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Acknowledgments

William T. Sherman founded 
the Command and General 
Staff College at Fort 
Leavenworth, Kansas, but 
Sherman Army Air Field, 
located there, is actually 
named after a different William 
Sherman, Major William 
Carrington Sherman, who 
wrote the army’s first airplane 
tactics manual. (ar)



Acknowledgments          ix

SB Ladies.” In particular, I have been aided most 
generously by Sarah Closson, Sarah Keeney, Lois 
Olechny, and Veronica Kane. 

I continue to owe an incalculable debt to my 
friend and editor, Chris Mackowski, at Emerging 
Civil War. That he continues to work with me on my 
writing projects is a wonder, despite my pestering. 
I am also grateful for the help of  Sarah Bierle, also 
at ECW, for supporting my blog posts and reading 
an early draft of  this work. Another ECW alum,  
Dave Powell, generously wrote the forward for 
the book, despite heavy commitments. I sincerely 
appreciate Dave lending me his name—and with it 
considerable dignity.

One of  the joys of  this particular project is its 
collaborative nature. All the appendices were written 
by Genesee Community College partners—Jess 
Maxfield, Tracy Ford, and Michael Gosselin. Each 
make unique and invaluable contributions with their 
essays and are excellent added value for the reader. I 
deeply appreciate their contributions.

Finally, this modest volume is, in part, possible 
because of  the success and interest in Hellmira. I wish 
to thank all those who bought copies of  that work, 
corresponded with me about it, hosted book talks and 
signings, and generally made me feel like my time 
mattered. I will always be grateful.

Photo Credits: Angela Riotto 
(ar); Chris Kolakowski (ck); 
Chris Mackowski (cm); 
Genesee Community College 
(gcc); George Hettenhouse 
(gh); Harper’s Weekly 
(hw); Library of Congress 
(loc);  Kristen Trout (kt); 
Public domain (pd); Derek 
D. Maxfield (ddm); Missouri 
Historical Society (mhs); 
National Archives (na); New 
York Public Library (nypl); 
Terry Rensel (tr); Wikipedia 
Commons (wc); Wikipedia 
Commons/King of Hearts  
(wc/kh)

     For the Emerging Civil War Series
Theodore P. Savas, publisher
Chris Mackowski, series editor and co-founder
Cecily Nelson Zander, chief  historian
Sarah Keeney, editorial consultant

Maps by Edward Alexander
Design and layout by Veronica Kane





Foreword
B y  D a v i d  P o w e l l  

Excepting Abraham Lincoln, William Tecumseh 
Sherman might be the most recognizable Civil War 
figure of  them all, even including Robert E. Lee and 
Thomas J. “Stonewall” Jackson. Everyone knows, 
after all, that Sherman “burned Atlanta,” and “made 
Georgia howl!” They may not know how or when, but 
very often, they know who. Certainly, he garners far 
more name recognition than his friend and superior, 
Ulysses S. Grant. 

He is also a favorite subject for authors. My 
shelves boast no less than eight different biographies 
of  the man, not including his memoirs and a volume 
of  his collected correspondence. Other titles focus on 
specific campaigns or aspects of  his career—and I by 
no means have all the titles written about him. One 
reason for this enduring popularity among historians 
is his prolific and unfiltered correspondence, filled with 
hasty, often blunt sentiments: all fertile territory for an 
author. Sherman tended to write before he thought, 
wearing his opinions on his sleeve. It is the literary 
equivalent of  catnip to a writer. Contrast Sherman 
with his own friend and close subordinate, George H. 
Thomas, who was so closemouthed that he instructed 
his wife to burn his private correspondence upon his 
death. Thomas’s wife obeyed his wishes, much to the 
chagrin of  an entire historical community. 

Not so Sherman. His personal and professional 
correspondence is a treasure trove of  opinion and 
insight. Take, for example, the death of  his favorite 
son in the fall of  1863, just before he traveled to 
Chattanooga. Willie had taken ill while the family was 

In Sherman’s hometown of 
Lancaster, Ohio, a small park 
at the corner of Main and 
Front streets features as its 
centerpiece a bronze statue of 
Sherman sculpted by Michael 
Major and unveiled on July 2, 
2000. (gh)
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visiting Sherman at Vicksburg, dying of  fever in the 
Gayoso Hotel in Memphis. Sherman blamed himself  
for exposing Willie to the dangers of  a deep South 
climate during the sickly season. In the days following 
his young son’s demise, he recounted how he felt 
haunted at every turn in the hotel and how Willie, 
his favorite (he made no bones about that), would 
now never fulfill the dreams and hopes Sherman had 
invested in him. Grief  is, of  course, always deeply 
personal, but no reader can fail to be struck by the 
openness of  Sherman’s feelings. 

Moreover, Sherman is central to the story of  
the war. He commanded a brigade at First Bull Run 
and finished the war second only to Ulysses S. Grant, 
commander of  the entire Federal Army. Few would 
have predicted that Sherman would be there at the 
end, let alone ranked above all save Grant. Rarely 
an optimist, Sherman predicted a long and bitter 
struggle, so much so that he was relieved of  command 
at Louisville, Kentucky, after having a bit of  a nervous 
breakdown in the fall of  1861. Yet he found his place 
under Grant, cementing a reputation for courage 
under fire at the battle of  Shiloh the next April. 

