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“All We Ask IsJustice”: German-American Reactions
to the Battle of Chancellorsville

On 5 May 1863, the readers ofthe New York Times awoke to find a full account of
what had just happened at asmall Virginia hamlet called Chancellorsville. The promising
spring campaign of Major General Joseph Hooker, commander of the Army of the
Potomac, had come to naught. Disappointed, the northern population would want to
know why yet another Federal thrust to Richmond had failed, and L. L. Crounse, the
papers correspondent with the army, supplied them that information:

But to the disgrace of the Eleventh Corps be it said that the division of
General Schurz, which was the first assailed, almost instantly gave way.
Threats, entreaties and orders of commanders were of no avail. Thousands
of these cowards threw down their guns and soon streamed down the road
toward headquarters----General Howard, with all his daring and resolution
and vigor, could not stem the tide of the retreating and cowardly poltroons.’

Cowards, poltroons, rascals, damned Dutch—these were the words used to describe
the men of the half-German Eleventh Corps in the northern English-language press.
Croun.se was not the only journalist to send in a report. L. A. Hendricks, correspondent
of the New York Herald, was hardly more sympathetic. His story also appeared on 5
May, claiming “the disastrous and disgraceful giving way of General Schurz’s division
of Gen. Howards corps (Sigels old corps) completely changed the fortunes of the day.
The men, | am told, fled like so many sheep before a pack of wolves, and the enemy
rushed up, taking possession of the abandoned line.” T. M. Cook, also of the Herald,
complained that the German regiments “broke in confusion ... and fled from the field
in panic, nearly effecting the total demoralization of the entire army,” and another
eyewitness exclaimed that “the flying Germans came dashing over the field in crowds.”
Horace Greeley’s New-York Daily Tribune was the harshest of all. Greeley called for
“swift justice” to “overtake the regiments that broke,” suggesting that “if it be deemed
too rigid to shoot them all, they may at least be decimated and then dissolved.””

In a matter of days, the stories published by the major New York City newspapers
were copied, quoted, and paraphrased all over the rest of the North. The reason for
the most recent Federal defeat had to be made known, especially after the high hopes
that had accompanied this campaign. A scapegoat was necessary. The Hartford Evening
Press argued the Germans “ran without fighting at all,” and labeled this “an inexcusable
piece o fcowardice.” The Philadelphia Public Ledger chmeA the “losses sustained by the
[Eleventh] corps, either in killed or captured, could not have been great—they ran too
fast for that.” The Philadelphia Inquirer called the corps’ performance “unaccountable



and inexcusable,” exclaiming that “its position ought to have been held, and somebody
(emphasis orig.) is to blame for this disgraceful affair.” Echoing the words of the other
papers, which also exonerated Hooker for the defeat, the Inquirer added that only “the
superb generalship of the Commanding General” saved the Army of the Potomac from
utter disaster. Corps commander Oliver Otis Howard had likewise performed brilliantly,
the paper reported, and was not culpable for the debacle that befell his men.”

"The abuse heaped upon the Eleventh Corps, bad enough in the press, was positively
scorching within the Army of the Potomac itself. Although Hooker came under some
fire for mismanaging the battle, e.specially by high-ranking officers, nearly everyone
else criticized the Germans. Colonel Robert McAllister of the 11th New Jersey told
his wife the Germans “were panic-stricken and perfectly worthless. But our brave boys
heeded them not and treated them with perfect contempt.” Private Abram P. Smith of
the 76th New York lamented that the Germans “broke and ran in the most cowardly
manner,” pushing aside “the brave regiments” in “cowardly waves,” and a soldier in the
4th Ohio wrote his son “every Dutchman was making for the river . . . trying to save
his own cowardly body.” Within Captain Hubert Dilger’s own Ohio German battery.
Private Darwin Cody claimed the German infantry .supporting his artillery had all “run
without firing gun.” Cody blamed the loss ofsome of the battery’s horses and cannon on
Germans: “1say dam [j/c] the Dutch!” French-American Colonel Regis DeTrobriand
probably best summed up the general mood in the rest of the army: “The Eleventh
Corps was the object ofa general hue and cry, nobody stopping to ask if there were not
some extenuating circumstances.™

Anglo-Americans in the Army of the Potomac and at home strongly blamed the
German-born element of the Eleventh Corps for the Union defeat at Chancellorsville
in May 1863. In so doing, they found an easy scapegoat and an excuse with which to
ease their consciences. With an identifiable foreign element upon which they could pin
the badge of disgrace, the morale of the Anglo-American soldiers in the army and their
loved ones at home would quickly recover. That o f German-Americans, both in and out
of the army, would not.’
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The events of 2 May 1863 that created this “general hue and cry” against the
Germans of the Eleventh Corps are important in a purely military sense because they
influenced the course of the battle and its operational aftershocks. Other historians
have dealt with this aspect of Chancellorsville, however fleetingly, and a detailed
recounting of the actions of the German regiments in the Corps would provide
little that challenges their interpretations, most of which do exonerate the military
performance of the Germans. Yet the social and psychological re.sults of the battle
for the German-Americans of the North have remained relatively unexplored, and
are even more interesting and significant. How did German immigrants react to the
nativist backlash following Chancellorsville, and how did it alter their ethnic identity?
How did it affect their thinking regarding assimilation? This essay grapples with the.se
primary questions. It also provides a glimpse into how German-America remembered
the Civil War as a whole, and contends that, at least partly because ofthe prejudice they
encountered during the conflict, German immigrants tended to recollect it as Germans
first and Americans second. Thi.s, it might be argued, calls into question the idea of the



Civil War as a catalyst for Americanization, a theory once popular among Civil War
and ethnic scholars, but one increasingly challenged by research in original German-
language records.

