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A Compilation of Primary Quotes

Abolitionists
“Here before God, I consecrate my life to the destruction of slavery.”

John Brown, Congregational Church of Hudson, Ohio, 1837

“I, John Brown, am now quite certain that the crimes of this guilty land will never be purged away but with blood.”

John Brown, in a note to one of his guards, December, 1859

“In firing his gun, John Brown has merely told what time of day it is.  It is high noon, thank God.”

William Lloyd Garrison, 1859

“His zeal in the cause of freedom was infinitely superior to mind.  Mind was as the taper light; his was as the burning sun.  I could live for the slave; John Brown could die for him.

Frederick Douglass, 1859

“In thinking of America, I sometimes find myself admiring her bright blue sky—her grand old woods—her fertile fields—her beautiful rivers—her mighty lakes and star-crowned mountains.  But my rapture is soon checked when I remember that all is cursed with the internal spirit of slave-holding and wrong; When I remember that with the waters of her noblest rivers, the tears of my brethren are borne to the ocean, disregarded and forgotten; that her most fertile fields drink daily of the warm blood of my outraged sisters, I am filled with unutterable loathing.”

Frederick Douglass

“What, to the American slave, is your Fourth of July?  I answer:  A day that reveals to him, more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which he is the constant victim.  To him your celebration is a sham.”

Frederick Douglass, from his Speech at Rochester, New York, July 4, 1852

“Teach the rebels and traitors that the price they are to pay for the attempt to abolish this government must be the abolition of slavery.”


Frederick Douglass, 1861

“The American people and the Government at Washington may refuse to recognize it for a time, but the ‘inexorable logic of events’ will force it upon them in the end; that the war now being waged in this land is a war for and against slavery.”


Frederick Douglass, 1861

“No man can put a chain about the ankle of his fellow man without at last finding the other end fastened about his own neck.”


Frederick Douglass, from his Speech at Civil Rights Mass Meeting, Washington DC, 

October 22, 1863

Union and Confederate Soldiers

Prior to Combat

“So impatient did I become for starting that I felt like a thousand pins were pricking me in every part of my body and started off a week in advance of my brothers.”

Frank P. Peak, Arkansas, 1861

“Dear Brother.  They are a’volunteering right smartly here.  If you want to join a company, come down here and let’s go together.  I have a notion of trying a while.”


James Jackson, Alabama, 1861

“I feel that I would like to shoot a Yankee, and yet I know that this would not be in harmony with the spirit of Christianity.”


William L. Nugent, Mississippi, 1861

We was treated as good as company could be at every station…  We got kisses from the girls at a good many places and we returned the same to them.”


Private Hercules Stannard, 1861

“I have got the best suit of clothes that I [ever] had in my life.”


Private Peter Wilson, 1st Iowa Volunteers, 1861

“Today we have orders to pack up and be ready to leave… for Washington… My knapsack was so heavy that I could scarcely stagger under the load.  At the wharf an immense crowd had gathered and we went on board our steamer with mingled feelings of joy and sorrow.”


Elisha Rhodes, 2nd Rhode Island Volunteers, 1861

“The die was cast; war was declared… every person, almost was eager for the war, and we were all afraid that it would be over and we not be in the fight.”


Sam Watkins, 1st Tennessee Regiment, 1861

“The bugle sounded to strike tents and place everything aboard the cars…  We went blowing along [at] thirty miles an hour, as fast as steam could carry us.  At every town and station, citizens and ladies were waving their handkerchiefs and hurrahing for Jeff Davis and the Southern Confederacy…  Ah, it is worth soldiering to receive such welcomes as this.”

Sam Watkins, 1st Tennessee Regiment, 1861

“The army of the South will be composed of the best material that ever yet made up an army; while that of Lincoln will be gathered from the sewers of the city—the degraded, beastly outscoring of all the quarters of the world, who will serve for pay and will run away as soon as they can when danger threatens.”


The Raleigh Banner newspaper, 1861

Union and Confederate Soldiers

During the War

“What a horrible sight it was!  Here a man, grasping his musket firmly in his hands, stone dead; several with distorted features, all horribly mangled dirty.  Many were terribly wounded, some with legs short off; others with arms gone… So badly wounded they could not drag themselves away… slowly bleeding to death.  We stopped many times to give some a drink and soon saw enough to satisfy us with the horrors of war, and so, picking up some swords and bayonets, we… retraced our steps.”

a Union soldier after the First battle of Bull Run, July, 1861

“I … struggled on, clinging to my gun and cartridge box.  Many times I sat down in the mud determined to go no further, and willing to die to end my misery.  But soon a friend would pass and urge me to make another effort, and I would stagger a mile further.  At daylight we could see the spires of Washington, and a welcome sight it was…”

Elisha Rhodes on the Battle of Bull Run, 1861

“From this time on till the end of the war, a soldier was simply a machine, a conscript…  All our pride and valor had gone, and we were sick of war and cursed the Southern Confederacy.”  