He would go on to serve as Grant’s right arm 
during the subsequent siege of  Vicksburg, launching 
some of  the earliest assaults against that fortress on 
May 19 and 22, 1863; and later was assigned the 
crucial role of  keeping the Rebel Army of  Relief  off 
his boss’s back while Grant went about the bloody 
business of  reducing the stronghold. When Grant 
arrived in Chattanooga that October, to find that 
this time a Federal army was nearly besieged and in 
peril, Grant summoned his fellow Ohioan Sherman to 
come help. When he arrived, Grant placed all his trust 
in Sherman’s attack against the Confederate positions 
atop the north end of  Missionary Ridge; when 
Sherman stumbled, Grant re-wrote the narrative to 
spare Sherman embarrassment. Nor would Grant 
hesitate to place Sherman in command of  the entire 
Military Division of  the Mississippi (embracing the 
Departments of  the Cumberland, Tennessee, and 
Ohio) in 1864 to lead the great western offensive while 
Grant himself  traveled east to face Robert E. Lee  
in Virginia. 

This brings up another fascinating aspect of  
Sherman’s military career: his dislike of  battles and 
his relative lack of  tactical skills. Sherman’s forte 
was logistics and operational maneuver, not tactical 
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expertise. As a result, Sherman conducted the Atlanta 
Campaign much differently than Grant conducted 
the Overland Campaign. Sherman’s Georgia 
campaign was marked by maneuver and skirmishing, 
rather than slugfests, made all the more so because his 
opponent for the first half  of  that campaign was the 
careful and cautious Confederate General Joseph E. 
Johnston; by contrast, Grant, in Virginia, went toe-to-
toe with perhaps the most aggressive general of  the 
war. Grant and Lee painted a bloody swath from the 
Rappahannock to Richmond, piling up nearly 120,000 
casualties (78,273 Union, 41,138 Confederate) in the 
space of  two months, May through June of  1864. By 
contrast, over a slightly longer period (May to 17 July), 
Sherman suffered 21,925 losses, while his opponent 
Johnston lost 14,213: a total of  about 36,000, less 
than a third of  the toll in Virginia. Even the combined 
Federal and Confederate losses for the full campaign 
to the fall of  Atlanta on September 2nd amount to 
just under 70,000 killed, wounded, and missing. Lee 
stopped Grant, but at a horrendous cost. Johnston 
failed to stop Sherman, and was replaced by Gen. 
John Bell Hood, who also failed to keep the Federals at 
bay. Sherman marched into Atlanta and nearly gutted 
the Army of  Tennessee. These were remarkable feats 
for a general not noted as a tactician. While there 
were missteps along the way—Kennesaw Mountain, 
for one—Sherman achieved his objectives. 

The Sherman House Museum 
in Lancaster, Ohio, is the 
birthplace of the general and 
his younger brother, John, 
who went on to become a 
United States senator. The 
house is listed on the National 
Register of Historical Places. 
(gh)
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Of  course, Sherman’s chief  claim to infamy is in 
what happened after Atlanta: the March to the Sea 
and into the Carolinas. Memory and the acolytes of  
the Lost Cause turned Sherman’s movement through 
Georgia from Atlanta to Savannah into a parade of  
plunder and destruction, akin to “Total War;” the 
reality was much less dramatic. Sherman’s men did 
live off the land, but as much destruction was caused by 
Confederate cavalry under Maj. Gen. Joseph Wheeler, 
practicing a scorched earth policy ahead of  Sherman, 
as was inflicted by Sherman’s dreaded Bummers. The 
March to the Sea is another of  those contradictions 
that comprise the man’s character. Even though he 
is portrayed as the unflinching destroyer, Sherman 
also granted amazingly generous surrender terms to 
Johnston in April 1865, so generous that they were 
repudiated by the Federal government and had to  
be renegotiated. 

Nor do the contradictions cease there. Sherman 
famously hated politicians and newspapermen. And 
yet, he was brother to a U.S. Senator (John Sherman), 
stepson to the politically powerful Ewing clan of  Ohio, 
and law partner to a member of  the McCook family, 
another highly influential Ohio family. And despite 
his avowed dislike of  politics, Sherman was not above 
pulling those political strings when needed. 

His rabid hatred of  the press is famous. He was 
once quoted as saying, “I would kill every reporter in 
the world, but I am sure we would be getting reports 
from hell before breakfast.” However, he was not 
above talking to reporters; Sherman didn’t hate the 
press. What he hated was bad press. Given how he 
was ridiculed early in the war and how some reporters 
howled for his head after the battle of  Shiloh, this 
should come as no surprise. 

This then is Sherman. A mediocre tactician with 
an operational flair; a merciless opponent in war; and 
a man of  liberal terms in peace. He despised politics 
but had some of  the strongest political connections 
in the Army—far stronger than Grant’s own not 
inconsiderable support. Sherman was a man who 
never seemed to think before he spoke or wrote, 
but worked hard to polish his own reputation in his 
postwar memoirs—even at the expense, at times, of  
both his fellow officers and of  the truth. 

Derek Maxfield’s biography of  this fascinating 
man is a welcome addition to the literature, providing 
us an accessible overview of  Sherman’s nature. 