Historians have been quick to characterize the nature of the rout of the Eleventh
Corps at Chancellorsville and have even spilled considerable ink on the reactions of
non-Germans to the defeat. How the Germans responded to their critics, however, has
gone almost completely undocumented. As the ones deemed the guilty party in the
affair—let alone as the country’ largest ethnic group—the opinions, statements, and
public actions ofthe North's German-Americans should have been analyzed before, but
even the best known historical defender ofthe Germans, Augustus Hamlin, never really
delved into the aftermath of Chancellorsville. Instead, he focused on the performance of
the German regiments during the battle, accurately concluding that they had fought as
well as could be expected under the circumstances, and, in many instances, had fought
with courage. Likewise, the self-appointed chronicler of German-America in the Civil
War, Wilhelm Kaufmann, surprisingly failed to mention anythingsubstantial about what
happened afterwards in his fileopietistic 1911 history. Ella Lonn, long considered “the
source” for information on ethnics in the war, spent very little time indeed on German
reactions to the nativistic backlash in her 1951 study, characterizing them instead with
sweeping generalizations. More recently, William Burton, in his analysis of the North’s
ethnic regiments, limited his discussion ofthe battle to a page and said nothing about the
resulting fallout. The two most re.spected modern historians ofthe battle, Stephen Sears
and Ernest Furgurson, also leave us in the dark regarding German-American reactions.
Only Wolfgang Helbich and Walter Kamphoefner, in their collection of edited Civil
War letters and in one very recent article, touch upon the fact that Chancellorsville was
a major event for the nation’s German-born citizens. Yet their analysis ofthe meaning of
the battle is nece.ssarily limited by the scopes of their studies.*

In May 1863 the Eleventh Corps was identified by both German and non-German
soldiers and civilians as “the German Corps” of the Army ofthe Potomac. Even though
only a little more than 50 percent of the corps was ethnically Teutonic, public attacks
against it in the press were viewed as attacks against the Germans. Nearly all of Ludwig
Blenker’s earlier “German Division” had been absorbed into the command, and Franz
Sigcl, symbol of German-America, had led its precursor, the First Corps of Pope’s Army
of Virginia, in the .summer of 1862. Sigel had then actually commanded the corps for
several months before his resignation in February 1863, and Carl Schurz, that other
highly visible spokesman for the Germans, served as its next leader before Oliver Otis
Howard, a Westpoint-trained, teetotaling, and evangelizing New Englander, took
over. Most of the ncwly-rai.sed German regiments of 1862 from both the East and the
Midwest had been assigned to the corps, such as the much publicized 26th Wisconsin,
82nd lllinois, and 119th New York. Taken together, these actions ingrained in the
northern public’s p.syche the idea that the Eleventh Corps was a German organization.
Colonel Patrick R. Guiney of the 9th Massachusetts wrote on 7 May 1863, “we would
have gained a great victory were it not for the cowardice ofthe 11th Corps—a German
corps which was formerly commanded by Sigel but now by Howard of Maine. The
Dutch Corps ran.” Even Second Lieutenant Oscar D. Ladley of the 75th Ohio, an
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Anglo-American regiment attached to the Eleventh Corps, remarked that “the 11th
Corps is composed principally of New York dutch.” The famous poet William Cullen
Bryant also described the Eleventh Corps as an ethnic command. Writing to President
Abraham Lincoln about the chances ofrestoring Sigel to command ofthe Corps, Bryant
claimed “it [the Eleventh Corps] iscomposed of German soldiering....™

It was with this sort of mindset that both the northern Anglo- and German-
American populations waited anxiously for reports from the Virginia wilderness in the
spring of 1863. When news broke of the defeat at Chancellorsville and the Eleventh
Corps received the blame, most in the North automatically thought of the Germans.

“The Spirit of This Corps Is Broken”

Major General Oliver O. Howard never came close to admitting his culpability in
the disaster which befell his corps. In his official report, issued a week after the battle, he
blamed the rout of the Eleventh Corps on the density of the wilderness, which shielded
the enemy from detection, the ab,sence of his reserve brigade under Brigadier General
Francis Barlow when the Confederates attacked, and a poorly-defined “panic produced
by the enemy’s reverse fire.” He said nothing about the multitude of warnings he and
brigade commander Charles Devens received from various scouts, nor a word about
the valor of his troops. A few officers received some credit, such as Captain Dilger of
the First Ohio Light Artillery, and Howard vaguely admitted that “a part of General
Schimmelfennig’s and a part of [Colonel] Krzyzanowski’s brigades moved gradually
back to the north of the Plank Road and kept up their fire.” Absolutely nothing
addressed the specious accusations directed towards his men. On 10 May he issued a
General Order obviously meant to uplift the spirits of his troops, but the timing of this
dispatch, as well as the tone that it adopted, could not have inspired many at all:

As your commanding general, | cannot fail to notice a feeling of depression
on the part of a portion of this corps. Some obloquy has been cast upon us
on account of the affair of Saturday, May 2. | believe that such a disaster
might have happened to any other corps of this army, and do not distrust my
command. Every officer who failed to do his duty by not keeping his men
together, and not rallying them when broken, is conscious of it, and must
profit from the past."

