved on with their lives, but Jordan clearly shows
otherwise.

Second, the book is painstakingly researched. For abook that contains 200 pages of actual book, it has 150
pages of notes and bibliography. The variety and geographic scale of the sourcesis also impressive.

Third, thisis avery timely work relating to modern discussions of soldiers dealing with PTSD, issues with
the Veterans Administration, etc. It seems, sadly, that the more things change, the more they stay the same.

Finally, hewritesin afast paced, but easily readable style. | found alot of similarities between this book and
Drew Gilpin Faust's "This Republic of Suffering”. Faust's book is also very good, but she used like five
guotes to prove every point where three would have worked just as well. Jordan uses three points. Enough to
prove the point, but not beat it to death.

Two sight drawbacks to this book. First, African-Americans are largely absent from his research, which is
unfortunate considering they made up 10% of Union forces. He has a few references, but they don't really do
the subject justice. The other dight flaw isthat he paints an extremely gloomy picture for the lives of
returning soldiers, meaning is largely ignores the positive returns (of which there were many). So in that
regard, Jordan's work is somewhat one sided, but | think that is OK given what he was trying to accomplish.

Overall, | though this book was very well done. It was a very quick and well-researched read.

Mike Zickar says

An enjoyable read. . . Jordan chronicles the troubles that Union veterans had after the Civil War had ended.
The book goes into the lack of medical and financial infrastructure that this country had, as well asthe
troublesthat individual soldiers had while trying to make sense of their lives after the war had ended.

The country had never known such a mass mobilization and didn't know what to do with the veterans after
the war was over. Through dealing with their struggles and challenges, this country changed.

Nathan Albright says

Listening to this audiobook was a more frustrating experience than reading it would likely have been. When



one listens to a book, one picks up on the repetition of language, as the author appears to have spent so much
time immersed in the primary texts of Union veterans that the words hale and hearty, or one-armed, or empty
sleeve appear over and over and over again. There is a certain monotony in the repetition, as the book is
overly stuffed with anecdotal accounts of the traumatic and deeply unpleasant experiences of Union veterans
after the Civil War, so much so that word choice would have made the book a lot less uncomfortable to listen
to. It islikewise a bit troubling that the author seemsto take the the veterans at face value more often than is
strictly wise, for athough the fair-minded reader (or listener) will certainly find a great deal to blamein
Grover Cleveland and his efforts to reduce federal expenditures by reneging on the debt of honor owed to
Union veterans for putting down the rebel alies of the postwar Democratic Party, the same reader islikely to
find the self-medication of many Union veterans in al coholism to be deeply troubling. Thisisabook that
seems to be deliberately troubling in its emphasis of the continual suffering and torment faced by many
Union veterans in an uncomprehending civilian society that wanted to let bygones by bygones and largely
forget the discomfort of the war, only caring about Union veterans when they were old and no longer athreat
to the national budget.

The contents of this book are organized both thematically and chronologically, with afew large chapters
beginning with quotes from Homer's Odyssey that deal with different aspects of veterans' suffering, being
framed between two seminal incidents: the review of the Armies of Grant and Sherman in May 1865 and the
deathwatch of the last surviving Union veterans in the 1950s. Between these bookends, the author dwells
long on the physical and mental wounds suffered by soldiers, including PTSD (athough the author does not
tend to call it that, and the psychology of the late 19th century was particularly harsh towards those who
suffered from it, blaming anxiety and frayed nerves on bad heredity rather than the experience of trauma),
the lingering effects of wounds, including amputation, as well as disease, alcoholism and drug abuse, and
chronic joblessness and discrimination at the hands of ungrateful and uncaring civilians. The book consists
of broad statements followed by numbing details of authors being consigned to soldiers' homes or
poorhouses or mental hospitals, or trying to write memoirs or enjoy unofficial group therapy with fellow
veterans and the few curious civilians (like a young Bruce Catton, who is mentioned often) who were not
offended by the secrecy of ingtitutions like the Grand Army of the Republic.

The way the book is handled isimmensely curious. It is not clear from the text itself what exactly the author
istrying to prove, aside from castigating the postwar society of the North for its quickness in desiring to
reconcile with the not-exactly-repentant ex-rebels, for itslack of backbone in defending the dignity of blacks,
and initslassiez-faire refusal to provide for the long-term care of the broken bodies and shattered minds of
veterans who continued to relive the war in their nightmares for decades. As the book is written with along
string of sometimes indecisive anecdotal accounts, it appears asif the historian istrying to overwhelm the
audience with narrative rather than either tell a coherent narrative of his own or engage in the sort of
statistical history that would seek to convince the reader through evidence. Y et given the mass of largely
unexamined and often neglected memoirs and accounts of veterans and their lives after the Civil War, itis
unsurprising that the author chose to focus on narratives that have not received very much attention instead
of working on the statistics to back up the book's broad and sweeping generalizations. This book does heroic
work in acquainting readers with the realities of postwar life for veterans, is likely not to be a pleasant read
for those who struggle from PTSD themselves, but falls short of the sort of convincing proof that it aims for,
yet it isstill aworthwhile read despite its flaws.

