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Track 1, Story Tellers 
 Welcome to “Civil War Stories,”  a tour at the New-York Historical Society. I’m Jane 
Mushabac, I’ll be your guide. The Historical Society is a combined museum and research center. 
It focuses on United States history as seen through the eyes of New York City and State. It was 
founded in 1804 and has over 4.5 million documents, paintings, and artifacts.  
 The purpose of this tour is to look at a variety of objects that tell us about the  Civil War. 
We’ll look at these objects for stories they tell. You’ll also hear quotations from the Civil War 
writings of Walt Whitman, which will enrich these objects’ significance even further. The 
selected artworks and artifacts we’ll be looking at are all located upstairs on the fourth floor in 
the Henry Luce III Center for the Study of American Culture.  
 To get started, down the hall from the coat-check take the wide staircase up to the second 
floor (or you can take the elevator further down the hall). When you reach the second floor , look 
left through the glass doors of the library. It’s an opulent space. Ten thousand researchers a year 
use the library’s famous collection of millions of manuscripts, newspapers, photographs, books, 
prints, maps, and even restaurant menus. Perhaps you’ll return another day to look up letters 
written during the Civil War period, or some other assignment. Pause the tour now and head 
upstairs, and turn it back on when you get to the Luce Center on the fourth floor.    
 You’re at the Luce Center now. As you enter the large exhibition area displaying 
furniture in big glass cases, you’ll see some red-cushioned benches for the public—have a seat 
on the one furthest to your right. Sit facing the old-fashioned tiled fireplace.  
 In your American literature course, you are reading works like The Narrative of the Life 
of Frederick Douglass, Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Herman Melville’s “Benito 
Cereno,” and Walt Whitman’s Specimen Days.  When we read these works we expect to find 
stories. Objects like art-works also tell stories—if we slow down to consider questions,  observe 
details, and think about what we’re seeing. It would seem that paintings, unlike movies or books, 
don’t require time, and can be seen at a glance. But in fact taking the time to look at artworks 
slowly yields insights and surprises.  This tour will look at seven works of art, mostly produced 
in the 1850s and 1860s, and a group of practical everyday items that were actually used by 
soldiers and others from New York in the Civil War. As you look at the  selected objects, I’ll ask 
you questions to help you focus and notice details. I’ll also ask you to stop the tour from time to 
time to jot down notes or make a quick sketch. Feel free to pause the tour any time you’d like, to 
make a note of thoughts or your own questions. All of the objects are located here in the Luce 
Center, a “visible storage”  collection of 40,000 objects which the New-York Historical Society 
wants the public to be able to look at and study. Once we’re in a specific area, I’ll direct you to 
the objects we’re looking at by the case number on the grey panel at the top left of each 
exhibition case.  
 Let’s use the fireplace across from you for a moment to think about story-telling. Imagine 
a fire in the fireplace, and your family and friends surrounding you and looking into the fire as 
you recount something that happened to your people or you. For eons, human beings have told 
stories around a fire, whether in a mansion, a cave, or outside in the dark (these days, of course, 
we huddle around the glow of the tv or computer).  Story-telling expresses common values as 
people sit together and focus on a trauma or victory, a leader or rebel, or a vision of the future.  
 The Civil War, the tragedies and problems that led up to it and the war itself, involved 
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extraordinary determination, but also catastrophic loss. Walt Whitman responded by spending 
three years visiting and tending the sick and dying, and jotting down thousands of notes on what 
he observed.  While most of us who could have avoided the war would have stayed as far away 
as possible, Whitman instead participated as a volunteer; and we get the benefit of his courage 
and thoughtfulness by reading the civil war section of his book Specimen Days.  In it, Whitman 
repeatedly uses the simple words I saw, I noticed, I watched. He  provides a model of calm 
observation and quiet looking and listening, in the midst of horror.  Whitman writes in one entry:  
 “It was a curious sight to see those shadowy columns moving through the night. I stood 
unobserv’d in the darkness and watch’d them long. The mud was very deep. The men had their 
usual burdens, overcoats, knapsacks, guns and blankets. Along and along they filed by me… I 
never before so realized the majesty and reality of the American people en masse. It fell upon me 
like a great awe. 
