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Emerging Civil War serves as a public history-oriented platform for sharing 
original scholarship related to the American Civil War. The scholarship we present 
reflects the eclectic background, expertise, interests, and writing styles of our 
cadre of historians. We’ve shared that scholarship not only on the Emerging Civil 
War blog, but also in the pages of the Emerging Civil War Series published by 
Savas Beatie, in other general-audience and academic publications, at our annual 
Emerging Civil War Symposium at Stevenson Ridge, on our monthly podcasts, and 
even through social media. 

Our Emerging Civil War 10th Anniversary Series captures and commemorates 
some of the highlights from our first ten years.

This compendium includes pieces originally published on our blog; podcast 
transcripts; and transcripts of talks given at the ECW Symposium. It also includes 
an assortment of original material. Previously published pieces have been updated 
and, in most cases, expanded and footnoted. Our attempt is to offer value-added 
rather than just reprint material available for free elsewhere.

Between the covers of this series, readers will find military, social, political, and 
economic history; memory studies; travelogues; personal narratives; essays; and 
photography. This broad range of scholarship and creative work is meant to provide 
readers with a diversity of perspectives. The combined collection of material is not 
intended to serve as a complete narrative of events or comprehensive overview. 
Rather, these are the stories and events our historians happened to be interested in 
writing about at any given time. In that way, the collection represents the sort of 
eclectic ongoing conversation you’ll find on our blog. 

As a collective, the individuals who comprise ECW are encouraged to share 
their own unique interests and approaches. The resulting work—and the respectful 
discussions that surround it—forward ECW’s overall effort to promote a general 
awareness of the Civil War as America’s defining event. 

Editors’ Note



Another of ECW’s organizational priorities is our ongoing work to identify 
and spotlight the next generation of “emerging” Civil War historians and the fresh 
ideas they bring to the historical conversation. (Some of us were “emerging” when 
ECW started up ten years ago and have perhaps since “emerged,” but the quest to 
spotlight new voices continues!)

Most importantly, it is the common thread of public history and the ideals of 
interpretation that so strongly tie our seemingly disparate bodies of work together. 
America’s defining event should not be consigned to forgotten footnotes and dusty 
shelves. As public historians, we understand the resonance and importance history’s 
lessons can have in our modern world and in our daily lives, so we always seek 
to connect people with those great stories and invaluable lessons. Emerging Civil 
War remains committed to making our history something available for all of us—
writers, readers, historians, hobbyists, men, women, young, old, and people of 
all races and ethnicities—and by doing so, making it something we can engage, 
question, challenge, and enjoy. 

Please join us online at www.emergingcivilwar.com.

Editors’ Note          xiii

A Note About This Volume:
In 2020, as part of ECW’s “Engaging the Civil War” Series with Southern 

Illinois University Press, ECW produced a book titled Entertaining History: The 
Civil War in Literature, Film, and Song. The book focused on texts—books, 
movies, TV shows, songs—with a planned second book to look at other cultural 
connections. Alas, Illinois’s legendary state budget woes forced us to part ways 
with SIUP (amicably!) before we could do that companion volume. 

The book you hold in your hand collects some of the original pieces for that 
second volume, coupled with a bunch of our “greatest hits” from the blog during 
our first ten years. We also have a few original pieces. The Civil War in pop culture 
is an area of particular interest to Chris, so he’s written a lot about it over the years 
(which is why there’s so much “Chris Mackowski” in this collection and for which 
he asks your indulgence).

There is, we hope, a lot of fun stuff in this volume that conjures good memories 
for you about your favorite books, movies, and art, as well as other ways you have 
experienced the war. But we also hope there’s a lot of material here for you to think 
about, too. Many of us became hooked on the Civil War because of pop culture; for 
others, though, pop culture may be the only way they ever interact with Civil War 
history. For those reasons, the influence the Civil War has had—and continues to 
have—through pop culture should be of keen interest to us all.
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Foreword
by Brian Matthew Jordan

“Almost nothing renders us human,” historian David Blight contends, 
“as much as our unique capacity for memory.” No other species “can use 
memory to create, to record experience, to forge self-conscious associations, 
to form and practice language, to know, collect, narrate and write their 
pasts.”1 For better or for worse, memory is the medium through which 
most Americans engage with the past. As many theorists have pointed 
out, historical memories are shaped by anxieties in the present, rather than 
the realities of the past. Encumbered by few of the concerns that animate 
academic historians—under no obligation to render the past accurately 
or objectively, and shorn of the responsibility to evaluate nettlesome or 
uncomfortable evidence—popular audiences frequently approach the past 
as a wellspring of solace; they rummage history for affirmation or to escape 
contemporary life, contented in their evaluation of the past as a “simpler” 
or “nobler” time.2 

Throughout much of the last century, the Civil War loomed as an ironic 
touchstone for white Americans. Even as the decades demonstrated the 
utter prescience of W. E. B. DuBois’s turn-of-the-century contention that 

1	 David W. Blight, “The Memory Boom: Why and Why Now?” in Pascal Boyer and James V. 
Wertsch, Memory in Mind and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 238.  

2	 The literature on the social constructedness of memory is vast, but a foundational text 
is Maurice Halbwachs, The Collective Memory, trans. Francis J. Ditter, Jr., and Vida Yazdi 
Ditter (New York: Harper & Row, 1980). For an early definition of “memory studies” in 
American historical scholarship, see David Thelen, “Memory and American History,” 
Journal of American History 75, no. 4 (March 1989): 1117–29.
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“the problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color-line,” 
most Americans preferred to see the war as an inspired test of the nation’s 
mettle rather than an unheeded mandate for racial equality. Despite their 
chronological convergence, the modern Black freedom struggle and the 
Civil War Centennial were, as Blight has written, “like planets in separate 
orbits around different suns.” By staging battle reenactments, hawking 
gimmicky souvenirs, and waving rebel flags, the nation celebrated the 
triumph of sectional reconciliation—even as a high school in Little Rock, 
a Baptist church in Birmingham, and a steel bridge in Selma became new 
battlefields in the nation’s long struggle for equal rights.3 

The Civil War even served as something of an unlikely antidote during 
America’s long and painful “reckoning” with Vietnam. Even amid the 
“living room war,” the “romance” of 1861–65 was remarkably irresistible. 
Civil War titles sold surprisingly well during the Vietnam years. In 1972, for 
instance, E. B. Long reported to fellow Civil War scholar Bell I. Wiley that 
his encyclopedic tome, The Civil War Day by Day, had “done better than we 
(or Doubleday) expected. We will even make a few dollars for once.” Wiley 
had penned a foreword for Long’s exhaustive almanac. “Over 6,000 trade 
sales by April 30,” Long crowed, “and in addition the History Book Club 
and four other book clubs distributed it in one form or another.” The final 
volume of novelist Shelby Foote’s Civil War trilogy, tracking the war from 
the banks of the Red River to Appomattox, appeared in 1974.4 

Only days after the image of a helicopter evacuating Saigon dominated 
Americans’ television screens, Columbia University bestowed the 1975 
Pulitzer Prize for Fiction on author Michael Shaara’s novel of the battle 
of Gettysburg, The Killer Angels. Two years later, Gerald Ford honored 
fellow Michigander Bruce Catton, the “preeminent historian” who “made us 
hear the sounds of battle,” with the Presidential Medal of Freedom. All the 
same, historian William C. Davis, the editor of Civil War Times Illustrated, 
marveled that his magazine’s readership grew significantly during “a decade 

3	 W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk, ed. Jonathan Scott Holloway (New Haven, 
CT: Yale University Press, 2015), 1; David W. Blight, American Oracle: The Civil War in 
the Civil Rights Era (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2011), 2; Robert J. Cook, 
Troubled Commemoration: The American Civil War Centennial, 1961–1965 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 2008).  