Sherman Hall at the 
Command and General Staff 
College at Fort Leavenworth 
memorializes the former 
General in Chief of the Army. 
(ar)
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Given the format of  this series, tackling a subject as 
complex and contradictory as William T. Sherman 
is no easy task, and Professor Maxfield’s work 
cannot be described as definitive—but can any work 
dealing with such a complex figure be considered 
definitive? I think not, as the draft of  previous works  
clearly demonstrates. 

  In his conclusion, Professor Maxfield argues 
that those complexities are what make Sherman 
both “compelling and fascinating.” I agree, and 
further argue that this volume succeeds in presenting 
Sherman’s complexities in an understandable fashion, 
furthering our ongoing fascination with him. I am 
sure readers will agree, whetting appetites for more of  
“Uncle Billy” Sherman.

David Powell is the award-
winning author of the 
acclaimed Chickamauga 
trilogy, The Chickamauga 
Campaign (Savas Beatie) and 
two books in the Emerging 
Civil War Series on the 
Chattanooga campaign, Battle 
Above the Clouds and All Help 
Can’t Stop Them.





Introduction  

My association with General Sherman dates 
back about 25 years to when, as an undergraduate at 
SUNY Cortland, my mentor Dr. Ellis Johnson fired 
my imagination with his compelling stories of  the Civil 
War. I will never forget his lectures which featured a 
double slide projector, music—some of  which he 
played on guitar or banjo, and books—so many books.

At Doc’s suggestion, I slogged through Shelby 
Foote’s The Civil War: A Narrative, Lloyd Lewis’s 
Sherman: Fighting Prophet, and Sherman’s own Memoirs. I 
was hooked. And even while my career as a historian 
seemed to drift in other directions, every time a 
Sherman book came to hand, all other reading paused.

The book that made me want to become a 
Sherman scholar was Sherman: A Soldier’s Passion for 
Order by John F. Marszalek. This scholarly treatment 
introduced to me the subtleties of  the complex man. 
His argument that the redhead’s life was defined by 
a need for order intrigued me. Marszalek’s brilliant 
biography has become a pillar in the edifice of   
my obsession. 

To my mind, Sherman’s depth and continual 
search for identity is compelling. Losing his father at 
a young age began his quest to discover who he was. 
Taken in by Thomas Ewing, his father’s best friend, 
he lived very near his mother. Whose son was he? The 
relationship with Ewing would be another source of  
tension. He loved him and craved Ewing’s approval 
but came to resent him for interference in his own 
family life. Later, Sherman married Ewing’s daughter 
Ellen—who was both quasi-sister and wife. This in 

Historian John Marszalek’s 
Sherman: A Soldier’s Passion 
for Order set the standard 
for Sherman biographies and 
made a huge impact on author 
Derek Maxfield. (cm)
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turn introduced religious tension and 
Ellen’s lifelong attempt to bring Sherman 
fully into the Catholic fold.

Professionally, the eccentric young 
man entered West Point at the behest 
of  Thomas Ewing and found he liked 
soldiering. It suited him. But once he 
acquired the taste for it, Sherman battled 
to stay in the service and find his place. 
When the Mexican War commenced, 
the redhead desperately wanted to get 
into combat and earn glory but was 
denied and ended up in California on 
administrative duty. His friends, like 
Ulysses S. Grant, were becoming heroes, 
and he wasted away, far from the action.

At the bidding of  the Ewings, 
Sherman reluctantly left soldiering 
behind to try his hand at civilian 
employment. He worked as a banker, 
a lawyer, an administrator, a military 

academy superintendent, and a streetcar operator. A 
mixture of  bad luck and bad timing kept the ambitious 
young man on the move and trying desperately to  
find himself.

The Civil War changed everything, though not 
at first. It did, eventually, give him the opportunity to 
rejoin the military. He needed to be his own man and 
prove himself. Soldering was something he knew and 
a way to fight to preserve the Union—which he loved. 
But finding his place and his identity within the war 
took time.

Pablo Picasso famously said, “Every act of  
creation is first an act of  destruction.” This seems 
well suited to understanding Sherman’s Kentucky 
crisis. There, newspapers and some of  his colleagues 
branded him “insane.” He was nearly destroyed. 
Phoenix-like, though, he rose from the ashes and 
created a new military life and reputation. The battle 
of  Shiloh made Sherman a hero and forced people to 
reassess their perceptions of  the general. From there, 
the Ohioan took flight.

Second only to Ulysses S. Grant, Sherman 
became the preeminent hero of  the Union war effort. 
Through determination and perseverance, the voluble 
commander demonstrated that there was a thin line 
between insanity and genius. His innovations—
best exemplified by his famous March to the Sea—

Dr. Ellis “Doc” Johnson and 
the author working on the 
former’s Civil War collection at 
SUNY Cortland. (ddm)
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suggested that the conqueror of  Atlanta was no 
ordinary man. Moreover, it suggested to Sherman 
that he had made a place; he had forged an identity in 
the flames of  war.

Sherman was truly a “Man of  Fire.” But not for 
his famous reputation among partisans as a torch-
wielding arsonist—which is overblown—but because 
the fiery redhead had fire-in-the-belly courage, 
scorching intellect, smoldering passion, and blazing 
convictions. His restless energy and intensity literally 
exhausted, even burned out, those who encountered 
him. He was a force of  nature.