 “During those three years in hospital, camp or field, I made over six hundred visits or 
tours, and went, as I estimate, counting all, among eighty thousand to a hundred thousand of the 
wounded and sick, as sustainer of spirit and body, in time of need...These visits varied from an 
hour or two to all day or night; for with dear or critical cases I generally watch’d all night. 
Sometimes I took up my quarters in the hospital, and slept or watch’d there several nights in 
succession. Those three years I consider the greatest privilege and satisfaction with all their 
feverish excitements and physical deprivations…and of course the most profound lesson of my 
life.” 
 
Track 2 Charge! 
 Stand now, and go to your left past a little staircase. As you enter the small room filled 
with paintings, immediately turn right, pass a fire extinguisher on your right, and walk two steps 
to the free-standing large glass case directly ahead of you. It’s Case 113  (the number is on top 
on the left).  The case has three paintings and we’ll focus on the very large one at the bottom, 
showing men on horseback with swords. Let’s see what story about the Civil War this painting 
tells us. Since we’re just getting started, we’ll take longer on this painting than on others.  
 If your first reaction is that you don’t want to look at this painting, it’s not surprising. It is 
dark and dreary. Also, it’s big and chaotic— it will be hard to figure out what story the painting 
shows. On the other hand, the weapons suggest action and conflict,  and that might attract you.  
 You may have found yourself moving back away from the painting to be able to see it. 
Good, step as far back as you can to see the painting as a whole and to avoid the light glaring off 
the glass case. Now begin to figure out what the painting shows. Look at the men.  You’ll notice 
two distinct groups, their sharp difference immediately apparent. What advantage is gained by 
those on horseback? You might wonder why one group would have horses and the other not.   
Notice other advantages that the soldiers on horseback have. The contrast in weapons is 
surprising. One group has rifles, but it’s not helping.  Notice also the differences in clothing. Do 
you find yourself suddenly sympathizing with those without horses, and if so why? Or do you 
immediately identify with the men on horseback?  
 By now you’ve probably figured out  that the men on horseback, the cavalry, in good 
uniforms including dark caps, are the Union men from the North. They’re wearing over-the-knee 
leather boots, and have their swords raised. Their horses—for instance, look at the one white 
horse—are powerful and threatening, and the men’s expressions determined. Their adversaries 
are foot soldiers, called infantry, and are struggling badly. They look like riff raff, frightened and 
running from a greater power, one man looking over his shoulder with panic, another falling with 



3 

a blow,  someone being trampled underfoot. These are Confederate fighters, probably a local 
militia of the Southern rebels, their clothes haphazard, hunting hats or kerchiefs on their heads,  
and  a variety of shirts and jackets that suggest each man grabbed whatever was at hand as he ran 
out the door.       Identify a focal point in the upper group of men—a man that the painter wants 
your eye to settle on. How does the painter draw your attention to him? He’s the only one with 
his full face visible, his hat high enough on his head so you can see his expression, his eyes, the 
set of his mouth. Also, of the men on top, his weapon is shown most fully and his horse’s head 
raised the highest.  The painting is called An Episode of the War, the Cavalry Charge of Lt. 
Henry B. Hidden. The man we’ve pinpointed is, of course, Lt. Hidden who led this surprise 
charge on the rebels. We soon realize the painting depicts a decisive victory for the Union, 
especially important because in March 1862, when this battle occurred, the Union had been 
recently shocked by some terrible defeats. Here, however,  when this New York Cavalry 
detachment charged an enemy column withdrawing from Centerville and Manassas, Virginia, the 
cavalry not only dispersed the enemy, but took thirteen prisoners. Ultimately, what would you 
say is the painter’s attitude toward this skirmish? The painting must be celebrating the Union 
force, which appears to be fiercely and effectively led  by Lt. Hidden.  
 Before we move on, however, let’s think about a small detail that may or may not have 
already caught your eye.  Move up to the painting.  A confederate man in a hunting hat and 
jacket  (in the right third of the painting) is doing something he alone has managed to do. In his 
left hand he still ineffectually holds his rifle, but his right hand firmly holds a pistol. Others in 
the rebel group have tried to save themselves, but can’t get free of the horses. This man, 
however,  has managed to cock his pistol, and Lt. Hidden, up on his horse, and going after 
another man,  doesn’t see the pistol pointed at him.  