David says

| have been fortunate to hear Brian Jordan speak -- a very thorough and interesting discussion related to his



South Mountain book. So | was intrigued by the title of his new book and looked forward to reading it. It is
certainly awell-researched and highly documented discussion of civil war veterans and the troubles many
faced following their service. But unlike many civil war related materials, | felt | was plowing through this
text, not really enjoying it, yet learning alot of details about individual servicemen and their travails after the
war.

And no doubt, as with any war, many never really recover from their experience -- and the rest of society
wants to get on with life without the remembrance of the terrible details and terror faced by those
participating. As such, Dr Jordan's book provides a needed addition to civl war literature.

| sense that their is another story not told here -- that many, many soldiera sn sailors retuned from the war to
serve productive and useful lives. Reading only Jordan's work completely misses that part of the story.

Jack says

MARCHING HOME by Brian Matthew Jordan is a most depressing book.
It is about the Union veterans after the guns fell silent in the Spring of 1865.
If you don’t like depressing books, don't pick it up.

However, if you do enjoy awell researched (and | mean A+, afirst rate, great job of research) and want to
know what it was like to be a Union soldier returning home after years of blood, guts and gore, thisisthe
book for you.

As| read this book | wondered about Jeremiah Jenkins, my great-grandfather. The interesting thing about
Jeremiah: he started out in the 16th North Carolinaregiment. Y es - that IS a Confederate unit. Then
sometime in late 1862 we think he went back to his home in the mountains of western NC - which had avery
strong Union sentiment. He ended up in the 7th Indiana regiment in May 1864 and fought for the Union the
rest of the war. When the war ended he returned to Indiana, married an lllinois girl, started a family and
eventually returning to NC in the 1890s.

Did Jeremiah suffer through the same problems as thousand as of other Union ex-soldiers?

Remember what your high school history taught you? Lee surrendered to Grant and the war was over. They
night have mentioned the other Eastern army under Johnston surrendering to Sherman - maybe not. Or all of
the troops further West.

So the war’ s over. The Southern soldiers returned to their burnt down farms and cities while the Union
soldiersreturned to a“Hero’s Welcome”. Hey, you of the 7th Indiana - how did that work out for you? Or
you with the 16th Mass or you with the 93rd Ohio?

Jordan draws upon letters, diaries, period newspaper accounts, government records to paint a picture of
veterans who were unprepared for the return to civilian life. Here were men coming home to the quiet farm
community, for example, who were trained killers; who had fought in some of the most horrific battles the
world had seen up to that time. “Did you see the look on Sgt Allen’sface last night? He' s not right. I'm
keeping away from him.”



His description of the men who had lost at |east one limb - by some estimates 50,000 Union soldiers - isthe
saddest. Here was a boy, 18 years old, who went off to war. He was big and tall and strong as an ox. The best
farm hand in the county. After the siege of Vicksburg June-July 1863 he's back home and missing aright
arm. From that time on he was one of the thousands of men know as ‘ empty sleeves’. What do you do with
him now?

Great book. Disturbing reading.

Sarah Bierle says

A dark look at Northern society's treatment of returning Union Veterans.

| realize this book was written with the intent of revealing the difficulties and, in some cases, downright
persecution of the veterans seeking aid, but | wished there could have been a story or two with happier
ending. Overall, an honest ook at dark side of post war life for Union Veterans. It was revealing, shocking in
some parts, distressing, but necessary, and | am glad | read the book.

The part on soldiers feelings during the Grand Review (May 1865) was especially poignant.

The religious (or lack of religion) factor during the war and post war was conspicuously absent in this book
and might be an aspect worth considering in the future.

Larry says

| found this book quite interesting to be able to learn how Civil War veterans were treated and welcomed
following the close of the war. It coverstheir effort to return to anormal life, which in most cases was
impossible for them. They were forced to band together and organizations that finally managed some
political clout, enough so to eventually have regional home and hospitals to care for the indigent, and there
were many. | would like to have alittle more information on the PTSD conditions, rather than just the
physical scarsthey carried. A good read.

Bennett L ee says

3.5/5*

“Already the North's civilians were shrouding the war’ s scars with the fabric of forgetfulness.
Content to observe the wounded in atidy exhibition, civilians looked toward a future of
prosperity and national unity, marveling at their own empathy.”