Howard clearly failed to understand that his German soldiers did believe they “rallied”
and fought, and did not blame themselves or their regimental officers, but were
crestfallen by the aspersions cast upon them by the Anglo-American press and the rest
ofthe army. He was completely misguided in gauging the feelings of the Germans under
his command at the time, and only worsened his plummeting reputation with them by
issuing two unpopular orders. The first, dated 12 May, demanded the wearing of the
crescent badge on all caps (many ofwhich no longer bore them). By itself, this order was
harmless. Following it, however, came the infamous ban on lager beer for all enlisted
men.’

This order created incredible di.ssatisfaction. Practically every major German-
language newspaper reported it and the soldiers reactions. A private in the 26th
WLsconsin wrote a letter back home that was prominently reprinted in nearly all the



major papers: “We have become Temperance men against our will,” he complained. “The
beer is gone forever, “and now itsall water-drinking for us... This General Howard is a
pure Puritan, who not once will find an order good enough to sign on Sunday. Honestly
aworse exchange the 11th Corps could not have made. Tfwe only still had our Sigel!” is
the correct and universal complaint.” The Philadelphia FreiePresse claimed that the 11th
Corps was now “completely demoralized.” Captain Howell ofthe 153d Pennsylvania, a
regiment that suffered relatively few losses in the fighting on 2 May, was still not upbeat
when he wrote his wife on 10 May that “our last movement did not amount to much
and our 11th corp has to bear all the blame ... | .suppose it will be investigated and the
blame be putt [r/c] where it belongs.”"”

Howell was mild in his description of the despondency that descended over the
Germans of the Eleventh Corps. Soldiers in other regiments, cvspecially those that had
fought hard and suffered heavy losses, were far more crestfallen. Adam Muenzenberger
of the 26th Wisconsin wrote of his regiments return to its old camp at Brooke’s Station:
“When we reached our camp again, and pitched our tents, we saw only misery. One-
third of the tents in the camp were empty. And why? Because those who h.id occupied
them were no more. Where are they? Dead! In the ho.spitals. Captured by the rebels.
That is the worst thing that could happen to a regiment that was once so excellent.”
Muenzenberger’s comrade, Frederick Winkler, declared on 7 May that “the army, at
least our corps, is demoralized; officers talk of resigning and a spirit of depression and
lack of confidence manife.sts itself everywhere; this may be, and | hope is, transitory.”
The depth of the demoralization would improve as the men of the 26th and other hard-
fighting regiments came to terms with their losses and put time between themselves and
the events of 2 May, but it would not vanish because of the prejudicial criticisms lodged
against the Germans from within and without the army. Large numbers of officers from
the German regiments resigned and asked for leaves o fab.scnce after the battle, beginning
just days afterward and continuing through earlyJune. These actions were not simply the
result oflosing so many comrades—they had to do with indignance. Officers in the 26th
Wisconsin resigned wholesale, but found their resignations unaccepted. In the 119th
New York, four company-grade officers resigned and six received a leave of absence. In
the 58th New York, the major and three lieutenants tendered their resignations and four
other officers went on leave. The 82nd lllinois lost five officers who requested transfers
out ofthe Army ofthe Potomac and four more resigned, whereas the lieutenant colonel,
a captain, and four lieutenants resigned in the 68th New York."

Colonel William H.Jacobs ofthe 26th Wisconsin went home on a leave o fab.scnce
but then wrote to his division commander, Carl Schurz, a.sking to resign. Schurz was
adamant in his response. “Whoever fights for a great cau,se has to consider that one’s
steadfastness will be crucially tested,” he wrote, continuing, “Whoever does not pass
the test has no right to claim manliness.” He chided Jacobs for wanting to resign now,
arguing that “to do such a move after a defeat and to give ‘reluctance’ as the reason
for doing so” would prove to the Germans’ critics that they were right. “Even the most
disheartened ofyour men thinks more manly,” he said, admitting that “the spirit o fyour
men is definitely better than at the time you left.” Apparently,Jacobs wanted to resign as
an example of how to counter false charges of cowardice. Schurz was quick to deny the
request. “I cannot allow that a colonel serves his men as an example ofdemoralization.”
Jacobs ended up staying with his regiment, but the numbers of requests for leave
from other officers became so unmanageable that on 27 May Howard issued an order
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explaining that no further leaves ofabsence would be granted except for medical reasons
and “special circumstances.”"”