  The painter, without advertising it, is telling us  that Lt. Hidden, in the midst of this 
triumphant charge, was killed. He was the only soldier in the attacking force to die. The library 
downstairs actually has letters sent to Hidden’s mother and father on St. Marks Place in 
Manhattan. A General  wrote of their son, “His brilliant victory and daring courage have been 
made History. But here, Madame, my hopes of consolation for you end… For you, as mother 
there can be no diminishing by the publick glory the anguish of the parent.”   
 Knowing this might alter your view of the painting’s mood and story. Perhaps the 
darkness of the painting suggests the dark realities and unknowable dangers of an episode of war.  
A  celebration of men fighting for a just cause has no simple good cheer.  
 Whitman wrote about a charge that took place about a year after this one: “What history, 
I say, can ever give—for who can know—the mad, determin’d tussle of the armies, in all their 
separate large and little squads—as this—each steep’d from crown to toe in desperate, mortal 
purports? Who know the conflict, hand-to-hand—the  many conflicts in the dark, those shadowy-
tangled, flashing moonbeam’d woods-guns and pistols….the cheers and calls and threats and 
awful music of the oaths,—the indescribable mix—the officers’ orders, persuasions, 
encouragements—the devils fully rous’d in human hearts—the strong shout, Charge, men, 
charge—the flash of the naked sword?” 
 In a few moments we’ll be looking at an actual sword from the War. Pause the tour for a 
minute now and do  a quick outline sketch of Lt. Hidden’s upper body, his right arm raised 
holding his sword.  
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Track 3, News from the Front 
 In the same case, on the top left, is a painting of a man and two women, called News from 
the Front. This painting tells a very different kind of story, of a wounded Union soldier back 
home with his womenfolk. Let’s look at the man. His wounds might look minor, but we don’t 
know if he can see. The woman beside him might be his sister. Can you make out the name of 
the  newspaper she’s reading? Why would a painter include a newspaper in a painting, and why 
this particular one, the New York Times?  The woman in the background raises other questions.  
Her cap  suggests she is a married woman, perhaps the man’s mother. Where is she looking, and 
what is she thinking? Perhaps the painting emphasizes fear.  Choose one of the three people in 
the painting and stop the tour to write a few notes on what you think is going through that 
person’s mind, and how it is suggested by clues in the painting. 
 Compared to today’s military, women had little contact with the war front. Still, 
thousands of women were directly and dramatically involved with the War, as nurses, for 
instance, and some women went near the front to tend their wounded or dying relatives. But in 
many places women were far from the war’s horror, except to learn eventually that their 
brothers, fathers, husbands and sons had been killed—620,000 in all, and hundreds of thousands 
wounded.  
 In Specimen Days, Whitman writes of coming across groups of the wounded lying on the 
ground. At one such place he writes—“O heavens, what scene is this? Is this indeed humanity—
these butchers’ shambles. There they lie in an open space in the woods, from two hundred to 
three hundred poor fellows— the odor of blood mixed with the fresh scent of the night, the 
trees—that slaughterhouse. One man is shot by a shell, both in the arm and leg—both are 
amputated—there lie the rejected members. O well is it their mothers, their sisters cannot see 
[this] —cannot conceive, and never conceived, these things.”  
 
Track 4, News Vendor and News Maker 
 Slavery was at the heart of the Civil War. Artworks tell stories about African-Americans, 
both enslaved and free,  and  images of African-Americans have important stories to tell.  
Directly on your left when you were facing the painting of Lt. Hidden, is Case 112. On the right 
of the case, the top painting (at eye level), is Baltimore News Vendor. As we look at this man’s 
clothing, we’re wondering who he is, and whether he is enslaved or free. Certainly the long 
turquoise coat, the top hat lifted in a gesture of festive greeting,  his carefully buttoned vest, his 
white shirt, scarf, dark pants and shoes, suggest that he has some money. His stance suggests 
pride in his work, and we aren’t surprised to learn that in fact he is a free Baltimore man.  
 Let’s consider, however, if his facial expression matches his happy pose.  Step up close to 
the painting. Is that a smile, as we think at first, or a grimace? Study his face. Isn’t there 
something uncomfortable in his expression? Perhaps it’s in his eyes—or his brow. Or perhaps 
it’s too hard to judge.  