While Northern society wanted to celebrate their victory and move on, Union veterans were “ suspended
between the dead and the living, the rest of their days were disturbed by memories of the war.” Their scarred
minds and bodies were unwelcome reminders that “the war’ s costs could not be counted in crowded



cemeteries alone.”

Marching Home is unique among Civil War scholarship, it begins at the end of the war. “ Despite al that has
been written about the American civil war, union veterans remain eccentric caricatures lurking in the
shadows of historical obscurity, as distant and unfamiliar to us as they were in post-civil war America.”

Returning home

Union soldiers faced many issues returning from the war, including: addiction (often related to pain
medication), mental health disorders, unemployment, homeless, and hostile/suspicious reception. Many
believed that the “army was not a collection of virtuous warriors but alooming menace to personal liberty.”
The government employed propaganda to encourage soldiers to be lawful and avoid sin. The mediatreated
them asif they were untrustworthy foreign immigrants.

Why the poor reception?

— The master narrative of the north was about unity and progress— Union veterans didn’t easily fit into the
idea of moving on. In comparison to the South, Northern society did not live with environmental reminders
of the war; the mere presence of veterans was a *“ challenge to the self-imposed amnesia.”

—"“Needy veterans’ were not welcome in a society that privileged individualism. According to republican
ideals, “empathy actually encouraged dependence.”

— Strong beliefsin war heroes' courage made the public view those who needed help as less masculine and
burdens on society.

Why didn’t the government help them?

—“The federal government proved both ideologically and infra-structurally ill-equipped to mitigate the
challenges of homecoming”

— Unemployment agencies couldn’t find jobs for half of the veterans who sought its aid.

— Pension systems were established decades after the war. It allowed Union veterans to apply for assistance
— but this did not mean they would be automatically qualified or deemed deserving of government
assistance. While the enlistment medical exam was done in 15 minutes, examining the condition of ex-
soldiers who sought pensions could take fifteen years. “By the end of the nineteenth century, the public
viewed the civil war pension system as a problem, not a paradigm.”

— Veteran asylums were alast resort for most. Men would have to leave their families behind. Inside there
were many rules limiting their freedom. There were state and federal facilities (interestingly, the state would
take the soldier’ s pensions when they were admitted, while the federal facilities allowed them to keep their
pensions). One positive thing about these asylums was the possibility of reconnecting friends they had not
seen since thewar’s end.

Additional struggles:

— While most people dismissed empty sleeves as “badges of honor” (“elegant sleeves’), in at least one
instance, a veteran with one leg was deemed grotesque and kicked out of town.

— One veteran man committed suicide with his enlistment papers on his lap.

— Veteran poverty wasworse in cities; many lived in tenements.

— Violence towards blacks after the Civil War made veterans think that their efforts were fruitless and there
might even be another war. Reconciliation efforts allowed Confederate officers to move into southern
politics. It was clear that “white Northerners were weary with reconstruction.”

Veteransendure:
— Veterans created soldiers associations, each one acted as amemory incubation site. But the public reacted



with suspicion and derision. They considered them secret and sinister groups, baffled as to why veterans
were flaunting the horrors of the past instead of encouraging the uplift of society

— After the war, Union veterans wrote books, letters, memoirs, and poems to “ make sense of the war
indelibly inscribed on their bodies.” These writings far outnumbered those created by Confederate soldiers.
But people were more interested in reading about the officers and large-scale campaigns than the harsh
realities of soldiers on the ground. And editors turned down many manuscripts for not conforming to the
victorious national narrative.

— The significance of Marching Home: American society continues to marginalize the needs of returning
veterans, unable to understand the physical and emotional costs of war.

What’sMissing/What | would have liked to see:

—Women

— People of color

— Religion (this is nineteenth century America, religion is crucial')

— Comparisons between Confederate soldiers' reception in the South and Union soldiers’ experiencesin the
North. How open was each society to acknowledging veteran’s continued suffering? And how did the
treatment of Confederate veterans contribute to the creation of the “Lost Cause” narrative?

Potential shortcomings:
—Theway it is organized makes some of the content feel repetitive.
—Thiswas not an issue for me, but there is very little information about the Civil War itself. Thiswas not a
book about the Civil War, it was a book about soldiers’ post-war lives.

An enjoyable read for historians and laypeople alike.

Caroline says

Most histories of the American Civil War end with Appomattox, or Lincoln's assassination, or the Grand
Review in Washington, D.C. The war won, the South defeated, the slaves emancipated, and the grand citizen
armies discharged and dispersed. This book picks up where those other histories leave off - following those
soldiers home again and exploring the impact of the war in the years and decades afterwards.