By mid-June the demoralization of the majority of the German officers in the
Eleventh Corps continued unabated. The Pittsburgh Freiheitsfreundprinted aletter from
a correspondent who visited the camp of the corps. He claimed that a “comprehensive
bittcrne.ss against Howard is evident that borders on insubordination—as expected,
morale is quite depres.sed, especially among the officers, who without exception feel
offended and outraged in the aftermath of the strenuous denunciations from the
American press.” However, the mood among the troops “is much improved than after
the infamous affair at Chancellorsville.” Music had re-entered the lives of the German
rank and file and raised their spirits. “Lusty singing” could be heard at night in the
camp of the 82nd lllinois, and even more so in the 26th Wisconsin. A letter from an
officer in the 82nd to Colonel Friedrich Hecker, recovering in a hospital from his battle
wound, supported the correspondent’s story. “The change of camp has made a good
impression on the men,” he wrote. “Instead of living in the middle of many abandoned
and empty huts of the old camp which, of course, makes us reflect on the fate of our
former comrades, we now live on a beautiful vacant hill.” The enlisted men of the 27th
Pennsylvania afso had regained much of their morale, but still complained about “dirty
Virginia water” and the loss of “cognacs, brandies, etc. to higher authorities” who
confi.scated them."”

Despite the improved morale among the men of some of the German regiments
as early as mid-May, an ongoing mood of depression still lingered, and Carl Schurz
correctly ascertained that the reason lay in the inability of the German soldiers to feel
vindicated. Their honor had been badly impugned, their ethnicity lampooned, and,
indeed, their status as men questioned by the torrent of invective ushering from Anglo-
Americans. As long as the affronting allegations from the English-language press and
the non-Germans of the army went publicly unrepudiated, the German soldiers would
continue to feel despondent and, he feared, be unreliable troops. Singled out for blame
for the defeat in certain newspapers, Schurz also keenly felt the sting of nativism and
embarked on a month-long letter-writing campaign seeking justice for both himselfand
his fellow Germans.

No official investigation was ever launched into the disaster at Chancellorsville,
and that bothered Schurz to no end."™ As early as 7 May he began to bombard Howard,
Hooker, and Secretary of War Edwin Stanton with continual protests about the
treatment he and his men were receiving in the press and the army, and requests to
publish the “truth” about what had happened.

On 12 May Schurz wrote a nineteen-paged report (the bulk of which would later
become his official report in the Official Records) to Howard discussing in detail the
actions of his Third Division during the entire campaign, offering substantial evidence
that he and his troops fought as well as they could have. The majority of the report
covered the deployment and action of the various regiments under Schurzs command
(most of which were ethnically German), and carefully explained the generals own
whereabouts and decision-making on 2 May. But in the last two pages the general
wrote frankly about his growing exasperation with the nativist press coverage and
concern about his men’s state of morale; “In closing this report | beg leave to make one
additional remark. The 11th Corps, and by error or malice especially the 3d Division,
have been held up to the whole country as a band of cowards. My division has been
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made responsible for the defeat of the 11th Corps and the 11th Corps for the failure
of the campaign.” There was the crux of the whole issue—Schurz clearly expressed the
truth of the situation facing himselfand his fellow Germans, and knew it, pressing his
point further: “Preposterous as this is yet we have been overwhelmed by the Army and
the Press with abuse and insult beyond measure. We have borne as much as human
nature can endure.” Here was another very pointed, and very accurate statement. Schurz
was aware that the odium now attached to his corps and especially his division was
emanating both from the rest of the army and the Anglo-American press. And he and
his men could not take any more of it without serious ramifications. “These men are no
cowards. 1have seen most of them fight before this, and they fought as bravely as any,”
the German declared.

Howard would not allow Schurz to publish his report, most likely because the
corps commander did not want to be upstaged—or implicated. So Schurz did what
any disgruntled subordinate would do in the same situation; he went over his .superiors
head. Schurz went to see Army Commander Joseph Hooker sometime between 12
and 15 May and asked permission to make the report public. Hooker said he had “no
authority” to permit its publication, but that the Secretary of War, Edwin Stanton,
might allow it.

Despite this less than favorable meeting with Hooker, Schurz nonetheless wrote
him on 17 May, again asking for the army commander’ blessing, this time in the form
of an endorsement when the request to Stanton was officially passed back to Hooker
for his approval. Schurz prophesied that “the battle of Chanccllorsville is not a thing,
that happened yesterday in order to be forgotten tomorrow. It will fill a prominent
page in the history of this Republic, on which every incident and the conduct of every
commander and every command ought to be presented in their true light. This, you will
admit, is no matter of small moment.” Then he touched upon a more emotional note,
just as he had with Howard:

You may believe me. General, when 1say that the spirit of this corps is broken,
and something must be done to revive it, or the corps will lose its efficiency.
Too much humiliation destroys the morale ofmen... The bad effect produced
upon the men by the sad occurrences of the 2nd May and of the obloquy to
which we have been and still are subjected, will be in some measure obliterated
by a fair and complete exposition before the country of the real facts in the
case___ Every private in this command knows and appreciates them as well,
that it would be looked upon as the grossest injustice, if they were ignored
in official publications. Permit me to suggest that it would have an excellent
effect upon the troops ifyou in your report would notice those whose conduct
on that occasion would justly entitle them to credit or at least to an exemption
from blame and reproach.

Schurz ended his starkly-written letter by asking again for the publication of his report,
apologizing if anything in it “might seem objectionable,” and claiming that it only
purported “to protect the honor of those, whose past career and whose conduct on
this sad occasion de.serve regard.” If Stanton did not grant his request, Schurz .spared
no words about his next action: “I should [then] find myself under the disagreeable
necessity ofasking for a court of inquiry.”*
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In the end, Sehurz never was permitted to publish his detailed report nor granted a
court ofenquiry. Its official publication would have too easily exonerated the Germans
and by fiat indicted Howard and Hooker for the disaster on 2 May. The Anglo-American
high command could not allow that.