There is much in Sherman’s search that I can 
identify with. A restless spirit, impelled by a need to 
prove himself, is captivating. That he overcame near 
annihilation, and utter humiliation, to become a 
powerful, confident, and lauded hero of  the republic 
is more—it is inspiring. 

I hope you enjoy his story.

Fought near Pittsburg Landing 
on the Tennessee River, the 
battle of Shiloh takes its name 
from a little log church a few 
miles from the landing. (loc)





“You might as well appeal 
against a thunderstorm as against 
these terrible hardships of  war. 
War is cruelty, there is no use 
trying to reform it; the crueler it 
is, the sooner it will be over.” 

 
― William Tecumseh Sherman 





Prologue 

As he stepped onto the wharf  at City Point, 
Virginia, Maj. Gen. William Tecumseh Sherman 
could see that the whole area buzzed like a beehive. 
It was late March 1865, and he had arrived at what 
had become the Union army’s nerve center to see his 
chief, Lt. Gen. Ulysses S. Grant, whose headquarters 
was just up the hill in a small cabin on the grounds of  
the Eppes Mansion.

After a grueling campaign through the Carolinas, 
a trek of  more than four hundred miles, Sherman’s 
army had reached Goldsboro, North Carolina, where 
it had been strongly reinforced and started the process 
of  refitting and resupplying. Now, the fidgety redhead 
decided to confer with Grant in person about the 
coming spring campaign.

The last time the generals had met was about a 
year earlier, just after Grant had been promoted to 
Lieutenant General and General-in-Chief. Conferring 
in Cincinnati, they had discussed Army operations for 
1864. The result of  that conversation had laid the 
strategy for the previous year. Sherman and his three 
field armies went after Confederate General Joseph 
E. Johnston and his army, then at Dalton, Georgia. 
Grant travelled with the Army of  the Potomac as it 
pursued General Robert E. Lee’s Army of  Northern 
Virginia. Their campaigns had been successful, and 
the end of  the war loomed close.

As the generals met on the wharf  at City Point 
that spring day in 1865, it was a warm reunion. “Their 
encounter was more like that of  two school-boys 
coming together after a vacation than the meeting 

Grant’s headquarters at City 
Point became the focal point 
of the Union war effort in the 
final weeks of March 1865. 
Sherman, Porter, Meade, and 
others converged to meet with 
Grant and Lincoln. (tr) 
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of  the chief  actors in a great war tragedy,” Lt. Col. 
Horace Porter recalled. An unusual friendship, forged 
in war, had grown between the two Ohio men. They 
had met first at West Point, but their contact there was 
limited. The serious trials of  war in the West kindled 
the friendship under the most trying conditions.

The two men could not be more different in 
personality and demeanor. Standing about 5’7”, Grant 
was the stoic one. Reticent, reserved—almost shy—

the General-in-Chief  was nonetheless 
a keen observer, decisive, exceedingly 
brave, and cool under fire. One observer 
described the general as an “ordinary, 
scrubby-looking man, with a slightly 
seedy look, as if  he was out of  office 
on half-pay.” Far from the intellectual 
that Sherman was, Grant’s character 
reflected a simple, solid man that had 
unwavering confidence in success. 

Sherman stood 5’11” with a straight 
posture. Well-read, the redhead had 
a fondness for Shakespeare and was 
something of  a philosopher. He was 

“Sandy haired and gaunt, with a grizzled, short-
cropped beard” and had a nervous manner that 
some found disquieting. His dark, direct gaze could 
be intimidating, combined with a “veritable volcano 

Home of Dr. Richard Eppes, 
Appomattox Manor became 
the nerve center of the Union 
army near Petersburg and 
the headquarters of Lt. Gen. 
Ulysses S. Grant. (tr)

Historical marker remarking 
on the significance of the 
Grant headquarters site at City 
Point. (ddm)
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of  verbiage” that could tax the patience of  those 
he engaged with. Still, the general was gregarious 
and had a “shoot-from-the-hip sincerity.” In short, 
“Uncle Billy”—as his soldiers dubbed him—was a  
complex man. 

Greeted by Mrs. Grant at headquarters, Sherman 
settled in with Grant and his staff around a campfire to 
discuss the plans for 1865. At the front of  the cottage, 
the confluence of  the Appomattox and James Rivers 
made a magnificent scene. Soon, the loquacious 
general regaled the assembled group with the exploits 
of  his armies. “The story, told as he alone could tell it, 
was a grand epic related with Homeric power,” Porter 
remembered. “Never were listeners more enthusiastic; 
never was a speaker more eloquent.”

The ebullient storyteller talked about the burning 
of  Atlanta, incidents during the March to the Sea, 
Christmas in Savannah, the watery slog through 
South Carolina and the fiery visit to Columbia. 
The “bummers” had caught the attention of  the 
newspapers and the imaginations of  the Northern 
people, and Sherman wanted to make it clear that 
“they were not stragglers or mere self-constituted 
foragers,” the general argued, “but there are organized 
for a very useful purpose from the adventurous spirits 
who are always found in the ranks. They served as 
‘feelers’ who keep in advance and on the flanks of  the 
main columns, spy out the land, and discover where 
the best supplies are to be found.”

