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Document 27.2 Margaret Sumner McLean, “Diary” (1861) 
 
For many in the North, death symbolized the righteousness of the Union cause and evidence of Union patriotism. 
For many Protestants, the slaughter was also necessary to repent for the sins of the nation, including slavery. Civil 
War deaths functioned as redemptive or nationalist symbols, as captured in this diary entry by a northern woman 
whose southern husband resigned from the Union army to take up a Confederate command. Margaret Sumner 
McLean tries to believe that patriotism might justify the horrors of war. 
 
Memphis, Early Winter 1861 
 
While bathing the face of a man in the agonies of death, I chanced to look round, and there by my side were thirty 
or forty corpses that had been brought on board, rolled in the blood-stained blankets in which they had been 
carried from the field, and wearing every expression by which the human face is distorted. I had always heard that 
persons dying of gun-shot wounds preserved a happy expression, but on those ghastly faces was fixed anger, 
revenge, suffering, and one man, with a demoniac stare in his eyes, had his right hand raised and clenched, as if to 
defy death itself. Of all who lay there I saw but one who seemed to have died in peace: a young boy of about 
seventeen, with light hair, beautiful features, and a heavenly expression, as if he had been translated far from that 
scene of woe and suffering. As I looked in his large blue eyes that no kind hand had closed, I thought of the distress 
awaiting those to whom he was dear and, stooping down to brush his hair aside, could not restrain the tear which 
fell on his white face, seeming to mar its placid purity so much that I hastily wiped it off, feeling as though he had 
silently reproached me for my sorrowing. Among the sufferers was a son of General Pillow, who received neither 
more nor less attention than any one else; all lay crowded together, dead and dying, friends and enemies—civil war 
in all its hideousness! I wished that the picture could have been daguerreotyped on the brains of those who let us 
drift into it—it would have been punishment enough, even for them. 
 
When the boat was filled with its pitiable cargo we returned to the Columbus side of the river, where ambulances 
were in waiting to convey their temporary occupants either to the hospitals or to their graves. We went to General 
Polk’s headquarters, but found it entirely deserted, nor did the General and his staff return until nine o’clock at 
night. The firing across the river became more and more animated till darkness closed on the scene, while the town 
of Columbus itself was rendered as unsafe as the battlefield by the irregular and constant firing of the volunteers 
who were left there, and who expended their excitement by shooting at everything, anything, or nothing. I was 
more alarmed than I was on board of the boat, and did not at all relish the idea of being accidentally shot. When 
General Polk and his staff returned, flushed with victory and proud of the day’s deeds, reveling in the excitement of 
danger met and overcome, and recounting to one another their individual experiences, I felt that I could have been 
a soldier myself; I forgot for the moment the dark side of the picture, and wondered if these men could ever 
degenerate again into every-day mortals. There is something electrical in glory, and the old General, with his head 
thrown back and his eyes-sparkling with the fire of youth, seemed more like a paladin than a bishop of the Church, 
and it would be difficult for any one in his presence to condemn his exchange of the miter for the sword, so 
thoroughly is he persuaded that he is right. 
 
Later in the evening, all the glamour of war faded out of our minds as we saw G. W. Butler, of Louisiana, brought 
into the house mortally wounded. He was a great-grandson of Martha Washington, and had just returned from 
Europe, where he had been attached to various legations. His handsome personal appearance and chivalric bearing 
had attracted attention as he went into the battle which Fate had ordained should be his first and last, and there 
was something so noticeable about him that after he was wounded and the Federals were in retreat a United 
States officer, who chanced to see him, dismounted, gave him some water, and threw his own blanket over him, 
saying, “Poor fellow, I wish I could do more for you!” I shall never forget the scene as I entered the room. The 
wounded man lay on the trestle which had borne him from the field, his younger brother leaning over him in great 
distress, while a brutal doctor announced in loud, harsh tones that there was no hope, and therefore no use in 
doing anything. He refused even to dress the wounds, so that Butler’s shattered arm lay just as it had been struck, 
while his life blood welled from a wound in his breast. I never felt more indignant, and, taking the doctor aside, 
observed that at least a little morphine would ease the sufferer. “Nothing will do him any good or any harm, and I 
have no morphine to waste,” was the response. During this colloquy I shuddered to perceive that pain had not so 
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deadened the sufferer’s faculties that he was prevented from hearing every word. But he beckoned to me, saying in 
the gentlest manner, but with all the spirit of his race in his eye, “Never mind, I know I am dying, but I shall have 
proper attention”; and from that moment he seemed to revive, while I administered stimulants from time to time, 
determined that if human means could save him he should not die. Alas, all our care and all the surgical skill that 
had been exhausted on him were in vain, and after deluding us with false hopes for some twenty-four hours he 
passed quietly away without a struggle. In those few hours I felt as if I had gained and lost a friend. All the pain and 
agony that he suffered seemed to reveal in stronger relief his many noble traits of character and his gentlemanly 
breeding—his firmness, his gentleness, his delicate consideration for others, that never left him till the end; and as I 
afterward saw him lying in his coffin, with the Confederate flag folded over him, I felt for the first time that those 
colors were sanctified. If I feel so, how dear must they be to those who have sacrificed their all to it? General Polk 
was with Major Butler when he died, and offered one of the most earnest prayers I have ever heard. Immediately 
afterward he said to me, with a great deal of feeling, “What a terrible scourge is this war!” 
 
If I could only get up a wholesome, hearty hatred for one side or the other side, it would be so sustaining; but my 
wishy-washy way of sympathizing with everybody that happens to be hurt is perfectly contemptible, and I am 
losing all self-respect. By way of encouraging a more healthy frame of mind, however, I have taken to knitting 
socks, in the hope that I shall become so raveled up that there will be no extrication; besides, an enlightened public 
opinion demands a certain number of these articles from every woman’s patriotism. Accordingly, I have been 
cramping my fingers and puzzling my brain in “heeling” and “toeing,” “rounding off” and “taking up,” till I am at 
times entirely oblivious of the weightier matters of the war, though never of the conversation that usually 
accompanies this engrossing occupation when we patriots meet, with our respective socks in their various degrees 
of advance and decline. “Our poor soldiers” is echoed in every possible inflection of the female voice, and, like a 
game of ball, it is only necessary to keep it up to insure complete success. Occasionally an energetic woman, with a 
superabundance of vitality, breaks out against the “Goths, Vandals, and infidels of the North,” but it is not 
necessary to notice it if you knit. So, if you wish to picture me to your mind’s eye, fancy a coarse, misshapen sock 
with a subdued appearance at the other end of it, and you will have all that is left of Margaret Sumner McLean. 
 
The telegraph announces this morning a terrible accident at Columbus. It seems that a new gun, which was being 
tested, exploded, severely injuring General Polk and killing several officers and soldiers. I feel as if every step were 
on a grave. 
 
To-morrow we leave for Richmond, and, thanks to the “bridge-burners” in East Tennessee, we shall be some six 
days en route. With “foes without and fears within,” it needs a St. Paul to possess one’s soul in patience. 
 
Source: Harper’s Monthly Magazine, February 1914: 449–451. 
 