Those who had witnes.sed Schurz’s performance at Chancellorsville never doubted
his personal courage. Howard him.self published letters in both the Anglo-American
and German-language pre.ss refuting the allegations that Sehurz had led his men in
running away, and Friedrich Hecker, recovering in Washington from his wound, wrote
that Sehurz led the regiments in the retreat to good defensive positions”and “stood like
aman in the rain of bullets and did his duty as soldier and general.” But these protests
to the contrary could not begin to remove the stain of cowardice that had by now so
embedded itself in the Anglo-American publics image of Sehurz and his Germans. “I
fights mit Sigel und runs mit Sehurz” became the snide taunt in and out of the army.”

The outrage Sehurz forced himself to stifle, however unhappily, exploded in his
subordinate. Brigadier General Alexander Schimmelfennig. Schimmelfennig had been
in the thick of the fight on 2 May, rallying his brigade from the double blow of the
fleeing refugees from Devens’ First Division—who crashed into the forming ranks of
their comrades of the Third Division—and the rebel onsLaught, and had a.ssisted Sehurz
in reorganizing much of the division for a .stand near the Wilderness Church. Thanks
to timely reports from various scouts, Schimmelfennig had expected the Confederate
flank attack and witnessed firsthand the courage of the German soldiers under the
difficult conditions in which they fought. Colonel Hecker wrote in his letter that
Schimmelfennig had been “in the middle of his troops and did his utmost.” It had not
been enough, however, and Schimmelfennig was .so depressed after the battle that he
remained alone in his tent for days, refusing to talk to anyone, even his favorite aide, the
German nobleman Baron Otto von Fritsch."

One day Fritsch “scratched on his tent,” entered, and confronted Schimmelfennig
with the bad news being printed in the northern press. ‘Just what | expected,” the
General said. “Bring me all the papers tomorrow,” he told Fritsch, and commenced
to read them aloud in his tent one night, adding several expletives in German as he
progressed. He rode to .see Sehurz, then Howatd, lambasted them with his invective,
and then assembled his staff and proceeded to defame the northern press, Howard,
Hooker, and their staff officers. “It was an astonishingly good oratorical effort,” von
Fritsch wrote. Schimmelfennig then followed up his .speech with a scathing official
report on 10 May to his immediate superior, Sehurz, which more than any other extant
letter or report clearly explained the Germans’ sense of betrayal.”

General, the officers and men of this brigade of your division, filled with
indignation, come to me, with newspapers in their hand.s, and ask if such
be the rewards they may expect for the sufferings they have endured and the
bravery they have displayed .... It would .seem a nest ofvipers had but waited
for an auspicious moment to spit out their poisonous slanders upon this
heretofore honored corps.

Schimmelfennig continued, stating that the accusations in the northern press
were bad enough, but could be singly dealt with, as they were “but emanations from
the prurient imaginations of those who would live by dipping their pens in the blood
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of the slain.” However, the official dispatches and letters leaked to the public “dated
‘headquarters of General Hooker,” and signed by responsible names,” compounded the
problem immensely. A detailed account of his brigade’s performance at Chanccllorsville
followed, and then Schimmelfennig added a concluding paragraph:

General, I am an old soldier. To this hour | have been proud to command the
brave men ofthis brigade; but | am sure that unless these infamous falsehoods
be retracted and reparations made, their good-will and soldierly spirit will be
broken, and I shall no longer be at the head of the same brave men whom | have
had heretofore the honor to lead. In the name of truth and common honesty;
in the name of the good cause of our country, | ask, therefore, for satisfaction.
Ifour superior officers be not sufficiently in possession of the facts, | demand
an investigation; if they are, | demand that the miserable penny-a-liners who
have slandered the division be excluded, by a public order, from our lines, and
that the names of the originators of these slanders be made known to me and
my brigade, that they may be held re.sponsible for their acts.”°

Schimmelfennig felt a lot more than depression as he wrote these lines. His
language reveals a .sense o f betrayal, and no doubt this reflected the mood of his troops.
Like Schurz, he cried out for justice for his men. Although his report was filed early and
the mood of at least some of the German rank and file of the Eleventh Corps would
recover in the weeks ahead, Schimmelfennig probably represented the overall feeling
extant in the corps during May 1863. It was not one that boded good things for the
future. There was only one possible way to help heal the pain until another battle came
along: turn inward, internalize, and seek solace and vindication among other Germans.
The German-language press would prove mightily useful in this regard, even though it
did little to change the attitudes of Anglo-Americans by virtue of its foreign language.