Grant had invited a few high-ranking officers, 
including Maj. Gen. George Meade, who commanded 
the Army of  the Potomac, to visit with Sherman while 
he was there. But no one ranked higher and more a 

Grant’s headquarters cabin on 
the grounds of Appomattox 
Manor at City Point, Virginia, 
can be visited today. Managed 
by the National Park Service, 
the beautiful site sits at the 
confluence of the James and 
Appomattox Rivers. (ddm)

Lt. Col. Horace Porter was 
an aide on the staffs of both 
Maj. Gen. William Tecumseh 
Sherman and later Lt. Gen. 
Ulysses S. Grant. Porter would 
also serve as Grant’s private 
secretary when he became 
president and, in 1897, 
would be appointed the U.S. 
Ambassador to France. (loc)
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VIP than the president himself. “I’m sorry to break up 
this entertaining conversation,” Grant broke in when 
Sherman finally took a breather, “but the President is 
aboard the River Queen, and I know he will be anxious 
to see you. Suppose we go and pay him a visit before 
dinner.” Soon, the group broke up, and the pair of  
generals headed down to the wharf.

Sherman recounted the visit with the president in 
his memoirs. He said they

found Mr. Lincoln alone, in the after-cabin. He 
remembered me perfectly, and at once engaged in 
a most interesting conversation. He was full of  
curiosity about the many incidents of  our great march, 
which had reached him officially and through the 
newspapers, and seemed to enjoy very much the more 
ludicrous parts—about the “bummers,” and their 
devices to collect food and forage when the outside 
world supposed us to be starving; but at the same time 
he expressed a good deal of  anxiety lest some accident 
might happen to the army in North Carolina during 
my absence.

Mrs. Grant had tea ready when Sherman and 
Grant returned to headquarters. The former wished 
immediately to talk about the coming campaign. 
“Perhaps you don’t want me here listening to all your 
secrets,” Julia said wryly. “Do you think we can trust 
her, Grant?” Sherman said, amused. “I’m not so sure 

Brig. Gen. John A. Rawlins 
(left), Lt. Gen. Ulysses S. 
Grant (center), and Lt. Col. 
Horace Porter (right) at 
Grant’s headquarters cabin on 
the grounds of Appomattox 
Manor. (loc)

Maj. Gen. William T. Sherman 
had developed such a strong 
partnership with Grant over 
the war that historian Charles 
Bracelen Flood called it “The 
friendship that won the Civil 
War.” (loc)
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about that, Sherman,” Grant answered. The trio 
continued to banter playfully for some time before 
dinner was announced.

The celebrated River Queen conference continued 
the next day when Rear Admiral David Dixon Porter 
joined the generals and Lincoln. The tone of  this 
gathering was more serious and business-like than 
the previous day. Grant informed the group that 
Maj. Gen. Phil Sheridan would arrive soon, and 
strike against Lee’s only remaining supply line, the 
Southside and Danville Railroad. “Matters were 
drawing to a crisis,” he observed. There was some 
concern that Lee might try to escape before Sheridan 
launched the attack, and the Army of  Northern 
Virginia might try to join with Johnston’s army in 
North Carolina. Sherman assured the group he could 
hold the combined force if  Grant came along in  
short order. 

Grant and Sherman agreed that “one or the other 
of  us would have to fight one more bloody battle, and 
that it would be the last.” At this, Lincoln stirred and 
wondered if  it was really necessary. “There had been 
blood enough shed.” That would not be up to them, 
Sherman observed. The president’s manner touched 
the redhead, who remembered later: “I was more 
than ever impressed by his kindly nature, his deep 
and earnest sympathy with the afflictions of  the whole 
people, resulting from the war.”

At this juncture, apart from the military strategy 
and tactics necessary to force the surrender of  Lee 
and Johnston, Sherman wanted to know “if  [Lincoln] 
was ready for the end of  the war? What was to be 
done with the rebel armies when defeated? And what 
should be done with the political leaders, such as Jeff. 
Davis, etc.? Should we allow them to escape, etc.?” 

Julia Dent Grant was the wife 
of Ulysses S. Grant. She was 
also a cousin of Confederate 
General James Longstreet. (loc)

Left: Maj. Gen. George G. 
Meade was the longest-
serving commander of the 
Union Army of the Potomac. 
Born in Cádiz, Spain, in 1815, 
he was raised in Pennsylvania. 
(loc)

Right: Abraham Lincoln was 
the 16th President of the 
United States. As a young man 
back in Illinois, Lincoln was 
also a champion wrestler. (loc)
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Lincoln said he was ready and had just been waiting 
for the surrenders. He anxiously desired to get the 
rebels to lay down their arms and go home. As for 
the political leaders, the president answered with an 
anecdote, which Sherman “inferred that Mr. Lincoln 
wanted Davis to escape, ‘unbeknown’ to him.”

One thing that Lincoln communicated very 
clearly, as observed by both Sherman and Porter, was 
that he “was willing that the enemy should capitulate 
on the most favorable terms” (interestingly, in Grant’s 
memoirs, Grant does not write about the River Queen 
conference at all). “Sherman was finding that the 
President saw eye to eye with him in his desire to 
give prompt mercy and generosity to the enemy as 
soon as they laid down their arms.” The general and 
admiral alike recalled that the president “authorize[d] 
[Sherman] to deal with civil authorities in North 
Carolina.” In fact, in the fall of  1864 Lincoln had 
then wired Sherman and encouraged him to hold 
“peace parlays” with the governor of  Georgia and 
even Confederate Vice President Alexander Stephens. 