Sam Watkins on the draft laws passed by the Confederate Congress

“Our ears had been filled [all night] with agonizing cries from thousands before the fog was lifted, but now our eyes saw [that] five thousand dead or wounded men were on the ground.  A third of them were dead or dying, but enough of them were alive and moving to give the field a singular crawling effect.”


A Union colonel, July 2, 1862

“There were blackberries in the fields so our boys and the Yanks made a bargain not to fire at each other, and went out in the field, leaving one man on each post with the arms, and gathered berries together and talked over the fight, and traded tobacco and coffee and newspapers as peacefully and kindly as if they had not been engaged for … seven days in butchering one another.”


A southern private, July 4, 1862
“In this road there lay so many dead rebels that they formed a line which one might have walked upon so far as I could see.  They lay there just as they had been killed apparently, amid the blook which was soaking the earth.”


a New Hampshire lieutenant speaking of the road that came to be known

as Bloody Lane, 1862

“I saw a site today that made me feel mity Bad.  I saw a man shot for deserting there was twenty fore Guns shot at him thay shot him all to pease… he went home and thay Brote him Back and then he went home again and so they shot him for that Martha, it was one site that I did hate to see it.  But I could not helpe my self I had to do Jest as thay sed for me to doo.”


An Alabama private, 1863

“We ran like a herd of wild cattle.  As we ran … a man to my right and rear had his throat cut by a bullet, and he ran past me breathing at his throat and the blood spattering…  My dead and wounded were then nearly as great in number as those still on duty.  They literally covered the ground… The blood stood in puddles in some places on the rocks; the ground was soaked with blood.”


Confederate Colonel William C. Oates at Gettysburg, July, 1863

“The next morning was the Fourth of July, but it seemed at the time to those who were at Gettysburg a somber and terrible national anniversary, with the indescribable horrors of the field, as yet hardly mitigated by the work of mercy, the nation did not realize as yet what had been done.  The armies were still watching each other.”


Lieutenant Jesse Bowman Young, 3rd Army Corps, Gettysburg, July, 1863

“Seconds are centuries, minutes ages.  Men fire into each other’s faces not five feet apart.  There are bayonet thrusts, sabre strokes, pistol shots… men going down on their hands and knees, spinning round like tops, throwing out their arms, gulping blood, falling; legless, armless, headless.  There are ghastly heaps of dead men.”

Union survivor of Gettysburg, July, 1863

“The dead bodies of men and horses had lain there, putrefying under the summer sun for three days… Corpses swollen to twice their original size, some of them actually burst asunder with the pressure of foul gases and vapors… Several human or inhuman corpses sat upright against a fence, with arms extended in the air and faces hideous with something very like a fixed leer, as if taking a fiendish pleasure in showing us what we essentially were and might at any moment become.”


a Union artillery man, Gettysburg, July, 1863

“Our rations were cooked up by a special detail train ten miles in the rear and were sent up to us every three days; … those three days’ rations were generally eaten at one meal, and the soldier had to starve the other two days and a half.  The soldiers were … almost naked and covered all over with vermin and camp-itch and filth and dust.  The men looked sick hollow-eyed and heart-broken.”

Sam Watkins, 1st Tennessee Regiment, 1863

“It grew dark and we built a fire.  The dead were all around us; their eyeless skulls seemed to stare steadily at us… The trees swayed and sighed gently in the soft wind.  As we sat smoking… an infantry soldier who had… been prying [into the ground] with his bayonet suddenly rolled a skull on the ground before us and said in a deep, low voice:  ‘That is what you are all coming to, and some of you will start toward it tomorrow.’” 


a Union private, camping for the night on the old Chancellorsville battlefield
“The stench from the dead between our line and theirs was … so nauseating that is was almost unendurable; but we had the advantage, as the wind carried it away from us to them.  The dead covered more than five acres of ground about as thickly as they could be laid.”