“For the Idiocy ofthe Commanding Generals the Poor Corps Must Take the Fall”

The German-American press, normally bitterly divided by partisan and regional
differences, united on the subject of Ch;mcellorsville. Newspapers in both the eastern
and western theatres of operation expressed outrage at the depictions of the Eleventh
Corps and its German soldiers in the Anglo-American press and quickly attempted to
disprove the allegations, defend the courage of the soldiers, and place the blame for
the defeat where it supposedly belonged. Subtle differences in what was reported, the
tone of the editorials, and the breadth of coverage were evident among the papers, and
were due in part to the political and geographic diversity of the German-American
communities from which they hailed, but an unmistakable sense of ethnic solidarity
shone forth in the months after the battle. The German immigrants of the Civil War-era
would never unify, and the editors of the major newspapers were partly responsible for
that, but the outrage over Chancellorsville .and the resulting nativistic attacks brought
them closer together than they had ever been before.

As the Eleventh Corps retreated northward with the rest of the Army of the
Potomac and rcoccupied its old camps, the officers of the German regiments found
time to dispatch lists o f the dead, wounded, and missing to the major German-language
newspapers. These lists appeared side by side with the early editorials reporting the first
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nativist attacks lodged against the Germans. The irony was not lost on the German
editors. One of the first themes they argued, and one which was lost on the Anglo-
American newspapers, was the fact that the numbers of dead and wounded throughout
the Cierman regiments indicated that some of them, at the very least, held their ground
and fought. There was no way they all could have run or they would not have suffered
such casualties. As the Pittsburgh Freiheitsfreund maintained, “the dead and wounded
of the late battle show they (the German regiments) did not fall back without a fight.”
Of course, the Germans lost hundreds as prisoners, but the sacrifice in blood clearly
evident from the published casualty lists made allegations o f German cowardice appear
blind, untruthful, and disrespectful to the German dead.™

Itstruck many German-Americansase.specially ungrateful that the English-language
papers would so quickly and enthusiastically blame the Germans for the Chancellorsville
defeat when they had more than proved their mettle earlier and elsewhere in the war.
Editor Friedrich Thomas of the Philadelphia Freie Presse recounted the martial deeds
of German soldiers up to Chancellorsville, observing that “the German names which
.ippear in the ‘dead and wounded’ lists of every major battle of this war show how
bravely their namesakes fought .... Have we not .sent able generals and a hundred
thousand German soldiers into the field?” The Germans had fought well on numerous
fields before and including Chancellorsville, and their spilled blood alone should
have silenced any rumors of cowardice. The Louisville Anzeiger, Milwaukee Seebote,
and Highland, Illinois Highland Rote all agreed. Regardless of partisan affiliation or
geographic location, however, it would take more than the recounting of past valor for
the editors to refute the criticisms lodged against the Germans.

Many editors tried to prove to their readers that the reports in the Anglo-American
press were false, that the accusations of cowardice were founded on pure fantasy, and that
the Clerman regiments had fought as well as could be expected under the circumstances.
They u.sed all manner of official reports, letters from soldiers in the field, and even
concocted evidence in their editorials—anything that could be construed as excusing
the German .soldiers from the calumnies heaped upon them. A sense of desperation
pervaded some of these stories, whereas others were straightforward and reported the
facts as truthfully as possible. On 12 May the Philadelphia Demokrat printed in full
a letter from Adolph von Steinwehr, who commanded the Eleventh Corps’ Second
Division. Steinwehr’s letter explained the dispositions of his division on 2 May, praised
the stand of Colonel Adolphus Buschbcck’s brigade (composed of over 50% German
soldiery), and attempted to exonerate at least his portion of the corps from criticism.
It was reprinted by many newspapers after the Demokrat's initial publication. “Despite
their limited strength, [the second brigade] most decisively resisted the enemy,” von
Steinwehr wrote. “Colonel Buschbeck showed such an extraordinary bravery and
prudence that he can rightfully claim the thanks of the government.” The Cincinnati
Wdchentlicher Volksfieund expressed relief that some of the truth had finally come
out, stating that von Steinwehr’s letter “fulfills our expectation, that our view will be
substantiated through further news." In Illinois, the wounded Friedrich Hecker and his
82nd Illinois were singled out for prai.se by the Belleviller-Z eitung for displaying “great
bravery” and suffering heavy lo.sses, indicating that Illinois Germans had nothing to fear
from nativist accusations.™

Lieutenant Colonel Louis Schirmer, Chief of Artillery for the Eleventh Corps,
also wrote a letter defending the role of the corps artillery on 2 May. The New York
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City German-language press picked up his report and extolled it as evidence that their
soldiers had fought well at Chancellorsville. The batteries of Captains Michael Wiedrich
and Hubert Dilger retreated only at the last possible moments, Schirmer claimed, and
conducted their retreats well. “These captains then repeatedly took position with their
batteries and directed a fearful destruction on the ranks of the storming rebels.” At one
point in the battle, “18 guns fired uninterruptedly and attempted to halt the advancing
masses of the enemy, which they partially did,” but the deadly holes in the grey ranks
were repeatedly filled, and the infantry defending the artillery was forced to retreat.
The artillery then had to withdraw, Schirmer explained. In closing, the artillery chief
observed that “the artillery comported itself bravely and damaged the enemy’s ranks so
severely that they arc completely shattered. The battlefield was bedecked with dead and
wounded rebels and this compensates our losses.” In a final stab at those who belittled
the Eleventh Corps, Schirmer added, “that the Eleventh Corps fell back is not due to
the men, but instead to their deployment and the lack of decisiveness ofcertain officers
of high rank.”™

Franz Sigel’s absence at Chancellorsville became one of the favorite whipping boys
for the German-language press. Again, this theme was universal among the newspapers
regardle,ss of political affiliation and geographic location, and kept being offered as a
reason for the German soldiers’ less than stellar performance. Ironically, however, by so
doing the editors unconsciously gave a sort of tacit acknowledgment that the Eleventh
Corps could have fought better. And there was certainly no guarantee that an Eleventh
Corps led by Sigel would have succeeded where Howard failed, although it is likely that
Sigel would have paid more attention to reports from German scouts who di.scovered
Jackson’s flank march. At the time, German-Americans focu.sed on what could have
been as a salve for what actually occurred.