4	 E. B. Long to Bell Irvin Wiley, letter, August 23, 1972, E. B. Long Collection, Box 3, 
Folder 85, Texas A&M University, College Station, Texas. 
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filled with the most penetrating soul searching about war and violence.” “We 
like to think that there is meaning to this—that despite the turmoil of our 
years and the seeming rejection by many of our traditions, still at heart there 
is a basic, almost instinctive, bond between Americans and their past.” “The 
Civil War is going to be with us for a long time to come,” Long predicted on 
the 111th anniversary of Lee’s surrender at Appomattox, unable to conceal 
his misty-eyed reverence for the spirit of Johnny Reb and Billy Yank. “No, 
the Civil War is far from exhausted, though it may be exhausting.”5 

True to form, the Civil War was invoked as a national search for healing 
begun in the confounding wake of Vietnam and Watergate. In 1975, framed 
by the stately columns of Arlington House, President Gerald R. Ford signed 
a congressional resolution restoring citizenship to Robert E. Lee—a pardon 
decidedly more popular than the one he issued for his predecessor, Richard 
M. Nixon. The president understood and used the politics of Civil War 
memory. Just three years later, Ford’s successor, Jimmy Carter—only the 
second southerner to serve as president since Appomattox—signed into 
law S.J. Res. 16, fully restoring citizenship rights to Confederate President 
Jefferson Davis. “Our Nation needs to clear away the guilts and enmities 
and recriminations of the past,” Carter asserted, “to finally set at rest the 
divisions that threatened to destroy our Nation and to discredit the principles 
on which it was founded.”6  

5	 William C. Davis, “Behind the Lines,” Civil War Times Illustrated (December 1974): 2. 
The magazine boasted more than 100,000 subscribers in January 1975. E. B. Long, comment 
on Civil War Historiography Panel, Chicago, Illinois, April 9, 1976, E. B. Long Collection, 
Box 4, Folder 20, Texas A&M University, College Station, Texas. “Civil warriors, students, 
scholars, nuts, or whatever, are indomitable,” Long continued, “and they will not rest nor are 
they resting on their very considerable laurels, nor should they. The historiography of the 
Civil War era is a proud one, perhaps the brightest of any period in American historiography. 
No other period can boast the galaxy of serious scholars, great writers, and seminal books.” 
Contrary to the arguments presented here, Gary W. Gallagher, Causes Won, Lost, and 
Forgotten: How Hollywood and Popular Art Shape What We Know about the Civil War 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2008), posits that interest in the war waned 
during Vietnam, only to be revived by James McPherson and Ken Burns. 

6	 Christian G. Appy, American Reckoning: The Vietnam War and Our National Identity (New 
York: Viking, 2015); Michael Shaara, The Killer Angels (New York: David McCay, 1974); 
Gerald R. Ford, “Remarks upon Presenting the Presidential Medal of Freedom,” January 
10, 1977, http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/index.php?pid=5550; Andrew Glass, “House 
Restores Citizenship to Robert E. Lee, July 22, 1975,” Politico, July 22, 2010; William A. 
Blair, With Malice toward Some: Treason and Loyalty in the Civil War Era (Chapel Hill: 
University of North Carolina Press, 2013), 240; Jimmy Carter, “Restoration of Citizenship 
Rights to Jefferson F. Davis, Statement on Signing S.J. Res 16 into Law, October 17, 1978, 
https://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/documents/restoration-citizenship-rights-jefferson-f-
davis-statement-signing-s-j-res-16-into-law. 
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While the restoration of Davis’s citizenship demonstrated the enduring, 
mainstream appeal of the Lost Cause in the last quarter of the twentieth 
century, President Carter’s discussion of “enmities” and “recriminations” 
also evoked the fiercely contested nature of Civil War memory. Although 
the Southern narrative of the war achieved supremacy by the war’s jubilee 
anniversary, many Northerners—especially wizened veterans—preserved 
potent counter-memories. Indeed, the triumph of the Lost Cause in popular 
culture only steeled the tenacity and resolve of those who remembered 
the Civil War as a treasonous rebellion waged on behalf of slavery. In the 
margins, these men and women ensured that if beleaguered, emancipationist 
memories would not perish.7 

By the mid-1930s, the war that the soldiers fought bore almost no 
resemblance to the war that was dramatized on stage and in celluloid. The 
war peddled in school textbooks and depicted on postage stamps minimized 
the horrors of slavery, effaced the crime of treason, and denied the sobering 
history of Reconstruction. Brimming with offense, altogether unwilling 
to submit to the “systematic misrepresentation of everything connected 
with the Civil War,” the daughters of a Union veteran took matters into 
their own hands. Determined to dam an unremitting flood of “Confederate 
propaganda,” Lucy Stewart and her Tallahassee-based sister, Helen Stewart 
Claassen, became instrumental in a national organization known as the 
“Society for Correct Civil War Information.” Helen acted as the society’s 
president, while Lucy functioned as its secretary, devotedly typing the 
group’s monthly newsletter from her home on tree-lined Orrington Avenue 

7	 David W. Blight, Race and Reunion: The Civil War in American Memory (Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 2001). A growing body of scholarship has challenged Blight’s thesis 
by focusing on the endurance of emancipationist memory well into the twentieth century. 
See, for example, Barbara A. Gannon, The Won Cause: White and Black Comradeship in 
the Grand Army of the Republic (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2011); 
Caroline E. Janney, Remembering the Civil War: Reunion and the Limits of Reconciliation 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2013); John Neff, Honoring the Civil War 
Dead: Commemoration and the Problem of Reconciliation (Lawrence: University Press of 
Kansas, 2005); M. Keith Harris, Across the Bloody Chasm: The Culture of Commemoration 
among Civil War Veterans (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2014); and Brian 
Matthew Jordan, Marching Home: Union Veterans and Their Unending Civil War (New 
York: Liveright, 2015). For a probing survey of this literature, see Nina Silber, “Reunion and 
Reconciliation, Reviewed and Reconsidered,” Journal of American History 103, no. 1 (June 
2016): 59–83. 
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in Evanston—a suburban community perched on Lake Michigan, about a 
dozen miles north of Chicago. “Today it is virtually impossible to glean Civil 
War facts from present century writings, either in school or other histories, 
biographies, novels, or magazine articles,” Lucy lamented in the society’s 
first newsletter, mailed in October 1935. “In later issues,” she explained, 
establishing the bulletin’s raison d’être, “other questions will be asked and 
answered, all in the interest of stimulating a desire to search the records 
to the end that the truth may be known.” The sisters paid out of pocket to 
print the free newsletter, issuing it “in honor of the Union soldiers of the 
Civil War” and “in memory” of their father, who “fought with Thomas at 
Chickamauga and marched with Sherman from the mountains to the sea.” 
In fact, more than once, the sisters politely declined offers of financial aid 
from grateful readers; so it was that the newsletter served both memorial 
and didactic purposes.8   

Despite the sisters’ remarkable industry—in six years, for subscribers 
scattered across the country, the society produced nearly seventy bulletins—
their organization is not well known. While their contemporary influence 
was perhaps negligible, the Stewarts’ energies nonetheless supplied an 
important venue for men and women—including some prominent Northern 
public intellectuals—to maintain a coherent memory of the Union Cause. 
“There seems to be no publication that sets forth systematically data 
concerning this Confederate propaganda,” Lucy explained. “The many 
letters and messages of approval we have received since issuing the first 
two bulletins,” she reported in December 1935, “have been most gratifying 
and encouraging.” “Some patriotic groups use the bulletins as part of their 
programs, editors use the data in editorials, and others . . . use the data 
in open letters and otherwise to refute published misrepresentations,” the 
sisters optimistically reported the following year. Today, the Stewarts’ efforts 
challenge those historians who have implied that white Northerners—and in 
particular white Northern women—ceded authority over the war’s history to 
white Southerners or reconciliationists. Demonstrating that the Lost Cause 

8	 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 1 (October 19, 1935): 1–4; 
“Announcements,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 49 (January 
1940): 1; Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 12 (September 1936): 
1; see also Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 37 (January 1939): 
1, and Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 61 (January 1941): 1. 
Samuel Franklin Stewart fought in the 31st Ohio Volunteer Infantry. 



