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Document 12.4 Thomas Rowland, “Letter of a Virginia Cadet at West Point” (1861) 
 
Seventeen year old Thomas Rowland from Alexandria, Virginia was appointed as a cadet to the United States 
Military Academy at West Point in 1859. He excelled as a cadet, ranking first in his class of 42 members. But he 
could not graduate with this ranking because he resigned his commission to join the military forces of Virginia after 
it seceded from the Union in April 1861. His correspondence with his family reveals the difficult decision that he 
and other West Point cadets had to make, as their loyalty to their friends and their institution often conflicted with 
their loyalty to their home communities. 
 
WEST PT. N. Y. April 16th 1861. 
 
MY DEAR AUNT, 
 
Yesterday brought a full confirmation of the exciting news of the surrender of Fort Sumpter, and the proclamation 
of the President. Had I been of age, I think I should have resigned immediately; not so much from sympathy with 
the Confederate States, as from the uncertainty of my position. All Virginians here and indeed all cadets from the 
Border States, for they are almost the only Southerners left here now, anticipate the immediate secession of 
Virginia and the other Border States. What else can they do? 
 
If they remain in the Union they should support the government promptly and vigorously in this important crisis. If 
they are not ready to do this, as I believe they are not, it appears to me that there is no alternative but immediate, 
unconditional secession. They must either recognize and endorse at once the fact and the right of Secession, or 
march with unwavering resolution to the subjugation of the Southern States. I can see no middle ground honorable 
or even tenable. 
 
If delay appear practicable to the statesmen of Virginia, how perplexing and painful must be the position of her 
officers and soldiers. We can not hesitate, we must either make up our minds to fight under the Stars and Stripes, 
wherever our services may be called for, or we must resign at once and free ourselves from that solemn oath to 
serve the United States “honestly and faithfully, against all their enemies or opposers whatsoever.” 
 
I hope therefore that Virginia will act at once. I wrote to mother yesterday asking her permission to resign as soon 
as Virginia indicates such a policy as I suppose she can not fail to adopt before another week has passed. 
 
If Virginia joins the Confederate States, I have no doubt of being able to obtain a second Lieutenancy in the 
Southern Army. If she prefers to remain neutral, if such a thing is possible, rather than imbue her hands in fraternal 
blood, I think there are many ways in which I might earn an honest crust, and guard my native fireside. 
 
Please make allowances for “youth and indiscretion,” and write to me on this subject. Tell me what sensible 
Virginians think about it.  
 
My love to all my relations and friends at home. 
In haste 
Your very affnte nephew 
 
T. ROWLAND. 
 
Source: South Atlantic Quarterly 15.3 (July 1916): 214–215. 
 