Like veterans of all wars, returning to civilian life was not easy. At first the soldiers were greeted as heroes,
welcomed with parades, speeches and galas. But before too long the citizens of the North, untouched by the
ravages of war, unlike the South, wanted to move on, to forget, to put the devastation and heartbreak of the
conflict behind them - and the veterans in their midst were aliving reminder of what they stroveto forget.
The urge for reconciliation, particularly after the failure of Reconstruction, left many veterans behind.
Despite vaunted claims of a'debt the Nation could never repay’, many soldiers were left destitute and
homeless, struggling to find employment, to care for their families, to readjust, and in an era before the
concept of federal social welfare, fighting for military pensions and soldiers homes.

This book follows a thematic approach, each chapter focusing on a different aspect of the soldiers post-war
lives: the first homecoming; the strangeness of civilian life after the war; the establishment of fraternities and
societies to help soldiers connect with others who understood their experiences; the campaign for
monuments, plagues and museums to acknowledge their sacrifices; the writing of memoirs and
autobiographies; the psychic wounds that led some to violence, crime, alcoholism and suicide; and finally the



slow passage of years that whittled their ranks.

It'sasad tale, and still today an all-too familiar one. We have still not yet managed to come to terms with re-
integrating veterans back into society, even though today we at least recognise the physical and
psychological challenges. In post-Civil War America most people wanted to heal the rift in the nation and
move on, but for the soldiers, many re-living and re-fighting that war every day of their lives, that was
simply not possible.

Robin Friedman says

The Civil War is often referred to as the American Iliad. As shown in historian Brian Jordan's first book,
"Marching Home: Union Veterans and their Unending Civil War" (2015), the story of Union veterans after
the war deserves to be known as the American Odyssey. Jordan recently earned a PhD in History at Yae
University and teaches at Gettysburg College. He prefaces each chapter in his moving, often heartrending
story of the Union veterans with an apt quotation from Homer's Odyssey about the travails of the warrior
Ulyssesin returning home from Troy.

Thereisamassive literature on the American lliad but a much smaller literature on the American Odyssey.
Jordan has done an epic job in uncovering little used source material to let the soldiers speak for themselves.
Jordan challenges the view held by some that the Union veterans somehow "hibernated” after the Civil War
until, in the 1880s and 1890s, the efforts and remembrance, reconciliation, the establishment of Parks, and
the like began. His book describes the activities of the veterans beginning with Appomattox. Jordan argues
that many veterans were angry with the defeated rebels and physically and emotionally broken in the
aftermath of the War. He also claims that the veterans largely opposed the policy of reconciliation that

devel oped with the defeated South and the ignoring of the rights of the Freedpeople. Here are two examples.
Jordan writes of a parade of veteransin New Y ork City in August, 1865, seeking employment:

"GIVEUSEMPLOYMENT TO SUPPORT OUR FAMILIES
We represent thousands of discharged soldiers and

sailors now asking for bread

Our last employers were Grant, Sherman

Sheridan, Meade, Hancock, and Hooker

WE ARE NOW THE SOLDIER CITIZENS."

Jordan also quotes alittle poem, in addition to the selections from Homer's Odyssey, to show the plight of
the veterans and the fear held by some that reconciliation would make their sacrificesin vain. The following
parody of reconciliation dates from 1867:

"You may sing of the Blue and the Gray

And mingle their huesin your rhyme, but the Blue that

we wore in the fray

It covered with glory sublime

Let the traitors all go if you may

But never confound with Gray The Blue, whether living or dead.”

Jordan argues that after the War the North essentially wanted to put the veterans aside to get on with the
businesses of reconciliation and commerce. The North had felt little of the horrors of the War. With the



parades and the ballyhoo, the North did not attend to the needs of those who had saved the Union. The
veterans all to often could not find work and lived economically marginal lives. They frequently suffered
from severe wounds |leading to further destitution and from addiction to alcohol or to substances. Not enough
was done to help. The other broad theme of the book, in addition to the suffering and frequent ignoring of the
veterans is the efforts the soldiers made to organize, stay in touch, and keep their memories and ideals alive.

Thus, Jordan shows soldiers and sailors returning home battle-weary and being largely ignored in their towns
after the pomp of parades. They were often hungry and unemployed. Jordan describes well the controversy
over soldiers pensionsin the decades after the war with the veterans struggling for what was sometimes
giving begrudgingly and insufficiently. He describes as well the establishment of soldier's homes at both
Federal and state levels for the infirm in the years following the war. These homes, originally called
"asylums" were not pleasant placesto reward the Union veterans.

In a chapter titled, "Living Monuments", Jordan describesin detail a"novel, unique, and interesting”
exhibition held in Washington, D.C. in May 1866. Veterans who had lost their right arm in the War were
invited to submit an essay or other example of their penmanship written with their left hand. Many soldier
submitted original essays describing their War experience, and the exhibit drew large crowds, including, on
one evening, U.S. Grant.