Confederate Colonel William C. Oates after Cold Harbor, 1864

“We have utterly destroyed Atlanta.  I don’t think any people will want to try and live there now.  It is pretty hard… but it is war.”

a Union private from Indiana, September, 1864

“The ground was frozen and rough, and our soldiers were poorly clad, while many, yes, very many, were entirely barefooted…  Everything and nature, too seemed to be working against us.  Even the keen, cutting air that whistled through our tattered clothes… seemed to lash us.” 


Sam Watkins, 1st Tennessee Regiment, Winter 1864-65
“Old men with silver locks, lay dead … side by side with mere boys of thirteen or fourteen.  It almost makes one sorry to have to fight against people who show such devotion for their homes and their country.”

Union Major Washington Roebling, April, 1865
“Sunday, April9, 1865.  Near Appomattox Court House, Va.  Glory to God in the highest.  Peace on Earth, good will to men!  Thank God Lee has surrendered, and the war will soon end…  Some time in the afternoon we heard loud cheering at the front, and soon Major General Meade commanding the Army of the Potomac rode like mad down the road with his hat off shouting:  ‘the war is over and we are going home!’  Such a scene only happens once in centuries… I cried and laughed by turns.  I was never so happy in my life.”


Elisha Rhodes, 2nd Rhode Island Volunteers, April 9, 1865
Regarding African-American Soldiers

“Our Union friends Says the[y] are not fighting to free the negroes      we are fighting for the union and the free navigation of the Mississippi River        very well let the white fight for what the[y] want and we negroes fight for what we want … liberty must take the day     nothing shorter.”

An African American soldier in Louisiana

“Once let the black man get upon his person the brass letters, ‘U.S.’ let him get an eagle on his buttons and a musket on his shoulder and bullets in his pocket, and there is no power on earth which can deny that he has earned the right to citizenship in the United States.”

Frederick Douglass, approximately 1862

“I have had the question put to me often.  Is not a negro as good as a white man to stop a bullet? Yes: and a sand-bag is better; but can a negro do our skirmishing and picket duty? Can they improvise bridges, sorties, flank movements, etc., like the white man? I say no.”

General William Tecumseh Sherman

“I have given the subject of arming the Negro my hearty support.  This, with the emancipation of the Negro, is the heaviest blow yet given to the Confederacy… By arming the Negro we have added a powerful ally.  They will make good soldiers and taking them from the enemy weakens him in the same proportion they strengthen us.”

General Ulysses S. Grant

“After it was over, many men were found dead with bayonet stabs, and others with their skulls broken open by butts of muskets… The bravery of the blacks at Milliken’s Bend completely revolutionized the sentiment of the army with regard to the employment of Negro troops.  I heard prominent officers who formerly had sneered…at the idea of the Negros fighting, express themselves after that, as heartily in favor of it.”

A Union officer at Milliken’s Bend, Louisiana, the first engagement in which black troops took part, June 7, 1863
“Will the slave fight?  If any man asks you, tell him No.  But if anyone asks you will a Negro fight, tell him Yes!”

Wendell Phillips

“The arm of the slave [is] the best defense against the arm of the slaveholder.  Who would be free themselves must strike the blow… I urge you to fly to arms and smite to death the power that would bury the Government and your liberty in the same hopeless grave.  This is your golden opportunity.”

Frederick Douglass to his fellow blacks, 1863

“The Negro is the key to the situation, the pivot upon which the whole rebellion turns… This war, disguise it as they may, is virtually nothing more or less than perpetual slavery against universal freedom.”

Frederick Douglass

“[I recommend] that we immediately commence training a large reserve of the most courageous of our slaves and further that we guarantee freedom within a reasonable time to every slave  in the South who shall remain true to the Confederacy in this war.”

Confederate General Patrick R. Cleburne, 1863

“The time has come for us to put into the army every able-bodied Negro man… He must play an important part in this war.  He caused the fight and he will have his portion of the burden to bear.”

A Louisiana planter, 1863

“I think that the proposition to make soldiers of the slaves is the most pernicious idea that has been suggested since the war began.  You cannot make soldiers out of slaves, or slaves of soldiers.  The day you make a soldier of them is the beginning of the end of the revolution.  And if slaves seem good soldiers, then our whole theory of slavery is wrong.”

Confederate General Howell Cobb of Georgia

Union and Confederate Generals

“There were but two parties now, traitors and patriots, and I want hereafter to be ranked with   the latter.”

Union General Ulysses S. Grant, 1861

“I can anticipate no greater calamity for the country than the dissolution of the Union.  It would be an accumulation of all the evils we complain of, and I am willing to sacrifice everything but honor for its preservation.”