Philadelphia Germans were told emphatically that Sigels presence at
Chancellorsville would have changed events for the better. The Freie Presse argued on

7 May that

had General Sigel not arrived at his unlucky decision to relinquish the
command ofthe 11th Corps, had this seasoned and beloved leader still stood
at the peak of the German division, the scenes which the Know-Nothingism
is now using to resurrect the almost-dead hate against the Germans would
certainly not have occurred.That is the conviction of the majority of the
Germans.M

The FlighlandBote agreed that Sigel’s absence created the defeat, which in turn spawned
the resurge of nativism. The “bigots, witch-burners, temperance men, and Know-
Nothings that hate the German population from the bottom of their soul” had been
silenced up to this point in the war because the Germans “had sent equal, if not better
officers and soldiers as the Americans” into the service. But now the Germans’ enemies
had “their much wished-for opportunity to attack the ‘cowardly Dutchmen.” The
editor bemoaned the lost Sigel, but wondered “what kind of .spectacle would have been
made” if the Eleventh Corps had still retreated under his command. “The old German-
haters are and remain still German-haters!” The Pittsburgh Freiheitsfreundclaimed that
the end result of the disaster at Chancellorsville should be the reinstatement of Sigel—
"The Stonewall Jackson of the North”—at the head of his German troops. Under
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the leadership ol Sigel once again, the Eleventh Corps might soon avenge the attacks
against its honor. More ominously, the New York Criminalzeitung und Belletristisches
Jourriitl remarked that it isstill in question whether “the old [German] regiments will
tJuickly reorganize without Sigel in charge ofthe corps. “The situation will probably be
strongly helped if Sigel once again takes over the 11th Corps.”™"

Private Ernst Damkoehler of the 26th Wisconsin combined both the “numbers
of casualties argument with the yearning for Sigel, and added elements ofyet another
major German-Americ.an defensive argument when he wrote his wife about the battle:
“The number of dead and wounded are sure evidence how the Regiment stood up and
even though the whole Corps which had covered the retreat last summer at Bull Run
under Sigel and saved the whole army from being imprisoned, and lost its good name
through the stupidity of a General, Howard, the regiment is well respected.” Whether
Damkoehler really checked to find out others’ opinions ofthe 26th is unknown, but it is
probable he was beingoptimistic in his asse.s.sment ofhis regiment’s post-Chancellorsville
reputation among non-Germans. Nonetheless, he did .speak for the vast majority of
northern Germans in his criticism of Howard. That criticism would become one of the
keystones of the German-language press’s re.sponse to Chancellorsville.'

The Philadelphia Freie Presse printed a letter from an indignant soldier of the
74th Penn.sylvania on 18 May that solidly put the onus of the disaster on the non-
Geman commanders of the Eleventh Corps. “Whoever had the bad luck to blame the
11th Corps the new.spapers will make blush with shame and compare with our point
of view. We soldiers know that it is the fault of Corps commander Howard and then
First Division commander Devens. The first division was poorly deployed, therefore
completely misaligned [for the coming attack] and broke up our division [Third] in its
flight.” A visitor to the camps ofthe German regiments in the week after Chancellonsville
wrote in his diary that the men told him, “’We will again be sacrificed in the next battle
because ol the incompetence of the native generals,” and complained that Howard
believed in winning battles “with pnayers and bible-reading." Louis Schleiter of the
74th joined in the attack on the corps commander, claiming that he not only failed
to heed warnings from his staff about the impending Confederate attack, refused Carl
Schurz’s request to realign his division in expectation ofit, and generally “proved utterly
incompetent in his duties,”but also di.splayed notable cowardice. Witnessing the disorder
of Schimmeltennig’s brigade as fleeing elements from the First Division slammed into
it, Howard reportedly yelled, “Stand, boys, and do not disgrace me entirely!” and then
wheeled his horse and galloped to the rear. The Milwaukee Herald, operating on reports
from its field correspondent, stated the issue quite plainly: “The main person to blame
is the commander of the 11th Corps, General Howard.™*

The Pittsburger Dernokrat agreed: “For the idiocy of the commanding generals
the poor Corps must now take the fall. Hooker and especially General Howard are at
fault. Bt)th received several reports that the enemy had marched to our right flank and
concentrated there great masses of troops, but nothing was done, we stayed where we
were, even our reserve artillery was not once brought into position. It remains just like
the old song, ‘What matters the lion’s courage of the soldier, with Generals that arc
not worth a shot of gunpowder—and yet they would have been worth that.”” Sergeant
Karl Wickesberg of the 26th Wisconsin spared even fewer words condemning the corps
commander. “In time the truth will come out,” he wrote bitterly, “It was all General
Howard’s fault. General Schurz was going to give us reinforcements and give us some
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cannons to help us. But that coward, | cannot call him by another name, said he was
going to try it first with what we have here. He is a Yankee, and that is why he wanted to
have us slaughtered, because most of us are Germans. He better not come into the thick
ofbattle a second time, then he won't escape.””