The story about how the veterans used self-help to organize and keep their stories alive is more heartening.
Far from "hibernating" the veterans established newspapers, magazines, organizations, and other means of
communication. Jordan gives an extensive history of the Grand Army of the Republic and itslong history
into nearly the mid-20th Century. He shows it was far more to the soldiers than alobbying organization
intended to secure pensions. He also discusses a myriad of smaller groups, including a group of survivors of
the Battle of Shiloh which met regularly so that its participants could keep in touch and preserve their stories.
I have been a student of the Battle of Shiloh and would be fascinated to learn more about the activities of the
survivors group. Jordan also discusses the survivors of the notorious Confederate prisons, including
Andersonville. These survivors too formed their own groups to preserve their experiences and memories
when the broader society was inclined to be skeptical of the horrors the soldiers endured in the prisons. It
was feared that dwelling on the prison experiences would hinder reconciliation efforts between North and
South. Jordan's account of the activities of the camp survivors aso left me wanting to know more. He draws
throughout heavily on letters and documentation by the veterans.

The book does not quantify the extent of poverty, homelessness, and suffering among the returning veterans.
In addition, the book does not show enough to conclude that the veterans as a group differed markedly from
othersin the Union about the reconciliation policy. The book does not always fully show that some historical
guestions are difficult and painful with the people of the time making hard choices under unique
circumstances. The strength of this study liesin itsindividual accounts, stories and anecdotes, in the
thorough research, and in the heartfelt character of the writing.

| learned a great deal from Jordan's study about the Union veterans and perhaps about the veterans from
Americas other wars. Thisis an excellent, unusual book for readers interested in the Civil War and its
aftermath.

Robin Friedman




Sean Chick says

Many years ago | wanted to write something very much like Brian Matthew Jordan’s Marching Home. | was
enamored with the discussion of memory in Embattled Courage and Race and Reunion, but | found each
lacking when it came to the Union memory of the war, which | dubbed the Just Cause. Reading through the
memoirs of generals, in particular David Stanley and Abner Doubleday, | was struck by their bitter feelings.
They were strident in their affirmation that they were right. Joshua Chamberlain could freely admire the
courage of Rebel soldiers, but never their cause, eloquently stating at Appomattox “only the flag of the
Union greets the sky.”

The dominant popular narrative of the war for generations was of a bloody conflict that ended up creating a
stronger nation. Reconciliation though has taken hard hitsin recent Civil War studies, itself mirroring
America s seemingly unstoppabl e drift towards dissolution. Reading Blight, and hearing him lecture, | was
swept by the power of hiswords, but also had afeeling of dread well up in my stomach. It stood to reason if
reconciliation was wrong and racist, then we must fight along the same lines again. Conflict in turn leads not
to nuance, but to Manchiean thinking, particularly for Americans who love tales of good vs. evil.

ThereisaManichean vision that has become part and parcel of Civil War scholarship. When James
McPherson in Embattled Rebel wrote a sympathetic take of Jefferson Davis as amilitary leader, he had to
qualify it by saying he detested Davis cause. It is because we live in a country where even acknowledging
the abilities of men who did, at best questionable things, is to make one seem apologetic. Y et, as evil as
Adolf Hitler and Herman Goring were, they were brave and capable frontline soldiers during World War .
Davis, afar less evil man, was a superb regimental commander and an astute politician, with an admirable
commitment to universal white male suffrage, at that time a“left” opinion. As Stannis Baratheon said in A
Clash of Kings“A good act does not wash out the bad, nor a bad act the good. Each should have its own
reward.” | can call Hitler and Goring were corrupt and evil, but | can’t in good faith call them battlefield
cowards, nor was Davisa quasi autocrat, who should be defined only by his adherence to davery.

Marching Home is very much in the Manichean tradition, only here the villain is the Northern civilians. It is
the public who want to reconcile, who want a sanitized war. Jordan heeps scorn upon the public they served,
circumspect scorn, but scorn al the same. It reminds me of The Inner Civil War, and in agood way, for this
book takes the North to task. Jordan also explainstacitly and in part why Reconstruction failed. It is because
it was for the North awar of union and nationalism, but for the soldiersit increasingly became one of
emancipation. Jordan in that way plays up the argument about the war “radicalizing” the Union troops that
was made by Chandra Manning in What This Cruel War Was Over. To be fair, much f this radicalization
was pure pragmatism. Freeing slavesto fight for you is not inherently radical. Cyrus the Great did it when he
conquered Babylon. Making them equal citizens after the war isradical. According to Jordan equality was
something the North, but not the soldiers, had only lukewarm feelings.