Confederate General Robert E. Lee, 1861

“I cannot raise my hand against my birthplace, my home, my children.  I should like, above all things, that our difficulties might be peaceably arranged… Whatever may be the result of the contest, I foresee that the country will have to pass through a terrible ordeal, a necessary expiation of our national sins.  May God direct all for our good, and shield and preserve you and yours.”

Robert E. Lee in a farewell note to a northern friend, April 1861

“I am tired of the sickening sight of the battlefield with its mangled corpses and poor wounded.  Victory has no charms for me when purchased at such a cost.”

Union General George McClellan during the Seven Days Battle, 1862

“It is well that war is so terrible, we should grow too fond of it.”

Robert E. Lee, Fredericksburg, 1862

“My plans are perfect.  May God have mercy on General Lee, for I will have none.”

Union General Joseph Hooker, after replacing General Ambrose Burnside, 1863

“Whatever happens, we will not retreat.”

Ulysses S. Grant to Lincoln, May 1864

“War is the remedy our enemies have chosen, and I say let us give them all they want;  not a word of argument, not a sign of let-up, no cave-in till we are whipped – or they are.”

Union General William Tecumseh Sherman, 1864

“We have devoured the land and our animals eat up the wheat and cornfields close.  All the people retire before us and desolation is behind.  To realize what war is one should follow       our tracks.”

Union General William Tecumseh Sherman, June 26, 1864

“We will fight you to the death.  Better to die a thousand deaths than submit to live under you…and your negro allies.”

Confederate General John Bell Hood, 1864

“We must decide whether the Negros shall fight for us, or against us.”

Robert E. Lee, asking that slaves be armed to defend the Confederacy, 1865

“Though not entertaining the opinion you express on the hopelessness of further resistance on the part of the Army of N. Va. I reciprocate your desire to avoid useless effusion of blood, and therefore, before considering your proposition, ask the terms you will offer on condition of surrender.”

Robert E. Lee to Ulysses S. Grant, April 7, 1865

“Peace being my great desire, there is but one condition I would insist upon, namely: that men and officers surrendered shall be disqualified for taking up arms again, against the Government of the United States.”

Ulysses S. Grant to Robert E. Lee, April 8, 1865
“There is nothing left for me to do, but to go and see General Grant and would rather die a thousand deaths.”

Robert E. Lee, April 9, 1865

Words from Women

“In our own little circle…one mother has sent away an idolized boy; another, two; another, four.  One boy, just getting over diphtheria, jumps out of bed and buckles his knapsack on.  One sweet young wife is packing regulation valise for her husband today, and doesn’t let him see her cry.”

From a New York matron

“The young men carry dress suits with them.  Every soldier, nearly, has a servant with him, and a whole lot of spoons and forks, so as to live comfortably and elegantly in camp, and finally to make a splurge in Washington when they shall arrive there, which they expect will be very soon.”

A Georgian woman

“The suffering of men in battle is nothing next to the agony that women feel sending forth their loved ones to war.”

A Union relief worker

“My homespun dress is plain, I know.
 My hat’s palmetto, too.
 But then it shows what Southern girls
 For Southern rights will do.
 We have sent the bravest of our land 
 To battle with the foe,
 And we will lend a helping hand – 
 We love the South, you know.”

Anonymous Southern poet

“A horrible day.  We were all in the cellar when a shell came tearing through the roof, burst upstairs, tore up that room and the pieces coming through both floors down into the cellar, tore open the leg of [my husband’s pants].  On the heels of this came Mr. J. to tell us that young Mrs. P. had her thighbone crushed.  When Martha went for the milk, she came back horror-stricken to tell us that the black girl had her arm taken off by a shell. For the first time, I quailed.” 

A journal entry from a Confederate woman from Vicksburg, June 25, 1863

“Wounded men were brought into our houses and laid side-by-side in our halls and first-story rooms… Carpets were so saturated with blood as to be unfit for further use.  Walls were bloodstained, as well as books that were used as pillows.”

A woman from the town of Gettysburg, July 1863

“Like Demons they rushed in!... To my Smoke House, my dairy, pantry, kitchen and cellar, like famished wolves they come, breaking locks and whatever is in their way.  The thousand pounds of meat in  my smoke house is gone… my flour, my meat, my lard, butter, eggs, pickles, wine jars and jugs are all gone.  My 18 fat turkeys, my hens, chickens, and fowl, my young pigs, are shot down in my yard… as if they were the rebels themselves.”