 In News from the Front, we saw a young woman  reading the New York Times. Whitman 
wrote about the importance of  the New York papers—their headlines, in his words, “rang out 
over the land with the loudest, most reverberating ring of clearest bugles, full of encouragement, 
hope, inspiration, unfaltering defiance. Those magnificent editorials! They never flagg’d for a 
fortnight. …They came in good time, for they were needed. For in the humiliation of Bull Run, 
the popular feeling in the north, from its extreme of superciliousness, recoil’d to the depth of 
gloom and apprehension.”  
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 What paper was this news vendor selling with a back-up supply enterprisingly stuffed in 
his coat pocket? It is The Baltimore Patriot.  Baltimore’s  newspapers  couldn’t have been more 
different from New York’s.  The Baltimore Patriot ran pro-slavery editorials. The news vendor, 
whose name was Moses, whether literate or not, might have preferred some other work, but the 
anti-black laws of his time made various jobs and businesses off limits to him. But despite this 
painful irony—or because of it— the artist has given us  a memorable portrait. 
 Also in Case 112 is another portrait, on top left. It’s Dred Scott.  Find a spot so you can 
see it without the light bouncing off it. Notice his clothing. He’s wearing a full coat, a white 
jacket, a white shirt with cloth buttons, a black tie. He’s well dressed, and has an Afro, a bit of a 
goatee, a slight mustache. He’s a presence, but it’s his facial expression that clinches something 
important about him. What emotions do you see in  his face? Notice  his raised eyebrows, as if 
he’s too astonished to be angry, but dismayed nonetheless, his mouth firmly set, his penetrating 
gaze thoughtful, calm, and determined. Look at his brow.  The unknown artist has given him 
three double curved furrows in his brow. The fact that  someone photographed him, and that a 
woodcut based on the photo was made and published in a newspaper, testifies to his importance.  
 Perhaps you’ve  heard of Dred Scott, who claimed  that because he had been taken by his 
master into a federal territory where slavery was outlawed, he was entitled to be free. He sued all 
the way up to the Supreme Court for his freedom from slavery— and lost. The Supreme Court 
countered firmly that the U.S.  Constitution protects an owner’s rights to his property. The 
North’s outrage over the Supreme Court’s decision against Dred Scott helped bring about the 
election of Abraham Lincoln, which in turn led to the South’s decision to break away—secede—
from the U.S., which started the Civil War.   
 In his groundbreaking 1860 Manhattan speech,  Abraham Lincoln railed against this 
definition of enslaved human beings as property. Lincoln said that in the U.S. Constitution, 
“whenever a slave is alluded to, he is called a person”;  the  Constitution, said Lincoln, 
specifically excluded the idea that there could be “property in man.”  As you look at this portrait,  
consider Lincoln’s conclusion to this speech that led to his election as President which in turn 
helped ignite the Civil War, “Let us have faith that right makes might, and in that faith, let us, to 
the end, dare to do our duty as we understand it.”    
 
Track 5,  “Damn the Torpedoes” 
 Another painting in Case 112 is right under Dred Scott’s portrait,  The  Battle of Mobile 
Bay, Alabama. Unlike the Cavalry Charge painting, this painting is small— you’ll need to come 
right up to it. I’ll fill you in on this final naval battle of the Civil War,  but first, start simple. 
Count the ships—and  categorize them. Notice an obvious clue for distinguishing Union ships 
from Confederate ones, important not just to an observer but to the combatants.  Union ships of 
course fly the stars and stripes, and each one has several flags.  The Confederate side-wheeled 
ships are greatly outnumbered, only three (on the bottom left), and are belching black smoke 
from their smoke-stacks, as opposed to the ten or more Union ships exploding large white puffs 
from their guns. By the way, in what direction are all those white cloudlike gusts blowing? Off to 
the left means they were blowing in the faces of the artillery men, lined up, tiny figures we can 
barely distinguish, trying unsuccessfully to defend the fort on the left side of the painting. The 
wind was blowing that way that day, August 5, 1864, helping the Union ships in their  attack on 
the fort, and the New York City painter Julian Oliver Davidson was keenly attuned to details like 
that when he did this painting.  
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 But let’s look at those ships flying U.S. colors. Divide them into two groups—to get at an 
important story about the Civil War, that it was in many ways an old-fashioned war, but at the 
same time—to profound and drastic effect—a modern war. In the Cavalry Charge painting we 
saw the old-fashioned swords yet we also saw the more modern-looking pistol that could kill an 
adversary at close range.     