myth did not go unopposed even at the apex of its influence, the bulletins 
of the Society for Correct Civil War Information afford modern scholars a 
remarkable index of how the Civil War was remembered in the early to mid-
twentieth century.9  

*     *     *

“More than seventy years have passed since the Civil War ended in 
victory for the defenders of the Union,” Lucy Stewart wrote in November 
1935. “But now a paradoxical situation has arisen, steadfastly developed, 
through which the vanquished slaveholders are held up as deserving of the 
highest honors for their attempt to disrupt this Nation in order that they 
might perpetuate and extend their ‘peculiar institution’ of slavery.” Over 
the next six years, with the help of her readers, Stewart cataloged nearly 
every official statement, public monument, or cultural production that 
honored Confederate leaders, disparaged the Union Cause, or otherwise 
effaced the cause, course, and consequences of the Civil War. Seemingly 
nothing escaped scrutiny—from a Jefferson Davis biopic bankrolled by the 
WPA’s Federal Theatre Project to wall calendars (“a petty form of forcing 
recognition of Confederates upon our people”). Lucy filled many pages of 
the Bulletin with her meticulous review of legislation pending in Congress, 
rallying opposition to any offending bills and their sponsors. Often, 
prominent members of the society, including noted Boston attorney Norman 
F. Hesseltine and the Pulitzer Prize–winning biographer Charles Edward 
Russell of New York, contributed essays and book reviews. Hesseltine, for 
instance, repudiated the “many false” and “malicious” claims advanced 

9	 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 1 (October 19, 1935): 2; 
Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 3 (December 19, 1935): 1; 
“Statement,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 12 (September 
1936): 1. Almost nothing has been written about the Stewarts or the Society for Correct 
Civil War Information, save a two-and-a-half page, Centennial-era retrospective. See Robert 
Dykstra, “The Continuing War,” Civil War History 9, no. 4 (December 1963): 430–33. The 
society’s membership roster included Albert Bushnell Hart, a professor emeritus of history 
at Harvard University, and Philemon Tecumseh Sherman, the son of U.S. General William 
Tecumseh Sherman. The African-American civil rights activist Mary McLeod Bethune may 
have been a subscriber; a finding aid for the microfilm edition of her personal papers notes 20 
frames related to the “Society for Correct Civil War Information.” See Randolph H. Boehm, 
comp., “A Guide to the Microfilm Edition of Black Studies Research Sources: Microfilms 
from Major Archival and Manuscript Collections, Mary McLeod Bethune Papers: The 
Bethune-Cookman College Collection, 1922–1955,” 14. 
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The August 1937 issue of the Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information shows the 
type-written sensibility driving the newsletter. Author’s Collection



about “the birth and parentage of Abraham Lincoln,” while Russell offered a 
tart assessment of the revisionist historian Avery Odelle Craven’s synthesis, 
The Repressible Conflict.10

Perhaps no source was more valuable to the society than the Official 
Records of the War of the Rebellion. Compiled by the U.S. War Department 
between 1881 and 1901, the 128 volumes of the Official Records presented 
the after-action reports and correspondence of both Union and Confederate 
regimental, brigade, division, corps, and army commanders. “All the volumes 
contain a vast store of information on both sides,” Lucy Stewart explained, 
“but the last volumes contain revelations concerning the inside workings of 
the confederacy that are priceless to a real historian and damning to present 
day claims of the beauty and unanimity of the Confederate cause ‘that rose 
so white and fell so pure of stain.’” The Stewarts urged their subscribers to 
mine the Official Records, assuring that the “clear and indisputable” record 
of “the Union soldiers” set forth therein would prompt any loyal heart to 
throb with pride. “Searching them,” Lucy wrote on another occasion, “one 
learns how honorable was the Union cause . . . and how far from unified, and 
how far from stainless was the Confederate cause.”11 

A fidelity to wartime evidence and a near obsession with statistics ran 
through every issue of the Bulletin. By presenting cold hard “facts,” the sisters 
did their best to rebut the most fanciful claims of Southern propagandists. 
When the Woman’s Home Companion not only alleged that “the Army of 

10		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 2 (November 19, 1935): 
1; Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 5 (February 19, 1936): 1; 
Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 26 (November 1937): 14; 
Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 15 (December 1936): 24; 
Norman F. Hesseltine, “Lincoln’s Parentage,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War 
Information, no. 32 (May 1933): 58–59; Charles Edward Russell, “The Glories of Good Old 
Slavery,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 47 (November 1939): 
73–76; Avery Odelle Craven, The Repressible Conflict, 1830–1861 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana 
State University Press, 1939). 

11		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 1 (October 19, 1935): 2; 
Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 3 (December 19, 1935): 1; 
“Statement,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 52 (April 1940): 
25; see also Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 37 (January 1939): 
1. Historian Yael A. Sternhell has recently argued that the Official Records was a tool of 
reconciliation, but Lucy Stewart—together with the Union veterans who maintained complete 
sets of the OR in their GAR halls—suggests that the tellingly titled records of the “rebellion” 
more often served as a potent weapon against Lost Cause propaganda. See Yael A. Sternhell, 
“The Afterlives of a Confederate Archive: Civil War Documents and the Making of Sectional 
Reconciliation,” Journal of American History 102, no. 4 (March 2016): 1025–50.
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the Union could only be kept at full strength by means of conscription,” 
but simultaneously ignored the rather farreaching effects of Confederate 
conscription, Lucy responded in kind. Pointing out that “the total number of 
Union volunteers was 1,933,779,” and that the draft yielded only “119,954” 
men, “of which 46,347 served,” she gleefully contrasted the manpower 
situation in the loyal states with conditions in the South. The Confederacy, after 
all, turned to conscription nearly a year before the draft began in the North. 
Especially damning was an August 1862 letter, reproduced in the Official 
Records and brandished by Stewart, in which the Confederate Secretary of 
War conceded to Jefferson Davis that “voluntary enlistment” had “failed.” 
By wielding statistics, the society also attempted to set the record straight 
on the treatment of prisoners of war, a subject that had produced decades of 
notorious invective above and below the Mason-Dixon Line. Citing numbers 
from official Confederate reports of Andersonville, the infamous rebel prison, 
Lucy pointedly asked, “What can we think of Southern chivalry if they find 
honor in this record which the Confederates themselves characterized as a 
reproach to them as a nation, a disgrace to civilization?”12

By the 1930s, nobody personified the spirit of Southern chivalry more 
than Robert E. Lee. As historian Gary Gallagher has persuasively argued, 
“for many white southerners Robert E. Lee and the Army of Northern 
Virginia came to embody Confederate national identity after the second year 
of the war.” Thus it should come as little surprise that, as Robert Dykstra has 
noted, the Bulletin trained significant attention on the general. “Our readers 
cannot fail to note how insistently Robert E. Lee is dangled before the 
public eye,” Lucy bemoaned. “We are now told that the valor and courage 
of Lee belongs to all Americans,” but “why should the valor and courage of 
treason be considered a thing of value?” In January 1937, radios crackled 
with a Sunday afternoon broadcast revering Lee as a “Great American.” 
General Motors sponsored the offending segment. “It takes a good deal of 
effrontery,” Lucy snarled, “for General Motors to present Lee as an upholder 
of our traditions when he could not even wait to be out of the Union Army 
before accepting a command elsewhere.” Elsewhere, the Bulletin not only 

12		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 1 (October 19, 1935): 
3; Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 47 (November 1939): 79. 
See also Benjamin G. Cloyd, Haunted by Atrocity: Civil War Prisons in American Memory 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2010). 