It is significant that Lincoln specified authorization 
for Sherman and Grant to entertain peace terms 
for both civic and military affairs at the River Queen 
conference because later, Secretary of  War Edwin 

The Peacemakers, a famous 
painting by George P. A. Healy, 
was produced in 1868 and 
depicts a famous wartime 
meeting aboard the U.S. Navy 
steamer River Queen at City 
Point, Virginia, in March 1865. 
From left are Maj. Gen. William 
Tecumseh Sherman, Lt. Gen. 
Ulysses S. Grant, President 
Abraham Lincoln, and Rear 
Admiral David Dixon Porter. 
(loc)
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Stanton would castigate Sherman—even brand him 
a traitor—for offering Johnston lenient terms and 
dealing with civic affairs. But, of  course, by then 
Lincoln was dead.

“To Sherman President Lincoln came as a 
revelation,” Lloyd Lewis observed. “He seemed to 
have “charity for all, malice towards none,” Sherman 
recalled, “and, above all, an absolute faith in the 
courage, manliness, and integrity of  the armies in the 
field.” He was also intrigued by the president’s body 
language. “When at rest or listening, his legs and 
arms seemed to hang almost lifeless, and his face was 
care-worn and haggard; but the moment he began 
to talk, his face lightened up, his tall form, as it were, 
unfolded, and he was the very impersonation of  good 
humor and fellowship.”

Sherman departed for North Carolina at about 
noon on March 28. The president, concerned that 
Johnston might do something unexpected, urged his 
subordinate to get back to his army as soon as possible. 
To alleviate these fears somewhat, Porter sent the 
general home in the steamer Bat—a faster boat. “We 
parted at the gangway of  the River Queen,” Sherman 
remembered of  Lincoln, “and I never saw him again.”

Left: Maj. Gen. Philip Henry 
Sheridan served as both 
an infantry and cavalry 
commander during the war. 
Short of stature, standing only 
5’5”, Sheridan was impulsive 
and had a fiery temper. (loc)

Right: Confederate General 
Robert E. Lee was the son of 
Revolutionary War Maj. Gen. 
Henry “Light Horse Harry” 
Lee III. In 1831, Robert married 
Mary Custis, who was the 
great-granddaughter of Martha 
Washington. (loc)

Rear Admiral David Dixon 
Porter was the adoptive 
brother of David G. Farragut 
and, after the Civil War, would 
become only the second full 
admiral in the U.S. Navy. (loc)





Cadet Sherman, a mischievous young soldier, 
held the reputation as “the best hash maker at 
West Point.” Although it was strictly prohibited, the 
redhead regularly smuggled food from the mess hall 
or other venues to host after-hours banquets in his 
dorm room. Partly a means to enjoy the company of  
his fellows, these informal hash dinners also helped 
to compensate for the terrible meals furnished by the 
academy—which were mainly boiled and bland. 

In June 1836, the wide-eyed Ohioan arrived at 
West Point to begin his military education. A long 
way from his home in Lancaster, he was something 
of  “an untamed animal just caught in the far West.” 
His adopted father, Thomas Ewing, had arranged for 
Sherman’s appointment to the academy, and the new 
plebe wanted to make Ewing proud.

The Ewing family had informally adopted 
William Tecumseh Sherman when he was just nine. 
The sixth child of  Charles R. Sherman and his wife 
Mary (nee Hoyt), Sherman was born on February 8, 
1820. Charles, who seemed “to have caught a fancy 
for the great chief  of  the Shawnees,” chose the unique 
middle name for his third son. 

A distinguished attorney, Charles was elevated to 
the Ohio Supreme Court in 1821. While riding circuit 
in 1829, the senior Sherman took ill at Lebanon “with 
a severe chill.” He lingered with a fever for several 
days. Meanwhile, when things appeared critical, 
Mary received the news and started the trek of  more 

The Ewings’s Sherman
C h a p t e r  O n e
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West Point Military Academy 
with a view of the equestrian 
statue of George Washington. 
(loc)
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than 100 miles to his bedside. Unfortunately, Charles 
expired on June 24 before his wife reached him.

Charles’s unexpected death of  typhoid fever at 
the age of  41 left his large family destitute. Mary had 
little choice but to parcel out the children to the homes 
of  relatives and neighbors. As Sherman later recalled, 
“I fell to the charge of  the Hon. Thomas Ewing, who 
took me to his family, and ever after treated me as his 
own son.”

“A lawyer by profession,” historian James Lee 
McDonough wrote, “Ewing was a formidable 
character, both physically and intellectually.” He and 
his wife Maria (nee Boyle) built a house just a few doors 
away from the Sherman abode atop a fine hill. Ewing 
had been close friends with Judge Sherman and often 
traveled with Charles on the judicial circuit. It is not 
surprising then that Ewing quickly stepped forward to 
help when his friend suddenly died. 

Already familiar with the Ewing children who 
had been his playmates for years, young Sherman fit 
seamlessly into the big house on the hill. Among the 
seven children were Philemon, who remained a good 
friend of  the energetic newcomer, and Ellen—then 
only five years old—who would someday become 
Sherman’s wife.