What Jordan has done is save the Union veterans of yesteryear for the scholars of today. He has made them
no longer the men who acquiesced to the now vilified notion of reconciliation, but men who resisted it.
Jordan relishes the opportunity to quote from the veterans with progressive pronouncements about slavery. |
applaud him for uncovering this resistance, even if the union veterans seem a bit too monolithic in their ideas
and experiences. The diaries and regimental histories can be as schmaltzy asthey are visceral, and | found
brought up the union and government more than slavery and equality as the cause they fought for, although
slavery was not ignored, particularly in works of New England soldiers and commanders.

Marching Home is part of the great partisan shift in Civil War history. Robert E. Lee was once considered a



military genius on par with the Duke of Marlborough. Now it is Ulysses S. Grant’ s turn at hagiography.
Union superiority in numbers, resources, and technology is downplayed, while the difficulty of conquering a
wide swath of land is made to seem nearly impossible, therefore making Grant and Abraham Lincoln into
military geniuses. Therefore, it isthe Union army that is portrayed as being at a disadvantage, despite a
mountain of evidence to the contrary. In Marching Home, the Union veterans, who won the war but “lost the
peace’ (anotion | find abit bizarre given postwar Southern poverty) isthereal victim. The Confederate
soldier, once even a subject of sympathy for Just Cause adherents, is eclipsed in his suffering. Today, statues
to common soldiers and cemetery monuments are coming down, their new tormentors sometimes equating
the Rebel private with the Waffen SS.

The portrait of Union veterans may be Manichean and seemingly singular, but there is no absence of pathos
in Marching Home. Jordan recalls anecdotes, personality quirks, and the psychological scars of the war, al
the while making the Union veterans, if not more complicated, then at least no longer foils for the triumph of
the Lost Cause and racist reconciliation. Saddest of al, is watching them flounder without public support
until 1890. The mass carnage of the Civil War created America sfirst social welfare program. This was not
peculiar. Most of the earliest social welfare comes from war. Even Louis X1V opened hospitals for crippled
veterans of hiswars.

The point about the civilians as the villainsis worth discussing. It reminded me of films such as First Blood,
Dead Presidents, and Born on the Fourth of July, which dealt with postwar neglect of Vietnam veterans. In
Marching Home they do not just ignore. It is the civilians who wanted reconciliation more than a
“reckoning” as Jordan often putsit. Y et, who was more important the soldiers or the civilians they served?
Do we favor the wishes of those who sacrificed, both the willing and unwilling? Would pressing for a
reckoning have been possible? Would it have led to justice or another war? Wars, as the Confederates found
out, can have unintended and bitter consequences, and are not entered upon lightly except by blustering
fools. Furthermore, if we believe that the issues of the war could only be solved with more violence, then
thereis no point having arepublic, which is supposed to avoid the revolts, coups, and civil wars that are
endemic in monarchies and dictatorships.

What of reconciliation? Was it worth it? To the people who fought in two world wars and survived the
Depression, the answer was yes. In our time, it isinadequate. | am sure the next book on the subject will
more openly condemn the North for being too kind after 1865, if that has not happened yet. Y ou can see
echoes of it in Marching Home. On page 118 Jordan asserts that Reconstruction violence was a product of
leniency, of “cranking out pardons’ and Southerners “ Emboldened by their escape from retribution and
humiliated by the facts of emancipation.” In the back of the book Allen C. Guezelo writes “how much better
—ademocracy we might have inherited from the Civil War had these veterans, and not the politicians bent
on accommodating the Lost Cause, been in charge of Reconstruction.” Jordan has made it safe for scholars to
treat the Union veterans as America s unheralded heroes, men who make you ask “what if?” As a counter
speculation, | wonder what would have happened if the South had something like the Marshall Plan or if
Gilded Age politics had not become so corrupt as to undermine efforts at reform. Racial reform was not the
only progressive causality of the era.

| am at any rate bearing witness to the death of the idea of reconciliation. | saw it when Jordan came to New
Orleansto give atalk in praise of Benjamin Butler at Confederate Memorial Hall in New Orleans. He argued
that Butler’ s unpopularity was due less to military incompetence and his acidic personality, and more
because he told harsh truths about the war, much like the veterans in Marching Home. He even praised his
methods in New Orleans and Norfolk. The audience, older people raised on the Lost Cause, offered their
objections and questions, some of them discerning, some of them unhinged, and al of them aggressive. It
degenerated into one man denouncing Butler, saying the talk was like putting “lip-stick on apig.” Jordan,



having dealt with the higher levels of academia, had held out well enough but could only offer “It comes
down to treason.” We have returned to arguments that were at home with the people of 1861.