The mistress of a roadside plantation remembers the Union men, 1864

“As far as the eye could reach, the lurid flames of burning [houses] lit up the heavens… I could stand out on the veranda and for two or three miles watch [the Yankees] as they came on.  I could mark when they reached the residence of each and every friend on the road.”

A Georgian woman, 1864

“Darkest of all Decembers
  Ever my life has known,
  Sitting here by the embers
  Stunned, helpless, alone.”

Southerner Mary Chestnut, 1864

“We haven’t got nothing in the house to eat but a little bit of meal.  Try to get off and come home and fix us all up some and then you can go back.  If you put off coming, t’wont be no use to come, for we’ll all…be out there in the garden in the graveyard with your ma and mine.”

Letter from a southern wife to her soldier husband, 1865

“Exactly at eight o’clock, the Confederate flag that fluttered above the Capitol came down and the Stars and Stripes were run up… We covered our faces and cried aloud.  All through the house was the sound of sobbing.  It was as the house was mourning.”

A Richmond woman, April 1865

Among the Wounded and Dying

“While our soldiers stand and fight, I can stand and feed and nurse them.”

Clara Barton, 1861

“The men were brought down from the field…till they covered acres… By midnight, there must have been three thousand helpless men lying in that hay… All night we made compresses and slings – and bound up and wet wounds, when we could get water, fed what we could, traveled miles in that dark over these poor helpless wretches, in terror lest someone’s candle fall into the hay and consume them all.”

Clara Barton on nursing the maimed survivors of the 2nd Battle of Bull Run, 1862

“No woman under thirty years need apply to serve in government hospitals.  All nurses are required to be very plain-looking women.  Their dresses must be brown or black, with no bows, no curls, no jewelry and no hoop skirts.”

Dorothea Dix, Union volunteer in charge of all female nurses employed by the armies

“We operated in old, blood-stained and often pus-stained coats… We used undisinfected instruments in undisinfected plush-lined cases… If a sponge or instrument fell to the floor it was washed and squeezed in a basin of water and used as if it were clean.”

a Union surgeon

“As a wounded man was lifted on the table, often shrieking with pain as the attendants handled him, the surgeon quickly examined the wound and resolved upon cutting off the wounded limb.  Some ether was administered… The surgeon snatched his knife from between his teeth, where it had been while his hands were busy, wiped it rapidly once or twice across his blood-stained apron, and the cutting began.  The operation accomplished, the surgeon would look around with a deep sigh, and then … ‘Next’”

Union General Carl Schurz

“I saw, crowded into one old sunken hotel, lying upon its bare, wet, bloody floors, 500 fainting men hold up their cold, bloodless, dingy hands as I passed, and beg me in heaven’s name for a cracker to keep them from starving (and I had none); or to give them a cup that they might have something to drink water from, if they could get it (and I had no cup and could get none)…

Clara Barton

“I saw 200 six-mule army wagons in a line, ranged down the street to headquarters, and reaching so far out on the Wilderness Road that I never found the end of it; every wagon crowded with wounded men, stopped, standing in the rain and mud, wrenched back and forth by the restless, hungry animals all night – The dark spot in the mud under many a wagon told all too plainly were some poor fellow’s life had dripped out in those dreadful hours.”

Clara Barton

“I am learning not to let myself feel as much as I did at first, yet I can never get used to it.  O, my men are dying so fast!  This hospital…is always filled up with the very worst cases… There comes a man to tell me ‘Captain Bell is bleeding,’ a secondary hemorrhage, and I thought his amputated leg was doing nicely.”

A woman after her first week in the Armory Square Hospital in Washington

“Lorenzo Strong.  Company 1.  9th United States cavalry.  Shot by a shell last Sunday; right leg amputated on the field…took a turn for the worse.  I stayed and saw all…the convulsive spasms and workings of the muscles, mouth, and throat… The doctor comes in and gives him a little chloroform.  One of the nurses constantly fans him for it is fearfully hot.  He asks to be raised up, and they put him in a half-sitting posture.  He called for ‘Mark’ repeatedly, half- deliriously, all day.  Life ebbs, runs now with the speed of a mill race… His eyes turn back.  A crowd, including two or three doctors, several students and many soldiers has silently gathered… The struggle goes on, and dwindles, a little more and a little more – and then welcome oblivion, painlessness, death.  A pause, the crowd drops away.”

Poet Walt Whitman recording a bedside vigil in the Armory Square Hospital in Washington
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