While Sherman had all the Ewings’s love and 
support, there was one troublesome wrinkle—religion. 
Raised Protestant, William Tecumseh—often called 
“Cump” for short—found that Maria Ewing had one 

This painting by Andrew 
Melrose depicts the Hudson 
River with West Point in the 
distance. (loc)

Charles Robert Sherman was 
William Tecumseh Sherman’s 
father. During the War of 1812, 
the elder Sherman served as a 
major in the Ohio militia. (wc)
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stipulation regarding his entrance to her household: 
he must be baptized Roman Catholic. Mary Sherman 
agreed to this, and the deed was done, thereby 
beginning a contentious thread that ran through the 
rest of  his life and profoundly shaped his marriage  
to Ellen.

Thomas Ewing’s ever-expanding reach and 
position was another significant influence on 
Sherman’s life. Appointed by the Ohio state legislature 
to the U.S. Senate in 1830, Ewing became a player in 
national affairs. Of  Whig sensibilities, which rubbed 
off on his teenage ward, Ewing now hosted political 
giants who strode through Lancaster, making quite the 
impression on Cump. Henry Clay, Daniel Webster, 
William Henry Harrison, and other prominent 
citizens visited the Ewing parlor.

The Ewing clan always valued education and 
paid tuition at private schools to ensure their children 
had quality instruction. Sherman benefited from 
this vision. In fact, Thomas Ewing seemed to have 
particularly high aspirations for his charge. From his 
perch in the Senate, Ewing sent letters instructing his 
wife to see to the intellectual life of  his brood. “He 
instructed Maria to gather the children around the 
table at home,” Marszalek wrote, “and have Cump 
and Phil take turns reading from the nine volumes of  
S. G. Goodrich’s Peter Parley books he sent them—
volumes that emphasized geography, history, morality, 
order and American superiority, teaching lessons 
while they entertained.”

Later in life, reflecting on his education, Sherman 
boasted that the Lancaster Academy “was the best in 
the place; indeed, as good a school as any in Ohio.” 
The curriculum in those days focused heavily on 
languages, including Latin, Greek, and French. 
History and mathematics filled out the program of  
study, first under the charge of  “Mr. Parsons; he was 
succeeded by Mr. Brown, and he by two brothers, 
Samuel and Mark How.”

As a teenager, Sherman discovered he was 
destined for West Point. Of  course, since Thomas 
Ewing now sat in the Senate, he had appointments at 
his disposal. It may be that Philemon had also been 
slated for a spot at the academy, but he declined. Hugh 
Ewing suggested that his brother “had aspirations to 
the priesthood, a more honorable profession than 
that of  a soldier.” However, Philemon later told his 
children that he declined the appointment because he 

Henry Clay of Kentucky 
was a respected American 
statesman who served as 
speaker of the House, U.S. 
Senator, and candidate 
for president on several 
occasions. He served as 
secretary of state to President 
John Quincy Adams. (loc)
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wanted to study law. In any case, this opened the way 
for Sherman, who was told to prepare. “Tell Cumpy 
that I want him to learn fast,” Ewing told his wife in a 
letter home, “that he may be ready to go to West Point 
or to college soon.”

Although Sherman had shown no particular 
interest in military service, he accepted Ewing’s 
vision as his own and began earnest preparations. 
“During the autumn of  1835 and spring of  1836,” 
the aspiring cadet wrote, “I devoted myself  chiefly 
to mathematics and French, which were known to 
be the chief  requisites for admission to West Point.” 
Nothing would be more humiliating for Cump and 
his sponsor than to get an appointment and then be 
found wanting academically and declined admission.

Spring brought with it the expected appointment. 
In May, Sherman set out for Washington, D.C., his first 
stop on his way to the Point. There, the young Ohioan 
spent a week with Senator Ewing and sightseeing in 
the Capital. “I think I saw more of  the place in that 
time than I ever have since,” Sherman recalled in his 
memoirs. “General Jackson was President and was at 
the zenith of  his fame. I recall looking at him a full 
hour, one morning . . . as his paced up and down the 
gravel walk on the north front of  the White House,” 
the future general wrote. “He wore a cap and an 
overcoat so full that his form seemed smaller than I had 
expected.” Despite his Whig predilections, the sight 
of  Old Hickory, the hero of  New Orleans, transfixed 
Sherman, who silently gazed on the old warrior.

After stops in Philadelphia and New York to see 
family and friends, Sherman proceeded via steamboat 
up the Hudson River. Anxiety and a bit of  trepidation 
must have mingled in the wiry redhead when he reached 
the wharf  below the Point. Told to proceed up to the 
plain, Sherman and the other plebes climbed the hill 
to find a grand panorama as they caught their breath. 
High on a bluff overlooking the Hudson River, West 
Point sits on a grand plain. The old stone buildings—
then as now—lend a dignity to the institution. The 
beauty and majesty of  his new surroundings probably 
inspired awe in the new cadet and his fellows. Writing 
to Ellen Ewing, Sherman wrote, “Is not West Point 
worth visiting? Is not the scenery of  the finest order 
in the world? Are there not incidents in its history that 
render it dear to us all?” Clearly, the child of  the West 
was inspired as he opened a new chapter in his life. 