In witnessing the argument, | recalled the meeting of Richard Taylor, Edward Canby and Peter Osterhaus at
the war’ s end, when Taylor surrendered his army. Canby met Taylor with a band and food. Osterhaus was
nearby and likely annoyed with the push to reconcile. He was a refugee of the German 1848 revolution, an
abolitionist, and agood commander. In other words, the perfect hero for today’ s Civil War scholar.
Osterhaus told Taylor the South would accept the errors of its ways, while Taylor shot back with vintage
sarcasm: “| apologized meekly for my ignorance, on the ground that my ancestors had come from England to
Virginiain 1608, and, in the short intervening period of two hundred and fifty-odd years, had found no time
to transmit to me correct ideas of the duties of American citizenship. Moreover, my grandfather,
commanding the 9th Virginia regiment in our Revolutionary army, had assisted in the defeat and capture of
the Hessian mercenaries at Trenton, and | lamented that he had not, by association with these worthies,
enlightened his understanding.”

In 2015, | wrote this about it: “ Thisincident, dramatically and fluently, laid out the contorts of the
Reconstruction debate to come, between an unrepentant South and a reforming North. Y et, in the short-term,
the biggest winner was neither Taylor nor Osterhaus. It was Canby, who represented reconciliation and
nationalism. On the one hand, the South would not return to its former place of political and economic
strength that Taylor and his class enjoyed before 1861. Y et, the expanded rights promised and hoped for by
Osterhaus and hisilk would remain unfilled. Y et, what strikes one most is the ways in which the debates of
today have not changed. Taylor and Osterhaus are still fighting over the war using similar language
(although often with less eloguence), with Canby seemingly as helpless as ever within the debate.” 1n 2018,
what | saw between Jordan and the audience made me feel like Canby.

Victor Davis Hansen has said that the reason Germany no longer has Nazis is because of a harsh peace. By
comparison, Japan was hot subjected to the same treatment, and therefore is till undecided on World War 1.
There are afew works of art where Japan wins the war. More to the point, her navy still flies the same flag
they did at the battle of the Philippine Sea. If we suppose Hansen is right, then | feel no hope for humanity. It
means that punishment has more power than charity, and history is created by force. Plato in The Republic
has Socrates refute “that justice is nothing else than the interest of the stronger.” In 1860 Lincoln said “Let us
have faith that right makes might.” When some elitesin New Orleans created The Unification Movement,
led by P.G.T. Beauregard, they argued for political and civil equality. They were met with scorn from racists
and sabotaged by Republican paliticos. The New Orleans Times summed up that Beauregard appealed “to a
sense of kindness and justice and magnanimity that was slightly inaccessible.” So it would seem so today, as
unification and reconciliation of adifferent kind isin tatters. Hansen, and by default many contemporary
Civil War historians, would seemingly want areturn to the Roman idea of vae victis, or “woeto the
conquered.”

Reconciliation was not cheaply bought. It was flawed, but so is everything made under the sun. Casting it
aside so easily may lead down doors that some wish to open, but for which the results may not be what they
suppose. Sam Watkins in Company Aytch, closed by grappling with his bitter feelings, born of desth and
destruction. He ends the only way he can, saying “ The past is buried in oblivion. The mantle of charity has
long ago fallen upon those who think differently from us. We remember no longer wrongs and injustice done
us by anyone on earth. We are willing to forget and forgive those who have wronged and falsified us. We
look up above and beyond all these petty groveling things and shake hands and forget the past.” Watkins
does not forgive with ease, but instead conjures up al his bitterness. It makes his act of forgiveness more
poetic and earned, but the bitternessis still acknowledged. The same was true of the Northern veterans and
the public, divided on questions of racial equality, but united on those of union and democracy.



Reading Marching Home and thinking of the talk Jordan gave, | recalled that people have said that statue
removal “has started adialogue.” Y et, the dialogue seems more like shouting, and both sides are aghast if the
other side has another point of view, much less makes an earnest and logical point. When accusations of
racism are handed out liberally, dialogue instead becomes recrimination. As such, Confederate statuesin
New Orleans were tossed aside in a police junkyard. Former mayor Mitch Landrieu, his eyes turned to the
White House, made a speech with no concessions to those who saw the good things in Lee and Beauregard.
There was no healing, only the triumph of one vision of the war over another. When Lee came down in New
Orleans, it was the opposite of Appomattox. Y ears later, Grant wrote “1 felt like anything rather than
rejoicing at the downfall of afoe who had fought so long and valiantly, and had suffered so much for a
cause, though that cause was, | believe, one of the worst for which a people ever fought, and one for which
there was the least excuse. | do not question, however, the sincerity of the great mass of those who were
opposed to us.” Landrieu’s speech had none of Grant’s magnanimity, and as such it was praised in circles
that have longed for the day reconciliation would die. Theirony is, such people have high praise for Lincoln,
who himself wanted afar less aggressive reunification.

Robert Penn Warren once wrote that the Civil War did create “a union which is, in the deepest sense, a
community.” Warren was right and we are playing out those consegquences today.

I end now to ascene from Lincoln (2012), the part | thought was the best in an all around superb movie.

