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Document 20.2 Nathaniel Hawthorne, “Chiefly About War Matters” (1862) 
 
Like newspapers, literary magazines quickly adapted to the change in their reading public’s taste, offering an 
additional venue for writers to publish literature on topical issues without the longer wait associated with book 
publishing. For example, the author of The Scarlet Letter travelled from Massachusetts to Washington, D.C., to 
interview civil and military leaders. His account of the trip appeared in the July 1862 issue of The Atlantic Monthly. 
Many northern readers of The Atlantic were offended by Hawthorne’s essay, because of its antiwar—and 
conceivably pro-Southern—sentiment. In the excerpt below, Hawthorne describes a visit to Fort Ellsworth, 
Virginia, and reflects on the scene of fugitive slaves heading north. 
 
Driving out of Alexandria, we stopped on the edge of the city to inspect an old slave-pen, which is one of the lions of 
the place, but a very poor pen; and a little farther on, we came to a brick church where Washington used 
sometimes to attend service,—a pre-Revolutionary edifice, with ivy growing over its walls, though not very 
luxuriantly. Reaching the open country, we saw forts and camps on all sides; some of the tents being placed 
immediately on the ground, while others were raised over a basement of logs, laid lengthwise, like those of a log-
hut, or driven vertically into the soil in a circle,—then forming a solid wall, the chinks closed up with Virginia mud, 
and above it the pyramidal shelter of the tent. Here were in progress all the occupations, and all the idleness, of the 
soldier in the tented field: some were cooking the company-rations in pots hung over fires in the open air; some 
played at ball or developed their muscular power by gymnastic exercise; some read newspapers; some smoked 
cigars or pipes; and many were cleaning their arms and accoutrements,—the more carefully, perhaps, because 
their division was to be reviewed by the Commander-In-Chief that afternoon; others sat on the ground, while their 
comrades cut their hair,—it being a soldierly fashion (and for excellent reasons) to crop it within an inch of the skull; 
others, finally, lay asleep in breast-high tents, with their legs protruding into the open air. 
 
We paid a visit to Fort Ellsworth, and from its ramparts (which have been heaped up out of the muddy soil within 
the last few months, and will require still a year or two to make them verdant) we had a beautiful view of the 
Potomac, a truly majestic river, and the surrounding country. The fortifications, so numerous in all this region, and 
now so unsightly with their bare, precipitous sides will remain as historic monuments, grass-grown and picturesque 
memorials of an epoch of terror and suffering: they will serve to make our country dearer and more interesting to 
us, and afford fit soil for poetry to root itself in: for this is a plant which thrives best in spots where blood has been 
spilt long ago, and grows in abundant clusters in old ditches, such as the moat around Fort Ellsworth will be a 
century hence. It may seem to be paying dear for what many will reckon but a worthless weed; but the more 
historical associations we can link with our localities, the richer will be the daily life that feeds upon the past, and 
the more valuable the things that have been long established: so that our children will be less prodigal than their 
fathers in sacrificing good institutions to passionate impulses and impracticable theories. This herb of grace, let us 
hope, may be found in the old footprints of the war. 
 
Even in an aesthetic point of view, however, the war has done a great deal of enduring mischief, by causing the 
devastation of great tracts of woodland scenery, in which this part of Virginia would appear to have been very rich. 
Around all the encampments, and everywhere along the road, we saw the bare sites of what had evidently been 
tracts of hardwood forest, indicated by the unsightly stumps of well-grown trees not smoothly felled by regular axe-
men, but hacked, haggled, and unevenly amputated, as by a sword, or other miserable tool, in an unskillful hand. 
Fifty years will not repair this desolation. An army destroys everything before and around it, even to the very grass; 
for the sites of the encampments are converted into barren esplanades, like those of the squares in French cities, 
where not a blade of grass is allowed to grow. As to other symptoms of devastation and obstruction, such as 
deserted houses, unfenced fields, and a general aspect of nakedness and ruin, I know not how much may be due to 
a normal lack of neatness in the rural life of Virginia, which puts a squalid face even upon a prosperous state of 
things; but undoubtedly the war must have spoilt what was good, and made the bad a great deal worse. The 
carcasses of horses were scattered along the way-side.  
 
One very pregnant token of a social system thoroughly disturbed was presented by a party of contrabands, 
escaping out of the mysterious depths of Secessia; and its strangeness consisted in the leisurely delay with which 
they trudge forward, as dreading no pursuer, and encountering nobody to turn them back. They were unlike the 
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specimens of their race whom we are accustomed to see at the North, and in my judgement, were far more 
agreeable. So rudely were they attired,—as if their guard had grown upon them spontaneously,—so picturesquely 
natural in manners, and wearing such a crust of primeval simplicity, (which is quite polished away from the 
Northern black man,) that they seemed a kind of creature by themselves, not altogether human, but perhaps quite 
as good, and akin to the fauns and rustic deities of olden times. I wonder whether I shall excite anybody’s wrath by 
saying this. It is no great matter. At all events, I felt most kindly towards these poor fugitives, but knew not 
precisely what to wish in their behalf, not in the least how to help them. For the sake of the manhood which is 
latent in them, I would not have turned them back; but I should have felt almost as reluctant, on their own account 
to hasten them forward to the stranger’s land; and I think my prevalent idea was, that, whoever may be benefited 
by the results of this war, it will not be the present generation of negroes, the childhood of whose race is now gone 
forever, and who must henceforth fight a hard battle with the world, on very unequal terms. On behalf of my own 
race, I am glad, and can only hope that an inscrutable Providence means good to both parties. 
 
There is an historical circumstance, known to few, that connects the children of the Puritans with these Africans of 
Virginia, in a very singular way. They are our brethren, as being lineal descendents from the Mayflower, the fated 
womb of which in her first voyage, sent forth a brood of Pilgrims upon Plymouth Rock, and, in a subsequent one, 
spawned slaves upon the Southern soil,—a monstrous birth, but with which we have an instinctive sense of kindred, 
and so are stirred by an irresistible impulse to attempt their rescue, even at the cost of blood and ruin. The 
character of our sacred ship, I fear, may suffer a little by this revelation; but we must let her white progeny offset 
her dark one,—and two such portents never sprang from an identical source before.  
 
Source: Atlantic Monthly (July 1862): 49–50. 
 