 Look at the two kinds of Union ships. They were positioned to work together so they 
could they fire at the fort and at the same time be unharmed by the fort’s cannons and each 
other’s guns. What you’ve noticed is that the column of ships furthest from the fort are sailing 
ships, with three or four tall masts each,  standard wooden-hulled warships, their guns firing into 
the fort. They have that romantic look to us of a bygone era.  They’ve been positioned as the 
outside column because the new ships, ironclad “monitors,” were impervious to the fort’s 
cannons. The steam-powered ironclads on the inside column were the newest in naval warfare, 
not only with armor to protect them, but with a revolving gun turret on the deck, and the whole 
ship semi-submerged in a design anticipating submarines. Lying low in the water they were 
beneath the firing range of the outside column of wooden-hulled ships.   But what about that 
one Union ironclad that’s been hit?   The  Confederates had placed mines in the bay to protect 
the harbor from Union ships trying to enforce a blockade. Before this battle, Mobile was the only 
port left that the South still controlled;  without Mobile, the South couldn’t get its supplies.   
When one of the ironclads headed to where the mines were planted, it got hit and went down. 
Admiral Farragut, the commanding officer, had to decide whether to call off the fleet’s attack, 
fearing the other ships would be blown up by other mines (or torpedoes as they were called 
then). Perhaps seeing that the Army had already exploded the fort itself  made up his mind—he 
told the entire fleet of wooden-hulled and ironclad ships,  he wasn’t going to stop now. His 
words, “Damn the torpedoes, full steam ahead!,”  have become a rallying cry which Americans 
use in all kinds of situations.  
 
Track 6  Black and White, 1864 
 Now we’re going to leave paintings and look at some sculptures that also tell a story. 
Leave the small room of paintings and walk straight through the large exhibition area past the 
furniture on your right until you see on your left a narrow blue panel that says Sculpture. Case 
189 will be the first case you come to. It has sculptures by John Rogers, a wildly popular artist of 
the time. Of the middle shelf’s sculptures, the last one on the right, Wounded Scout, A Friend in 
the Swamp,  shows two men, one supporting the other.  Remember that in this era, while the 
nation was in the frightful grip of  war,  families had no television, movies, radio, computers, or 
cell phones. As we’ve said, they had newspapers—with  illustrations.  But, if people wanted not 
just to know the news, but to feel a part of their country’s story, to feel connected to the effort to 
keep the country from being torn apart, the Rogers statuary, made of plaster or bronze,  was 
something they could buy to put in their living rooms. The sculpture stirred emotion, rallied 
hope, inspired thought, told a story. The sculptures were mass produced and thousands of 
families bought them. 
 Let’s look closely at the sculpture. What do you notice about the taller man? He’s very 
different from the soldier he’s with, a white man in uniform. Look at the taller man’s face, where 
he’s looking, his height, and clothing. We wonder who he would be, and how is he in a position 
to help the  soldier. What about the soldier? Note  his face, clothing, and bearing.  He’s 
struggling.   
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 These two men create a striking contrast—and a striking bond.  This statue was made 
during the War around when Union soldiers escaped from a Southern prison. Whitman wrote 
horrifying descriptions of brutal Southern  prison camps.  This prison was Libby Prison.  The 
soldier’s uniform is intact, including his knapsack and shoes, but we can see he’s been shot and  
needs rescue. His friend in the swamp, in shirt and pants torn in several places, and with bare 
feet, is looking around for the best route to get the two of them to safety. This man, once a slave, 
is now a fugitive. Yet he is the hero,  physically strong, emotionally alert.   
 Look at the bottom of the sculpture, at the two sets of feet, one in shoes, one bare, amidst  
the weeds and mud of the swamp. Look especially at the back bare foot, pushing off.  The two 
men are in motion, as one carefully  leads the other. What is that in front of the left foot of the 
taller man? It’s a small detail, a creature that we wouldn’t necessarily notice even if the statue sat 
in our living room. A small head is poking up  from the swamp.  It’s a snake, suggesting the 
danger that lurks close by. It may well be a copperhead, suggestive of what New Yorkers called 
those amongst them who sympathized with the South.  