called into question Lee’s reputation as a talented military strategist (“his 
Maryland Campaign was a ghastly failure,” Lucy wrote, highlighting the 
“brilliant success for Union arms at South Mountain, a battle usually ignored 
by writers”), but also challenged popular notions that the rebel commander, 
“duty-bound” to follow the Old Dominion out of the Union, was indifferent 
on questions of slavery and race. Especially bold was an editorial titled “Lee 
and the Klan,” which built connections between the beloved rebel general 
and white supremacist terrorism. “Lee was the first choice of the old Klan 
for commander; he is recognized and honored in the new Klan, although a 
traitor. . . . Is it a far cry to guess that the Klan or Klan influence is abetting 
the United Daughters of the Confederacy in putting Lee forward as the great 
exemplar of all the virtues of humanity, especially ‘white supremacy?’”13  

With this brand of unflinching candor, the Bulletin sought to remind its 
readers of just how much was at stake between 1861 and 1865—something 
that decades of radio broadcasts and postage stamps, commemorative coins 
and congressional resolutions had altogether effaced. Perhaps nothing better 
demonstrates the extent to which the war had been divested of all meaning 
and ideology than the way ordinary Americans referred to it. As historian 
William Pencak has observed, in the years immediately after Appomattox, 
the conflict was rarely pronounced a “civil war”; the struggle was often 
styled the “War of the Rebellion” or the “War for the Union,” two names 
that kept the crime of treason in full view. Yet in the late nineteenth century, 
as Americans “clasped hands across the bloody chasm,” they yearned for 
new ways to refer to the war. “The period from 1873 to 1889 was marked by 
terminological diversity,” Pencak noted. By the early twentieth century, the 
term “War between the States,” which “can imply either that the individual 
states were sovereign and had a right to secede, or that the two combatants 

13		 Gary Gallagher, The Confederate War: How Popular Will, Nationalism, and Military 
Strategy Could Not Stave Off Defeat (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), 72; 
“The Lee Cult,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 59 (November 
1940): 79–80; Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 18 (March 1937): 
44; “The Antietam Memorial Coin,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, 
no. 23 (August 1937): 86; “Lee and the Klan,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War 
Information, no. 25 (October 1937): 4–5; see also “Facts about Robert E. Lee,” Bulletin of the 
Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 6 (March 19, 1936): 1–3, and “Lee and the Ku 
Klux Klan,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 9 (June 19, 1936): 
2–3. Robert Dykstra accurately reported that “the Bulletin expended much of itself defending 
‘Uncle Billy’ and sparring with ‘Ol Marse Robert.’” See Dykstra, “The Continuing War,” 431.  
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were equally independent ‘states’ or nations,” had become common. 
Predictably, railing against that label became “a second favorite campaign” 
of the Bulletin. “Did you ever notice that the phrase ‘War between the States,’ 
which the slavery sympathizers are trying so hard to substitute for Civil War, 
is ungrammatical as well as historically absurd?” queried Charles Edward 
Russell in December 1936. He ridiculed the notion that the Confederates 
were merely “defending themselves against an invader when they fired upon 
Sumter.” This was nothing more than a “grim joke,” Russell affirmed, but 
“not quite so monstrous as the notion that there can be anything nobly heroic 
about a war carried on to establish a slave empire.”14 

The Bulletin made no mistake of why the Confederates went to war. “The 
flag of the so-called Confederate States of America,” one issue declared, “is 
the emblem of national destruction and human slavery.”15 But the Stewarts 
also sought to correct the historical record with respect to the conduct and 
character of Union soldiers and abolitionists. “To conceal the odium of their 
cause,” Lucy wrote, “the Confederate sympathizers have steadily presented 
propaganda misrepresenting the Union Cause and defenders, as if to blacken 
the Union cause would whiten their own dark cause.16 “While Union leaders 
and soldiers are discredited,” she wrote, “and abolitionists are pictured as 
ruthless fanatics, the Confederates are presented as upholding a ‘stainless 
cause.’”17 Lucy cataloged the many affronts: “General Butler,” who afforded 
sanctuary to freedom-seeking slaves at Fortress Monroe before demanding 
unconditional loyalty in New Orleans, was “usually referred to as ‘Beast 

14		 William Pencak, “The American Civil War Did Not Take Place: With Apologies to 
Baudrillard,” Rethinking History 6, no. 2 (2002): 217-221; Charles Edward Russell, “The 
Term ‘War Between the States’ Discussed,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War 
Information, no. 15 (December 1936): 22; “Use of ‘War Between the States,’” Bulletin of 
the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 38 (February 1939): 9- 10; Dykstra, “The 
Continuing War,” 431. 

15		 “Confederate Flag Flies Again,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, 
no. 30 (March 1938): 41. 

16	 	“The Andersonville Scheme,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, 
nos. 44–45 (August–September 1939): 54; “Reconstruction,” Bulletin of the Society for 
Correct Civil War Information, no. 41 (May 1939): 33–34. 

17	 	Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 7 (April 14, 1936): 1.



Butler,’” while “Generals Hunter and Sheridan,” she added, “come in for 
their share of defamation.”18

Vindicating the conduct of Union soldiers became especially time 
consuming after the release of producer David O. Selznick’s Gone with 
the Wind (1939), which indicted the Union army for pillage, plunder, and 
wholesale destruction. The blockbuster film earned a predictable ire in the 
pages of the Bulletin. “The frenzy with which Scarlett and her cause are 
permeating our country has the symptoms of a dangerous fever inoculating 
the body politic with a virus that destroys pride in our Nation and its 
defenders,” Lucy wrote just two months after the film’s theatrical debut.19 
One of the most remarkable contributions to the Bulletin came from the pen 
of J. C. Arbuckle, an Iowa infantryman who fought with Uncle Billy and 
lived long enough to read Margaret Mitchell’s novel. “The author is simply 
a plain Rebel,” the veteran snarled. “She cannot say anything too bad in 
regard to Sherman’s army, the Yankees.”20

Rescuing the reputation of carpetbaggers and Radical Republicans—
and, in truth, the historical narrative of Reconstruction itself—was a 
concurrent project. “Perhaps next to Lincoln and Sherman no one is more 
vilified than Thaddeus Stevens, the Great Equalitarian,” Lucy wagered. 
“In our reading we find him referred to, almost universally, with slurs and 
innuendoes reflecting on him, yet he was one of our great men.”21 If the 
facts of treason and the cause of slavery had been purposefully forgotten, 
then the means and ends of Reconstruction had been badly remembered. In 
Lucy’s estimation, popular and scholarly descriptions of Reconstruction as 

18		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, nos. 65–66 (May–June 1941): 36. 

19		 Dykstra, “The Continuing War,” 431; “The Great March,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct 
Civil War Information, no. 14 (November 1936): 9–10; “The ‘Scarlett’ Fever Epidemic,” Bulletin 
of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 50 (February 1940): 11. 

20			  Revisionist historians believed that the war was “needless” and “avoidable,” the result 
of “blundering” politicians who perfected the art of “self righteousness” in the years leading 
to Fort Sumter. This interpretation, perfectly congruent with a contemporaneous scholarship 
that sentimentalized slavery as the “schoolhouse of civilization,” held sway for several 
decades. See J. G. Randall, “The Blundering Generation,” Mississippi Valley Historical 
Review 27, no. 1 (June 1940): 3–28. Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, 
no. 22 (July 1937): 76–77.

21		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, nos. 65–66 (May–June 1941): 36.
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the corrupt reign of vindictive, bayonet-wielding carpetbaggers made “a bid 
for sympathy for those who tried to bring about our Nation’s destruction.”22  

*     *     *

In November 1941, Lucy Stewart informed her loyal readers that “the 
publication of future numbers depends on the war situation; we do not expect 
to publish any Bulletins if we are plunged into active warfare against the will 
of the great majority of American citizens.” The nation entered the war the 
following month, after the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor prompted most 
Americans to forsake reservations about U.S. intervention.23 As promised, 
the Bulletin ceased—and never resumed—publication. Ironically, despite 
her initial opposition to American intervention, the enormous demands of 
the Second World War on the country as a whole served only to underscore 
Lucy’s arguments about the importance of loyalty, the perils of sectionalism, 
and the liabilities of “the insidious propaganda that the Negro would be 
better off as a slave than free.” “As we sow, we shall reap,” Lucy had once 
admonished. “If treason is made to appear more noble than loyalty, sooner 
or later we shall reap treason.”24 “Those who extol the Confederate cause,” 
she wrote on another occasion, “extol the principle of national destruction 
and endorse the establishment of another government within the territory of 
the United States of America.”25  

*     *     *

22		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, nos. 65–66 (May–June 1941): 
38; see also “Reconstruction,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 41 
(May 1939): 33. See also Bruce E. Baker, What Reconstruction Meant: Historical Memory in 
the American South (Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 2007), and Carole Emberton 
and Bruce E. Baker, eds., Remembering Reconstruction: Struggles over the Meaning of 
America’s Most Turbulent Era (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 2017). 

