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The Civil War


In a range of ways, the American Civil War was an unprecedented conflict.  Its battles were fought across the full width of the country, from the east coast to Missouri and Kansas.  With over 620,000 military deaths, it remains the bloodiest war in American history.  In terms of costs for civilian populations, too, the Civil War was the costliest in our history.  Estimates are difficult to establish with any certainty, but historians suggest twice as many civilian deaths were likely.


By war’s end, the issue of slavery at least would be resolved; if Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation technically only freed slaves in states that had seceded, it nevertheless effectively marked the end of the institution.  But the real meaning of that emancipation would take the nation decades to sort out.  It would be a full ninety years after the conflict ended that Brown v. Topeka Board of Education would finally officially decree the end of school segregation, and decades more before that decision was  implemented.  But the war left deep scars, and its legacy remains unresolved.  Contemporary disputes – over the display of Confederate flags and monuments to Confederate warriors, over Southern politicians returning to the discourse of “state’s rights” that had informed secession, over the continued struggle of African-Americans to claim a full share of political rights and economic power in America, even over what to call this war that divided America – all reflect the continuing legacy of the Civil War on the contemporary American scene.


After celebrating the Civil War’s sesquicentennial in 2011, the reasons to continue exploring are clear:  because no political dispute came closer to destroying the United States; because the defining issues of race and inclusion began to be settled then; because the South will never forget, and never let Yankees forget that they will never forget; because it all started in Kansas, where the Bloody Kansas conflict, from 1854-58, provided a preview of both the issues and the methods of the coming conflict.  The books in the series range from a first-person account from the Civil War era and a classic novel about the conflict to recent fictional revisitings of the conflict that so deeply divided the nation.

A Diary from Dixie by Mary Boykin Chesnut (1905/2006)


Mary Chesnut (1823-1886) was a woman of the Southern plantation elite, well connected, and passionately committed to the Confederacy’s losing cause.  Through the course of the war, she worked in hospitals and witnessed the social costs of the Civil War, the slow destruction of her way of life.  The journals she kept through those years have long been treasured by historians and literary critics for their detailed reconstruction of the experience of the war from the Southern perspective.  426 pp.

March by Geraldine Brooks (2005)

The March of Brooks’s title is not Sherman’s, but Alcott’s.  In Louisa May Alcott’s classic Little Women, the father of the girls of the March family is absent for much of the novel; he is away serving as a chaplain for Union forces during the Civil War.  Geraldine Brooks’s Pulitzer Prize-winning novel reimagines the absent March, drawing on the autobiographical roots of Little Women to model her March on Alcott’s own father, Bronson Alcott, an abolitionist with utopian inclinations, testing his ideological commitments in the theatre of war.  280 pp.

The March by E. L. Doctorow (2005)


General William Tecumseh Sherman’s famous March, the rapacious scorched-earth tromping of Union forces across Georgia and the Carolinas, seemed designed to prove his slogan that “war is hell.”  Doctorow in this novel brings to bear a perspective that blends panoramic overview with local experience, employing a kaleidoscopic range of characters (Northerners, Southerners, men, women, blacks, whites), and freely mixing fictional creations with historical figures.  363 pp.

The Red Badge of Courage by Stephen Crane (1895/2004)

For Henry Fleming, the protagonist of Stephen Crane’s classic Civil War novel, the fundamental contrast between his anticipation of war and his experience of battle frames the hero’s growing consciousness of the realities of war.  That new consciousness brings into question the hero’s initial idealized quest for a “red badge of courage,” the wound that proves his manhood.  Crane’s novel blends a stately narrative voice, rooted in epic literature, with a naturalistic account of the experience of war.  146 pp.
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