 
Track 7 The Underground Railroad 
 Now we’ll be going upstairs. Go to the end of the sculpture cases and take the small 
stairway on your right up to the mezzanine—the balcony. On the landing, turn left and you’ll see 
a corner glass-fronted case showing a one-and-a half-foot-tall shiny black model for a sculpture  
of a famous figure in American history, Harriet Tubman.  This sculpture too tells a story. The  
sculpture itself, unlike other things we’ve seen today, is new, and the award-winning artist an 
African-American woman.  Also, unlike the Rogers statue, this piece is not meant for someone’s 
living room.  Rather, the sculpture made from the model or maquette,   stands thirteen feet tall 
and is at the intersection of West 122nd Street, Frederick Douglass Boulevard and St. Nicholas 
Avenue, where it was dedicated in November, 2008. New York City has many sculptures of 
famous people, but shockingly few are of women, and this sculpture is a new addition to that 
very select group. 
 A talking screen on the right of the statue presents a short history of slavery in New York 
City. This is important, especially for anyone who mistakenly thinks that slavery never existed in 
a northern liberal city like New York. On a couch behind you, there’s also a binder of stories of 
individual enslaved men and women from early New York. Come back after we’ve completed 
the tour, or even better, on another day, to learn about slavery in New York. 
 Now sit on that couch for a moment facing the imposing Tubman model. Do a quick 
outline sketch of it. Focus on the external shape of the statue. What about the shape is surprising? 
It creates a feeling of intense motion and power. Why do you think the skirt is so emphasized? 
 Go back to the case now to notice some details you couldn’t see from the couch. Notice 
on the wide flow of the skirt the many distinct objects that appear on the front, sides  and back. 
Notice the expressions on the many faces on the cloth.  Each face suggests a link to Harriet 
Tubman’s story of returning over and over to the South, at great risk to her life and the cause, to 
rescue fellow human beings caught in the maw of slavery.   We wonder what we’re looking at 
trailing down the sides and back of her billowing skirt. Are they ropes, or roots of a tree?  
 Notice how the artist shows Tubman holding a bag with one hand over her shoulder, 
suggesting her strength and vigor. Notice also her hair, her facial expression, her jacket,  and her 
posture.  Here’s something important. Look again at her skirt, in the front at the bottom. Does it 
show some ruffles from a petticoat —maybe that was the style at that time? 
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  Perhaps, but  the sculptor has explained that Tubman has been known as a conductor of 
the Underground Railroad, yet the word  “conductor”  doesn’t begin to convey this woman’s 
astonishing boldness as a leader. The sculptor decided instead  to show Tubman as a locomotive. 
That ruffle on the bottom of the front of her skirt is like the grill on the front of a  locomotive to 
push aside any obstacles on the track, and the sweeping force of her billowing skirt and forward 
motion gives her the force of a powerful train ripping slavery’s roots out of the ground, and 
rushing her people to safety.   
 
Track 8 Swords and More  
 To think now about the story of the Civil War as a whole, let’s go back in time to see 
actual items carried or used by Union soldiers during the Civil War. At Harriet Tubman turn 
right, continue past the staircase and a computer desk to the start of the Military section on the 
balcony, and stop at Case 31.  In a minute we’ll find the Civil War items.  Before we do, 
however, lean on the balcony’s wooden railing and take a few minutes to think about what 
soldiers carry today in our wars in Iraq or Afghanistan. It’s daunting to think about this. Where 
have your images of these wars come from—newspapers, tv news, or personal experience? What 
do our soldiers wear and carry to protect themselves? and what kinds of equipment and weapons 
weigh them down?  Turn off the tour for a moment to jot down your answers  and to suggest 
what the items they  carry say to you about the soldiers carrying them.  
 Those things  are very different from the stuff carried by soldiers in the Civil War.  Now 
turn to the swords in Case 33. ( If the light goes out, walk back to Case 31 for a second and it 
will go on again. ) You recall Lt.  Hidden’s sword which you briefly sketched downstairs. Here, 
the second sword from the top is the personal sword used  by New York State Captain  Philip 
Schuyler for four years in the Civil War.  Look at the etched decorations on the steel blade. Why 
would a soldier carry a weapon with such a flowery design and ornate workmanship?  Schuyler’s 
lavishly made sword was a reflection  of his family’s wealth and prestige. 