23		 Lucy Stewart, “Notice,” Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, nos. 
71–72 (November–December 1941): 61.   

24		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 23 (August 1937): 88; 
Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 4 (January 19, 1935): 1.   

25		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 64 (April 1941): 25. 



Its prescience notwithstanding, the memory work of the Society for 
Correct Civil War Information was quickly forgotten; the homespun 
newsletter could hardly compete with the extravagance of the cultural 
productions it so pungently critiqued. But that was fine with Lucy 
Stewart, who believed that the Civil War had been commemorated to 
excess. Anniversaries, she wrote, offered only “another opportunity to 
distinguish treason.”26 “It is not clear why the 75th anniversary of the 
Battle of Gettysburg was celebrated,” she protested after the final meeting 
of the Blue and Gray on that Pennsylvania battlefield. “As an indication of 
unity reestablished it was not necessary. The valor of the Union soldiers 
preserved that unity, and as victors they have forgiven, but have not 
condoned, the effort to destroy our Government.”27 

The erasure of the Union Cause over the course of the twentieth century 
entailed the erasure of its most ardent defenders. So it was that at the height 
of the Centennial, Robert Dykstra’s “discovery” of the society’s efforts 
“came as a shock.” In a brief note that he published in the new academic 
journal Civil War History, the leading historian regarded the Bulletin of the 
Society for Correct Civil War Information as “a curious little publication” that 
“maintain[ed] a constant invective—which varied from venomous to merely 
waspish.” Dykstra concluded his piece with the observation that the nation’s 
entry into “a new war” brought an end to the Stewarts’ “old campaign.”28 

But the campaign that Lucy Stewart, Helen Claassen, and their faithful 
readers and contributors waged—the one that they inherited from legions 
of Lincoln’s battle-scarred veterans, former slaves, and free Blacks—had 
persisted. What is more, that campaign would persist well beyond the 
1960s. Indeed, the gap between nuanced academic history and romanticized 
popular memory has so narrowed in recent years that were it around today, 
the society might claim a tentative victory. Unlike previous anniversaries, 
the Civil War Sesquicentennial was noted for stellar National Park Service 
programs that tracked the war in real time, from the perspective of ordinary 
soldiers, civilians, and the enslaved; pioneering digital projects and museum 

26		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 23 (August 1937): 88. 

27		 Bulletin of the Society for Correct Civil War Information, no. 35 (August 1938): 86.

28		 Dykstra, “The Continuing War,” 430–32. 

Foreword          xxix



xxx          The Civil War and Pop Culture

exhibits that deepened our knowledge of the conflict and its long-term 
consequences; and public symposia that reached beyond the battlefield and 
into the contraband camp, the hospital, and the horrors of Reconstruction. 
More dramatically, as the Sesquicentennial years came to a close, a national 
debate about the appropriateness of Confederate iconography on town 
squares—a debate that would have been unimaginable at any point in the 
twentieth century—resulted in the removal of venerable monuments to 
Robert E. Lee, “Stonewall” Jackson, and common Confederate soldiers. Even 
Hollywood, once an unofficial province of the Lost Cause, has embraced a 
less romanticized Civil War. Director Gary Ross’s film Free State of Jones 
(2016), for example, celebrated the Mississippi anti-Confederate Newton 
Knight, while director Nate Parker appropriated the title of D. W. Griffith’s 
racist epic The Birth of a Nation (1915) for his 2016 drama about the life of 
the Southside Virginia slave rebel Nat Turner. 

Why this dramatic shift in Civil War memory? For one, 9/11 did much 
to shatter enduring illusions of “American exceptionalism,” obviating the 
need for consensus, flag-waving narratives of the nation’s past. The global 
war on terrorism, now the longest war in U.S. history and, as of this writing, 
a conflict spanning four presidencies, not only renewed suspicions about 
the wisdom of military conflict but also supplied sobering reminders of the 
many human costs of war. Finally, white supremacist terrorism of the sort 
put on display in Charleston, South Carolina, in 2015 and Charlottesville, 
Virginia, in 2017 urged many to come to terms with the nation’s racist 
past—and made abundantly clear that celebrations of the United States as 
“post-racial” in the first years of the twenty-first century were nothing if 
not premature.29 

While not everyone has embraced a “new” Civil War history, it seems 
that now, more than ever, the public is mindful that memories of the past 
need not restrain us; as the Stewart sisters trusted so many decades ago, 

29		 The Sesquicentennial commemoration has not yet produced a voluminous literature, 
but the postmodern thread running through Thomas J. Brown, ed., Remixing the Civil War: 
Meditations on the Sesquicentennial (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2011), is 
suggestive of the larger takeaway here—that a consensus Civil War memory, or one that 
celebrates and uplifts—has collapsed. Informing my argument here is Yael A. Sternhell’s 
important essay, “Revisionism Reinvented? The Antiwar Turn in Civil War Scholarship,” 
Journal of the Civil War Era 3, no. 2 (June 2013): 239–56, which considers the effects of 
9/11, the modern political climate, and the ongoing war on terror on Civil War historiography. 



they can also set us free.30 Understanding how and why we engage with 
the past—appreciating how popular culture has informed our ideas about 
history—is the necessary first step in that process of liberation. On this 
score, the book that you hold in your hands—surveying popular imaginings 
of the Civil War from Stephen Crane to Shelby Foote, from Gone with the 
Wind to Roots—is essential reading.

30		 Neo-Confederatism is alive, though the urgency with which its exponents level their 
claims suggests its increasingly marginal position in culture and society. Much more troubling 
is the trend that Sternhell identifies—a “neo-revisionism” that regards the Civil War as both 
“avoidable” and “unnecessary.”  
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Photographing Pop Culture
by Chris Heisey

For many Civil War enthusiasts, books, especially so in our youth, 
turned us on to studying this nation’s defining event. Perhaps it was the 
enduring prose of Bruce Catton and his many works chronicling the Union’s 
eastern theater travails. Perhaps it was Douglas Southall Freeman capturing 
Robert E. Lee and the exploits of his Confederate armies in Virginia.

For me, the book was In the pursuit of the General: A History of the Civil 
War Railroad Raid by William Pittenger, which I read in seventh grade. It’s 
one of the few books in my life that I can honestly say was worth the “I 
could not put it down” moniker. The 1965 reprint with its flashy red dust 
jacket and pencil sketch illustrations were a feast for a young artist about 
to bloom. Civilian James Andrews and his band of 21st and 33rd Ohioians 
and their daring theft of a Confederate locomotive on April 12, 1862—right 
from under the eyes of Atlanta residents deep in the city’s heart—is the stuff 
that makes 13-year-olds into daredevil wannabes. 

Little did I care that Pittenger was self-serving while mostly embellishing 
his eyewitness accounts. That he was he was locked in one of the attached 
boxcars for most of the 100-mile jaunt into north Georgia hardly made him 
witness to much of the chase, but he was privy to enough of the story to 
spin a fascinating yarn. The General locomotive ran out of fuel as the Texas 
locomotive closed in on a part of track just north of Ringgold, Georgia. 