Called the “God-like” Daniel 
for his powerful oratorical 
skills, Daniel Webster was a 
Massachusetts senator with 
sketchy ethical standards. (loc)

President William Henry 
Harrison has the distinction 
of being the chief executive 
with the shortest tenure of 
office: just 31 days. Medical 
historians now believe he died 
from typhoid fever. (loc)
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While Sherman learned to love the military 
life, it posed problems, too, as the independent-
minded young cadet adjusted to new expectations 
and requirements. The rigid dress code, for instance, 
was burdensome and a bit archaic. In fact, during his 
tenure at the Point, this kept the Ohioan from attaining 
an officer’s rank. “Neatness in dress and form, with a 
strict conformity to the rules, were the qualifications 
for office,” Sherman lamented, “and I suppose I was 
found not to excel in any of  these.”

Discipline at West Point was strict. A system 
of  demerits, in part, determined a cadet’s fate. The 
accumulation of  too many could lead to expulsion. 
One could get demerits from slovenly dress, out-of-
bounds drinking, talking after hours, and for many 
other reasons. According to Marszalek, “Cump 
averaged more than ninety demerits per year.” He 
“was hardly a model soldier, but he never tried to 
be. Minor misconduct that earned demerits was 
unimportant to him.”

The program of  study at West Point leaned 
heavily on language and science. Cadets studied math, 
French, drawing, chemistry, rhetoric, and more. It was 
expected that this curriculum would fit the men to be 
fine Army officers. But “when he graduated, Cump 
was better prepared to be a civil engineer than he was 
to be a soldier.” Pondering his standing in a letter to 
his brother John, Sherman wrote, “I think I will have 
about the same standing as I have now in Mathematics 
and French, but in drawing I think I will be among the 
first five.”

Perhaps the friendships with his comrades were 
the greatest result of  Sherman’s tenure at the Point. A 
social animal, the young man was generally liked and 
respected—though “many recall him as extremely 
outspoken and opinionated, sometimes to the point 
of  being offensive.” His energy and intensity were 
manifest, and his nervous manner put off some. 
William Irwin, a fellow Ohioan, was probably the 
eccentric redhead’s best friend at the academy. Other 
associates included such Civil War luminaries as 
Braxton Bragg, George Thomas, P. G. T. Beauregard, 
James Longstreet, and—when Cump was in his 
senior year—Ulysses S. Grant, who was called Sam. 
However, since Sherman was a senior and Grant 
just a plebe, they interacted very little. In time, a 
fantastic friendship between the two would shape the 
very course of  the Union’s destiny.

One of the earliest 
educational institutions 
in Ohio, the Lancaster 
Academy was also known 
as Greenfield Academy. 
The building here existed 
for just over a decade. (loc)

President Andrew Jackson 
was a duelist of note. He killed 
one man in a duel and carried 
a bullet in his body for many 
years as the result of the 
deadly practice. (loc)
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Known for his mischievous nature, Sherman 
loved a prank. William Rosecrans recalled with 
pleasure Cump’s antics at the Point:

He was always ready for a lark and usually he had a 
grease spot on his pants from clandestine night feasts. 
He was the best hash-maker at West Point. Food 
at the table was cheap and poor and we stole boiled 
potatoes in handkerchiefs and thrust them under our 
vests; we poked butter into our gloves and fastened 
them with forks to the under side of  the table until 
we could smuggle them out of  the dining room as we 
departed. We stole bread and when we got together at 
night “Old Cump” would mix everything into hash 
and cook it on a stew pan over the fire. We ate it hot on 
toasted bread. We told stories and at this, too Sherman 
was the best.

After four years of  study, Sherman graduated 
West Point, sixth in a class of  forty-three. He would 
have finished fourth but for his demerits. This did not 
trouble him, and he took pride in his accomplishments. 
“In studies I always held a respectable reputation with 
the professors,” Sherman recorded in his memoirs, 
“and generally ranked among the best, especially 
in drawing, chemistry, mathematics, and natural 
philosophy.” He would always be proud of  being a 
West Pointer and later, when the Civil War placed him 
in a position to choose officers, he invariably looked to 
fellow graduates of  the Point.

Graduation meant more than advancement; it 
meant a furlough, and Sherman eagerly scampered 
home to relax—and to reconnect with Ellen Ewing, 
who by now was more than an adopted sister. He 
began to see her as a love interest. New horizons 

Left: The younger brother 
of William T. Sherman, John 
Sherman became a member of 
Congress and was appointed 
U.S. Senator from Ohio at the 
start of the Civil War. (loc)  

Right: Maj. Gen. George 
Thomas was a native of 
Virginia who decided to 
remain loyal to the Union 
when his home state seceded. 
Most of his family never 
forgave him. (loc)

Pierre Gustave Toutant-
Beauregard was a Confederate 
general who commanded the 
Charleston, South Carolina, 
forces that fired on Fort 
Sumter in 1861. He was a 
good friend of Sherman’s. (loc)
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beckoned, and the newly minted Second Lieutenant 
readied for the challenges ahead.

	

One of the more formal 
pictures of Ulysses S. Grant, 
this photo is thought to be 
from 1844 when he was 
assigned to the 4th U.S. 
Infantry at Jefferson Barracks 
in St. Louis, Missouri. (pd)