Abraham Lincoln: If we submit ourselvesto law, even submit to losing freedoms, the freedom to oppress, for
instance, we may discover other freedoms previously unknown to us. Had you kept faith with democratic
process, as frustrating as that can be...

Judge John A. Campbell: Come sir, spare us these pieties. Did you defeat us with ballots?

Alexander Stephens. How have you held your Union together? Through democracy? How many hundreds of
thousands have died during your administration? Y our union, sir, is bonded in cannon fire and death.

Abraham Lincoln: It may be you'reright. But say all we done is show the world that democracy isn’t chaos,
that thereis agreat invisible strength in a people’ s union? Say we' ve shown that a people can endure awful
sacrifice and yet cohere? Mightn’t that save at |east the idea of democracy, to aspire to? Eventually to
become worthy of ? At all rates, whatever must be proven by blood and sacrifice must have been proved by
now. Shall we stop this bleeding?

Bill FromPA says

Jordan underlies the resistance to "national reconciliation” on the part of union veteransin general, and
among amputees and POWs particularly. He describes the underlying tension and, in at least one case, open
conflict that was part of the famous 1913 Gettysburg reunion; indeed, he quotes one former Confederate
speaker who gave voice to the "Lost cause” ideology that was to dominate historical understanding for much
of the century.

Like the veterans of most if not al US wars, those who fought for the union experienced alienation, lack of
understanding or tolerance on the part of civilians, various forms of PTSD, and ingratitude and tight-
fistedness on the part of the US Government. Union veterans also were living and often vocal reminders of
an ideology that became inconvenient to the next generation of Americans, but one that has become



increasingly relevant over time. How topical the "earnest protest” of the 127th Pennsylvania Survivors
Association to the 1909 addition of Robert E. Leeto the Statuary Hall in the U. S. Capital seems. Thisand
other attitudes such as veterans anger at The Birth of a Nation ("While it pretends to teach history, it teaches
alie. It begetsracia prejudice.") will strike today's reader as being "woke".

Jordan gathered alot of data covering almost a century of experiences of avast number of veterans. At times
reading the book islike standing in front of afire hose of data and anecdotes. Though every anecdoteis
particularized as to itstime, place, and participants, the author obviously intends them to stand as
representative of the many types of problems confronting veterans. A similar generalizing intent is behind
the selection of well-chosen passages from The Odyssey, in the Robert Fagles version, as the epigraph for
each chapter.

Brian says

I'm gathering my thoughts on this one, but | really, really enjoyed it. There are times when the prose seems a
little rushed, by which | mean the author packs alot of examplesinto a short space that left me wondering if
there was more to the stories of the veterans whose experiences he mentioned. But really, that's a minor
critique and really the only one | can think of.

I think this book isreally important. The book starts with the Grand Review of the Armies and ends with the
death of the last Union veteran in the 20th century, and part of my affinity for it may be due to the fact that
my great-great-grandfather's life paralleled much of the story in this book. He marched on the second day of
the Grand Review as a sergeant in Sherman's Army of the West, was the quartermaster of hislocal post of
the Grand Army of the Republic, and died in 1914 an old man. But | think it goes deeper than that.

Really, what struck me was that thisis largely a story of how the nation treated its veterans. Welivein a
modern society that constantly preaches "honoring the troops," and the phrase "thank you for your service."
It's easy to assume that we have always treated our veterans that way, but this book reveals that it was almost
the opposite for Union veterans for along time after their war ended, their victory in which literaly saved
the United States from splitting in half. It's clear that we have come along way in our esteem of our veterans.

But in another sense, much of what happened to Union veterans rings eerily familiar. Many Union veterans
found themselves destitute and at the mercy of private and begrudgingly public relief programs. Thousands
experienced long (or permanent) periods of homelessness. They battled what we now know as PTSD, and
attempted to self-medicate with drugs and alcohol. Many committed suicide. All of thisis astrue of our
veterans of Irag and Afghanistan, and the Boys in Blue went through the same things over 100 years ago.
Unlike our esteem of veterans, which has progressed considerably since the 19th century, our actual level of
care for them seemsin many ways to be right where it was in 1870.

I would bereally curious for two follow-up stories: one comparing the experiences of Confederate veterans
to those of the Union (especially with regards to the public perception and memory of the war, which the
Union veterans vociferously contested and probably deserves several books of its own), and the other
perhaps comparing the homecomings of veterans of other wars. This book does touch briefly on some
parallels and differences experienced by veterans of World War I, but | would be curious especially to
compare and contrast the experiences of the veterans of the Korean War and the Vietnam War (and in time,
those of Iraq and Afghanistan).



I'm left with alot to think about and alot of lines of inquiry to explore, which | think is all one can ask of a
good history book.