 Go to Case 37. The items here are more what we expect, practical objects with little 
decoration.  Notice five or six objects that might have been used by Union soldiers shown in  the 
Cavalry Charge painting.  Don’t those two simple cloth Union caps look familiar? You can 
probably picture those belt buckles and buttons on the uniforms. Riding horses, the men would 
have had spurs like these in the display.  We recall the pistol pointed at Hidden; the revolver here 
is bigger, and a different kind, but it could also be used in one-on-one combat. Finally, the front  
of the case has a rifle musket with bayonet and scabbard. This was a common weapon for both 
Union and Confederate soldiers, and probably was what those beaten Confederate soldiers were 
carrying in the cavalry painting.   These  firearms, Enfield rifles,  were imported from England 
beginning in 1860 by both Union and Confederate armies. Both sides thought of  them as cutting 
edge. This particular one was used by a private in the 128th New York Volunteers.   
 On this tour, we’ve mostly been thinking about Civil War stories conveyed  by painters 
and sculptors. The artifacts we’ve just been looking at remind us that these stories are not “just 
stories” but a glimpse into  the trauma of this era. Real individuals, whose names and personal 
histories we’ll never know, in massive numbers, went through these agonies and challenges. 
 
Track 9 Modern Warfare 
 For the last track of the tour, continue along the balcony about twenty feet and look to the 
right on the wall across from you at a wooden object, lacquered, and dotted with small brass 
tacks. This is a half-model of the famous ship, U.S.S. Monitor, built  in 1862 in Brooklyn, its 
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boilers and engine built in a Manhattan iron-works on13th Street.   The four ironclads that we saw 
in the painting of the Battle of Mobile Bay were improved versions of this, the first Monitor.  
 It’s hard to picture now, but New York City in that era was a hub of shipbuilding and ironworks. 
The Monitor, iron armored and for further protection semi-submerged,  was a radical 
breakthrough, giving the U.S. Navy a fierce fighting force—its famous revolving gun turrets 
could do staggering damage in moments. Of the four ironclads in the Mobile Bay painting, three, 
you recall, clinched victory, a major turning point in the War. It meant victory soon for the 
United States and an end to the abominable practice of slavery. 
 The Civil War was one of the world’s first modern wars. Lean on the balcony railing 
while we think about this.   
 Despite its swords, picturesque cavalry, and old-fashioned representations, the Civil War 
was a turning point in history. The Civil War’s technological advances, things like iron ship 
armor and revolving gun turrets, transformed warfare. But what these transformations ultimately 
and shockingly meant was an  ability—and willingness—on both sides to inflict cruelties on 
large numbers of both civilians and combatants, producing a sheer scale of human slaughter that 
was a defining and tragic moment in the history of war, and of the United States.  
 While we like to think of modern things as good, in warfare the word modern cruelly cuts 
both ways. As much as Whitman was a staunch supporter of the Union cause, his horror at the 
sheer scale of the slaughter palpitates in Specimen Days.  He spoke of the “infinite dead, the land 
entire saturated.” Whitman wrote the following: 
 “The dead in this war—there they lie, strewing the fields and woods and valley and 
battlefields of the South—the grisly ravines—the bloody promenade ….The War Department 
[has estimated that of the million dead ] twenty-five thousand national soldiers kill’d in battle 
[were] never buried at all, five thousand drown’d— fifteen thousand inhumed by strangers or on 
the march in haste, in hitherto unfound localities—two thousand graves cover’d by sand and 
mud— 
 “The dead, the dead, the dead—our dead—South or North, ours all (all, all, all)— 
somewhere they crawl’d to die, alone, in bushes, low gullies, or on the sides of hills—our young 
men once so handsome and so joyous— 
 “The infinite dead, the land entire saturated, perfumed with their impalpable ashes and 
shall be so forever, in every future grain of wheat and ear of corn, not only Northern dead 
leavening Southern soil—thousands, aye tens of thousands, of Southerners, crumble today in 
Northern earth.”   
 Whitman, passionately devoted to the cause of union, to Abraham Lincoln’s vision for 
this country, and the abolition of slavery, ultimately tallies the Civil War’s terrible destruction. In 
his years as a volunteer, Whitman sat healing and watching over the wounded and dying. He 
gave Union and Confederate soldiers the gift of a nurturing attention.  His ability to take the time 
to look and listen is what we have been cultivating here, for as Whitman showed, it is the essence 
of our humanity, and the way we can best glimpse the unknowable infinite individual stories that 
make up human experience.  This is the end of our tour, “Civil War Stories.” 
   
 
 