When I saw Walt Disney’s 1956 movie about the chase soon after 
reading that book, I was even more hooked. The swashbuckling tale starring 



Fess Parker (who went on the star in the TV series Daniel Boone in the 
1960s) included embellishments and fact-void drama, yet the essence of the 
daring several-hour chase on my black-and-white TV at home was worth the 
popcorn and soda I downed while being mesmerized. 

Some 40 years later, my still-thriving captivation with the tale led me to 
finally trace the steps of the legendary chase along the Western and Atlantic 
Railroad line right up to the point where the General conked out near Tunnel 
Hill. There, a small, humble marker denotes the climatic scramble that 
ended the chase with the thieves’ capture. Many fields of battle stir my soul, 
but—with no embellishment on my part—I can say I have never been more 
moved to put my feet in the footsteps of history than I had been when I stood 
where my childhood heroes did something so daring. 

Just a couple of years ago, I traveled to Chattanooga and there, on a rainy 
December day, I found the memorial marker to the Andrews Raiders and the 
gravestone of James Andrews, who was hung on June 7, 1862, as a guilty 
spy by Confederates whose embarrassment demanded lethal restitution. 

Never do I underestimate the power pop culture can have in igniting a 
lifelong interest in a young person. It’s priceless.

*     *     *

The rows and rows of graves at Andersonville speak to the immense 
horror the notorious prison inflicted upon Union prisoners of war in the 
conflict’s waning days. Some 50 miles off the nearest main highway, it’s 
a journey to reach the hallowed place—only a hillside, really—where 
thousands died in southern Georgia, a place where the sun bakes you 
with no mercy. Every time I have made the sojourn, I am the only person 
walking among the graves, the names on them long forgotten, it seems. 
The harrowing first-hand accounts of prison survivors stir me more than 
any of the places of hell men experienced in the war. It’s a quiet, solemn, 
lonely, moving, gut-wrenching place worthy of mass visits by this nation’s 
populace. A visit may just instill a sense of awe and reverence that seems so 
gone these days in our culture. It’s one of my favorite places to photograph 
as light, form, and mood combine for dramatic images.

Back in 2014, on Christmas Eve, I was gifted with a rare opportunity to 
see the 75th anniversary, 70mm restored film release of Gone with the Wind on 
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a huge movie screen in a small Pennsylvania college town’s vintage theater. 
I’d never seen the movie. Given that it’s a 3.5-hour sit, I nonetheless took 
the gift offered. I must confess, I rarely have time for anything that glorifies 
or romanticizes the manners of the peculiar culture from the Ninteenth-
Century South, yet seeing this movie was a visual treat and an experience 
I will never forget. Nor will I ever underestimate its power to tell a story.  

There are cringe-worthy moments that any sensible Twenty-First 
Century historian would have issues with. But, the Hollywood adaptation of 

vi: General Pickett’s Buffet and the Battle Theater were Gettysburg icons dating back to the days 
when the Lincoln Highway brought carloads of families to the battlefield for family-fun vacations. 
Chris Heisey

xxxii-xxxiii: Father Corby’s statue at Gettysburg—and a twin on the Notre Dame campus—are 
better known to football fans as “Fair Catch” Corby. Chris Heisey
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xl-xli: The monument to Andrews Raiders in Chattanooga National Cemetery features a sculpture 
of the General. Chris Heisey

xlii: Abraham Lincoln appears in more statues—nearly 200—than any other American. Chris Heisey



Ms. Mitchell’s 1,000-plus-page novel is nothing short of miraculous since 
the movie was shot in the late 1930s—truly in Hollywood’s infancy. As a 
visual artist, I was just mesmerized by the light, set, and shot angles. For 
a movie so old, it dazzled. I walked out of the theater realizing that pre-
conceived opinions or prejudices never make good learning companions 
and, that Christmas, I made up my mind that I will never bad-mouth any 
artist’s attempt at sharing this war. 

*     *     *
    
 Far from the glitz of Hollywood sits Morris Island, a barrier island that 

protects Charleston, South Carolina, from the pounding surf of the Atlantic 
Ocean. There on July 18, 1863, while the public was still digesting the news of 
Vicksburg and Gettysburg, the 54th Massachusetts stormed Battery Wagner 
in one of the war’s most desperate charges. The movie Glory (1989), which 
depicts this action, remains my favorite Civil War movie by far. Beautifully 
acted by Oscar-winning actors, the movie depicts the hardships the African-
American regiment endured to earn the right to die in glory among the dunes 
in the humid summer twilight. 

Spending an entire torrid July day on the island with my young adult 
son a few years ago remains my favorite Civil War day of my life. He was 
old enough to fight and die like those brave men did 160 years ago. And he 
knew it. I could see it in his eyes. 

It is well war is so terrible, the famous R.E. Lee quote goes. Those who 
are fond of violence and war never realize the justice and immense peace 
our Civil War can still bring to our aching culture. 
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A young man learns that a train has derailed near his office. He thinks 
he can be first on the scene with a camera to document the fresh destruction. 
With a friend in tow, he arrives at the site and shoots some photos. He selects 
his favorite image—one in which he appears, standing stoically. He perfects 
the view, provides a snappy caption, and shares it. Before long, thousands 
of people have seen the image. 

Perhaps you picture a shaggy-haired hipster toting his smartphone to 
see a CSX freight disaster, but the above fictitious scenario depicts the Civil 
War era. Although taking a photograph was considerably more laborious, 
the steps toward 1860s photo virality were very much the same as today’s—
create, manipulate, caption, share. With easy access to digital scans of 
thousands of rights-free photos and the technology to cast them about with 
ease, it’s no surprise that Civil War photography has gone viral again . . . this 
time in the forms of memes, videos, closely cropped photos and “then and 
now” pairs, comparing the site over time.
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Images of the past represent an opportune confluence of history, place, 
and people who, upon inspection, act very much like people of today. 
Grabbing attention in modern mainstream culture is difficult, but historic 
photos have an especially simple on-ramp—Civil War photos are as easily 
grasped, at least on the surface, as Instagram images. When viewers dig a 
bit deeper, they find that the people of the past were not only like us but 
managed to be ahead of us in several ways. Even as the broader Civil War 
subject is as controversial as it has been in decades, enthusiasm surrounding 
one of its most fundamental primary sources—the photographs—resurges. 

A New App 

Photographs have been viral ever since photography was successfully 
demonstrated in 1839. Inventor Louis Daguerre’s daguerreotypes were 
positive photographs on copper plates. But daguerreotypes, as electrifying 
as they were to mankind, were one of a kind, like a Polaroid photograph, 

The original glass plate negatives (top) on which most Civil War documentary 
photos were taken could be printed and mounted (bottom left) with descriptive 
captions on the back, designed to sell the photo (bottom right). Library of Congress



which almost eliminated any level of distribution. To produce a duplicate 
photograph, a photographer had to take a photo of the original. Tintypes—
positives on a thin piece of iron—were the same, except far more affordable. 
Your friends needed to be with you to see your photos because you almost 
certainly retained the only version of it—the original plate. 

The 1850s’ proliferation of the “wet plate” process, however, changed 
the game. Now, a fixed image on plate of glass coated with a light-sensitive, 
sticky chemical created a dual-purpose image. If the glass plate was put 
against a black background, the image appeared as a positive, which was 
known as an ambrotype. Without the black background, however, the glass 
plate was a negative, which could be used to expose a print on lightsensitive 
paper. This could be done again and again, limitless times. Copy negatives 
could be made to make even more prints, faster. At length, thousands of 
prints of a person, place, or thing could be made and sold. 

This technology was profitable for the thousands of mid-nineteenth-
century photographers spread across the United States, almost all of whom 
made their money inside their studios by taking portraits of individuals 
and groups and selling plates and prints thereof. Although technology 
did not allow the conversion of photos into photomechanical “half-tone” 
reproductions that could be printed in newspapers and magazines until 1880, 
Civil War–era photos could be converted into engravings or “woodcuts” for 

Photographers who left their studios often slept in, or next to, mobile darkrooms complete with 
bulky cameras, glass plates, chemicals, and many other supplies from their studios. The scene at 
left showing camera and subject was recorded south of Knoxville, Tennessee, and the mobile rig at 
right was captured on glass at Cold Harbor, Virginia. Note the sitting photographer is holding a 
4″ x 10″ glass plate for stereoscopic negatives. Library of Congress

Nineteenth-Century Social Media: Civil War Photography          3



4          The Civil War and Pop Culture

printing in mass media, which allowed hundreds of thousands of people to 
see artistic renditions of photographs. 

Just as today’s mainstream media and social media lock onto the biggest 
and most interesting stories, nineteenth-century illustrated magazines and 
newspapers such as Frank Leslie’s and Harper’s Weekly did so, too. Back 
then, as today, the goal was to secure more subscribers. 

The Civil War reached every community, and portrait photographers 
were already working in most of these communities. For the most part, 
these photographers stayed put. The cost and rigor of toting glass or tin 
plates to a war zone, stockpiling and staging photo chemicals, outfitting a 
mobile darkroom wagon or box, making needed connections with political 
and military stakeholders and photograph distributors, and embarking on an 
ultimately speculative and dangerous venture in the name of documenting 
history for mass sales was beyond the means, inclination, and skills of all 
but a few dozen photographers. Some removed much of the risk by working 
in the field as camp photographers taking soldier portraits, sanctioned by 
army commands that also used them to make photographic maps. A few 
Northern firms, however, took the expensive and speculative route and 
began following the armies and taking shots of battlefields, camps, hospitals, 
and more. Who would pay for such an endeavor? Was the photographer 

Photographs could not be mass-printed in Civil War newspapers and periodicals. If a 
publisher wanted to issue real photos, they had to be printed and issued individually. 
Publishers could and did, however, convert photos into woodcut engravings, allowing for 
mass reproduction of a facsimile, such as the photo and engraving shown here of the U.S. 
Army officers who later surrendered at Fort Sumter. Library of Congress



a historian or businessman? A documentarian or photojournalist? It’s no 
surprise that millions of portraits were made during the Civil War compared 
to an estimated 10,000 outdoor, documentary photos.1

The coverage of documentary photographs is uneven. Most were taken 
by Northern photographers, and they skew heavily toward photos in the 
east at accessible sites—the places the Union army won or controlled. So, 
the most-photographed places are the respective capital cites of Washington 
and Richmond, followed by places where Union forces stayed for a while: 
Petersburg, Brandy Station, Charleston, Port Hudson, and Chattanooga, to 
name a few. Despite the gaps in coverage, the thousands of photographs that 
do exist allow today’s historians not only to locate the places where these 
images were taken but also to provide an extra dimension. At some places, 
visitors can tour the battlefield by hopping from the site of one wartime 
photo to the next, a form of virtual reality that can intimately connect people 
with the past. 

Clickbait

Photo historian William A. Frassanito calls war itself “the most 
disgusting of obscenities,” and Civil War photographers came to realize that 
the public would respond to images of the terrible, dramatic, or intriguing 
aspects of warfare.2 Before the emergence of photojournalism, war was 
usually portrayed as glorious, with brave soldiers wearing determined faces, 
fighting and dying “good deaths” atop enemy parapets. In 1862, however, 
photos of fresh graves, dead horses, and ultimately American battlefield 
carnage brought this glorified portrayal into conflict with reality. Now, a 
horrified but fascinated public could see that battlefield deaths were not 
necessarily so “good.” Bloated, decomposing, and unidentified corpses of 
soldiers far from home with faces pressed to the earth was about as far as 
one could get from a good death. 

1	 The 10,000 estimate is based on the number of documentary photos in the contemporary 
catalogs of the most prolific photographers and on the photo holdings of the major Civil War 
photo repositories: The Library of Congress, National Archives, Smithsonian Institution, and 
the Army Heritage Education Center. 

2	 William A. Frassanito, Gettysburg: A Journey in Time (New York: Charles Scribner’s 
Sons, 1975), 216. 
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The 97 known documentary photos showing dead soldiers—some Union 
and some Confederate—sold well during and after the Civil War.3 They still 
do. Any look at sales on eBay reveals that these images win higher bids. 
Likewise, my social media posts of photographs that include dead soldiers 
generally receive substantially more reactions and comments than other 
Civil War photos. Interestingly, the rules that govern the proliferation of 
such photos are still unwritten. When Civil War photographers took photos 
of battlefield dead, it was new—the public had never seen images of dead 
soldiers on battlefields before. What was appropriate? Would it shock the 
public into an antiwar stance or propel them to support this war so that the 
“dead shall not have died in vain”?4 Today’s Facebook posts that include 

3	 The 97 number is based on the author’s long study of documentary photography, including 
the work of William A. Frassanito, which addresses 92 of the 97 photos in his works. The 
97 images were photographed on eight occasions: 20 photos at Antietam; 3 at Corinth, 1 at 
Fredericksburg (1863), 37 at Gettysburg, 8 at Fredericksburg (1864), 6 at Spotsylvania, and 
22 at Petersburg. 

4	 Abraham Lincoln, Draft of the Gettysburg Address: Nicolay Copy, November 1863; 
Series 3, General Correspondence, 1837–1897; The Abraham Lincoln Papers at the Library 
of Congress, Manuscript Division (Washington, DC: American Memory Project, [2000–02]).

Pets, mascots, and other animals 
appeared in Civil War photos, 
just like they do on social media 
today. The detail at top with 
soldiers in a Washington fort 
shows, upon closer examination, 
a dog perched atop an artillery 
limber chest. At bottom left is 
the most photographed canine 
of the Civil War: Union army 
quartermaster Rufus Ingalls’s 
coach dog. Appearing in no fewer 
than six photos, the dog was more 
photographed than most Civil War 
generals . . . and you can even go 
and pose where it posed on the 
steps of Appomattox Manor at 
City Point, as the author did in 
2008. Library of Congress; Justin A. Shaw



dead soldiers are increasingly likely to be “covered” by Facebook, warding 
off the possibility of users seeing potentially offensive content unless they 
choose to.

Nineteenth-century “clickbait” also went beyond dead soldiers. Photos 
of famous people, pretty women, technological marvels, or piles of horse 
dung might draw customers into a photographer’s gallery. Americans 
proudly displayed their photo collections in albums, not unlike shareable 
digital albums of today. Digital albums tend to be deeply personal to each 
creator, just as physical albums were in the past, and often included not only 
family photos, but images of celebrities or other notable people. 

Way Ahead of You

In the most literal sense, and in most other ways that count, Civil War 
photographers beat you to the punch. Their cameras had better resolution 
than yours do. They used large screens to project images. They made 
panoramas, colored their photos as they pleased, and licensed their photos 
for wider distribution. They created forms of virtual reality and not only took 
most of their documentary photos in 3D but created 4D opportunities—the 
ability to stand at the very spot a Civil War stereo photo was taken and 
immerse yourself in the historic scene, thereby adding time to the traditional 
three dimensions.

Most Civil War documentary photographs were shot as stereographs 
with twin-lens cameras holding 4″ x 10″ glass plates. The two lenses were 
spaced an eye-width apart, mimicking how our eyes see and thus creating 
the potential to duplicate the 3D capability of our eyesight. The invention 
of the 3D photograph came almost simultaneously with the invention of 
photography. But the advent of the glass plate negative as well as a simple, 
handheld viewer paved the way for the mass production and marketing 
of 3D photos just before the war began. During the war, 3D photos were 
sold on cards called “stereo views” or “stereographs.” When placed in a 
viewer, the images became more than a regular photograph. They were a 
photographic viewing experience. Stereo viewers and a stack of stereo view 
cards became commonplace in living rooms across the country beginning 
in the late 1850s and allowed people to visually travel the world, seeing the 
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Egyptian Pyramids in one moment and inaccessible Civil War battlefields in 
the next. The stereo viewer was the streaming service or internet of its day. 

Documentary photographers also recorded images with single-lens 
cameras, and these negatives were often even larger, 7″ x 9″ for instance. 
The resultant 63-square-inch negative features a high level of resolution 
that 1.5 square inch, 35mm modern negatives do not approach and are 
comparable only to today’s best, large-format digital cameras. It’s not just 
the size of the negatives but the way Civil War negatives were created. Film 
negatives have grain. Digital images have pixels. But wet plate images are 
created on a chemical surface with no grain or pixels. The result is a historic 
document rich in detail and visual information and eminently zoomable. 

It is doubtful that Civil War photographers expected that unborn generations would zoom in on their 
photos the way we can today. And given our general propensity to pinch, pan, and zoom around 
imagery, we are fortunate that Civil War technology was so far ahead of us in terms of resolution. 
This photo was taken in the winter of 1863–64 at Brandy Station, Virginia, from approximately 15 
feet away from the subject. Zooming in on the high-resolution TIFF scan of the original negative at 
the Library of Congress, we can see the small cracks in his hands. If his palms were up, we could 
see his fingerprints. Today’s best digital cameras are just beginning to approach the resolution of 
nineteenth-century glass plate negatives. Library of Congress



Just download some of the thousands of scans at 100+ megabytes of Civil 
War glass plates at www.loc.gov to see the inadequacy of your camera’s 
resolution! Under perfect conditions, can you photograph a person from 15 
feet away and zoom in to see every crease in their fingers? I thought not. 

In addition to creating and employing the art of photojournalism, Civil 
War photographers secured distant photos of actual fighting at Charleston 
Harbor and Fredericksburg, established full-scale map-copying operations, 
sometimes used “shutters” that allowed exposures of less than 1/10th of 
a second for stop-action photos (called “Instantaneous Views”), and took 
photos at the same place at different times over the years to show changes, 
adding time to the three dimensions inherent in 3D photos, creating a 4D 
experience long before that was even a thing. I would suggest that when time 
intersects with place and photography, the frequent expressions of those 
who experience it (“wow!” or “cool!”) are simply struggling to describe the 
addition of a new dimension. 

In rare instances, Civil War cameramen recorded then-and-now photo pairs showing the same 
place over time, such as Fort Moultrie, South Carolina, in 1860 and 1861, and more modern times. 
Not only can one compare the prewar fort in 1860 at top left to the wartime fort of 1861 at top right, 
but one can also visit the site today and take a photo from a similar position, bottom left. Moreover, 
one can bring the historic photo with them and hold it up to the modern scene as at bottom right, 
which in this author’s opinion creates a 4D experience. Library of Congress; Garry Adelman
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Just Like Us

The enduring fascination of Civil War photographs has less to do with 
the preservation of the plates and prints that “hold” the images and more to 
do with the subject matter, which continues to be relatable to succeeding 
generations. The more you see and the closer you zoom in to the people 
and places portrayed in these old images, the more familiar they all seem. 
Despite persistent beliefs that people didn’t smile for nineteenth-century 
photos, hundreds of Civil War characters smirk, smile, beam uncomfortably, 
and even tilt their heads much like today’s subjects. Civil War people had 
bad hair days and grew bad beards that they likely may have come to regret. 
Subjects fidgeted during photo exposures, and photographers even took 
selfies of a sort, regularly placing themselves or their photo assistants into 
their scenes, “tagging” the images as theirs. 

The idea that Civil War people did not smile for the camera (or did not smile at all) is easily 
dismissed by simply zooming in on some Civil War photos. There are hundreds of “smilers” in 
the depths of the images, including, clockwise from top left: a soldier on a bridge over the North 
Anna River; Kate Chase, a Washington belle and daughter of Salmon P. Chase; a soldier watching 
a cockfight at Petersburg; a soldier standing atop Petersburg fortifications at war’s end; and, oddly, 
a girl at the Miller farm at Antietam—one of the battle’s bloodiest places—soon after America’s 
bloodiest day. Library of Congress



Our news feeds of today are filled with manipulated scenes, biased 
captions, and even fake news, as were the photos of the past. Despite 
what Frassanito calls the “overwhelming reality” of battlefield photos, 
photographers regularly created and enhanced scenes and stories to better 
project that which they wanted.5 This was most often done at the time of 
creation by including props and people to reinforce a notion of war, death, or 
peace. Photographers placed and rearranged guns and ordnance for various 
treatments. People played dead for the camera, and, on at least one occasion, 
a man posed as a corpse next to an actual corpse.6 

Moreover, authors, enthusiasts, and social media users frequently 
reinforce photographer manipulations and often create their own. Civil 
War Times Illustrated editor Frederick Ray documented that photographers 
moved one corpse at Gettysburg’s Devil’s Den to create a more dramatic 
photo. People have misinterpreted that fact to assume that photographers 

5	 Frassanito, Gettysburg: A Journey in Time, 16. 

6	 David Lowe and Philip Shiman, “Substitute for a Corpse,” Civil War Times, December 
2010, 40–42.

The photo at top right has long been portrayed as United States Colored Troops in action near 
Dutch Gap, Virginia, but National Park Service historian Mike Gorman compared it with the 
image at left, which clearly demonstrates that the scene is posed. The photographer, T. C. Roche, 
who recorded several images at this dilapidated structure and whose darkroom and camera are 
visible at left, likely directed the moving of the barrel, the position of the men, and more. We 
should respect but be skeptical of what we see. Are we supposed to believe that the photographer 
parked his darkroom between the hostile battle lines and likely risked his life to secure this 
photo? Library of Congress
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regularly dragged corpses around.7 Yet, we only know of this one documented 
instance. Another photography misconception comes from Ken Burns’s 
PBS series The Civil War, which gives the impression that the images 
on most or all Civil War negatives were burned away when they were 
used as glass for the nation’s greenhouses. Burns has, in my experience, 
convinced an entire generation or more that the glass plates—what photo 
historians call “witness glass”—are simply gone. This is untrue. Bob 
Zeller demonstrates in his The Blue and Gray in Black and White that 
the negatives, or at least prints, of most of the key documentary photos 
have survived and are preserved in the Library of Congress, the National 
Archives, and other institutions.8 The images used in greenhouse glass 
undoubtedly were common portraits, not the priceless plates showing U.S. 
Grant at Cold Harbor or Robert E. Lee in Richmond! 

The most pervasive myths and mistakes about Civil War photography that 
appear in books and on social media come from ignorance or carelessness. 
Through his body of work, Frassanito has set up systems to help group 

7	 Frederic Ray, “The Case of the Rearranged Corpse,” Civil War Times Illustrated 3, no. 
6 (October 1961): 19. Ray was the first to publish that the two bodies were the same, and 
Frassanito expanded upon the story in Gettysburg: A Journey in Time, 186–95 and in Early 
Photography at Gettysburg (Gettysburg, PA: Thomas Publications, 1995), 268–73.

8	 Bob Zeller, The Blue and Gray in Black and White (Westport, CT: Praeger, 2005), 189–200. 

In terms of facial hair, Captain John Elder (left) and General Lafayette 
McLaws would compare favorably to any twentysomething today. Library 
of Congress



images by photographer, date, and location, but he also helps readers separate 
fact from fiction. People who identify a man wearing a top hat in a June 1865 
Manassas photograph as Abraham Lincoln simply don’t know that the photo 
was taken after Lincoln’s death, not to mention that Lincoln was not known 
to have ever visited the Manassas battlefield. People often see what they want 
to see in photographs, and when you combine this with the quick treatment 
that most things receive in mainstream culture, it’s no surprise that people see 
every man in a forage cap as General Stonewall Jackson or every Yankee with 
an Imperial goatee as Col. Robert Gould Shaw! 

Whether or not today’s mainstream culture gets its history right, even 
the briefest glimpse at Civil War photographs presents public eyes with 
something familiar—a person’s expression, a house or a tree that looks like 
one they’ve seen, or some contraption that we think we could make better 
today—something American or human that might make you stop scrolling, 
click, and subscribe.
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