The German-Americans of the North were outraged at being made the scapegoats
of the Chancellorsville campaign. They and their friends, sons, brothers, and relatives
had spilled ample blood in defense of the Union, and instead of receiving sympathy for
their sacrifices, got back the equivalent of a spit in the face. Their favorite leader, Franz
Sigel, had not been permitted to be with them, and Germans maintained that had he
been in command of the Eleventh Corps the battle would have ended differently. The
editorials which appeared in the German-language newspapers, as well as the contents
of private letters, argued that the Germans had indeed fought as well as possible and
not all run like cowards. Most importantly, northern Germans united in condemning
the resurge of nativism which was displayed by the Anglo-American press, and roundly
blamed Howard and the non-German leadership ofthe Eleventh Corps for the debacle.
The Germans were defending themselves from the nativistic prejudice that they
perceived had been resurrected by the Chancellorsville defeat. As they continued to do
so, they grew more and more indignant and increasingly affronted. By the time of the
Gettysburg campaign, the North’s German-American citizens were .so affected by this
perception that they strongly questioned their place as an ethnic group within greater
American society.

“Let Us Organize in Defence of our Common Honor”

The post-Chancellorsville nativism prompted the Germans of the North, at lcast
in the East, to temporarily halt on the road to Americanization, more aware than ever
oftheir own ethnicity and girded by an irrepressible resolve to defend it. The war would
drag onward, Germans from around the country would continue to support the Union
in the field and at home, and would ultimately amalgamate with the greater American
population. But they would do so on their own terms and in their own time, because
to rashly assimilate now meant to accept all the negative qualities of Anglo-Americans
that had been made so apparent by the aftermath of Chancellorsville. Many began to
ask them.selves what, exactly, becoming an American would garner them if Americans
were themselves so bigoted. Germans’ enthusiasm for the war—and consequently for
Americanization—was irrevocably altered.

The Chicago lllinois Staatszeitung was unabashed in expounding the issue of
ethnic prejudice at hand. Its 7 May issue clearly blamed New York Times correspondent
L. L. Crounsc for slandering the Germans and instigating ethnic tensions out of
Republican zeal. “ The corre,spondent of the N. Y. Times looks to create the impression
in his nativistic, abolitionistic perfidy and rage as if the German sections of the Corps
performed especially bad, and the American ones rather well.” Another Democratic
German paper, the Cincinnati Wdchentlicher Volksfreund, attacked the Know-Nothing
rhetoric of both the Times and the New-York Tribune, claiming that “the Republican
Party is transforming with amazing alacrity into a pure Know-Nothing Party.” Yet the
fact that these New York papers and their correspondents were Republican was only a
small part of the problem.™

Since the Anglo-American journalists had made such a stark and negative
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distinction between Americans and Germans, the editors of the Chicago Illinois
Staatszeitung and Pittsburgh Demokrat followed their lead, specifically referring to
the American parts of the Eleventh Corps, the “American officers and men” of the
Army of the Potomac, and the “American newspapers” that attacked the Germans. They
unetjuivocally intended their readers to sec the clear-cut difference between Americans
and Germans. They also did not classify German-.speakers as German-Americans, or, as
Teddy Roo.scvelt would later put it, “hyphenated Americans”: rather, the editors ofthese
two important ncw.spapers considered them Germans and those who spoke English as
Americans. These certainly were not the words of men who wanted their readers to
become any more American than they already were. If the Americans so despised us
now, the editorials insinuated, why bother becoming more like them? Additionally, the
Americans, by sinking so low as to falsely accuse German soldiers of single-handedly
losing the battle of Chancellorsville, and by flinging ethnic epithets, had proven ju.st
how vulgar they really were. The Germans, editor Georg Ripper of the Demokrat
claimed, would not follow such a ba.se example. “We will not imitate the evil example of
the Times corre.spondent, we make no malicious differences between the nationalities;
the above parallels clearly show how groundless overall and stupid it is to make the
Germans c.specially rc.sponsiblc for the sorry shame of the Eleventh Corps of the Army
ofthe Potomac.™

Other German papers agreed with the Staatszeitung and the Demokrat. The
Republican Cleveland Wiichteram Erie called the preoccupation ofthe Anglo-American
press with purported German cowardice “stinking nativism.” The Republican Pittsburgh
Freiheitsfreund, arch-rival of Rippers organ, echoed his words in its 9 May editorial,
attacking the “stupidity ofthe N. Y. Times correspondent for reactivating nativism” and
blaming the other Anglo-American newspapers for reprinting the Times version of the
battle verbatim. The Philadelphia/e>«cTressf reprinted Carl Schurz’ official complaints
and requests for a court of inquiry on 12 May, in order to clear his name and take a stab
“at the insidious traitor’ band in the North,” who were “overjoyed at the opportunity
to blame Gen. Schurz for incompetence and even cowardliness.” Thus it appeared that
the accusers of the Germans were now portrayed not only as prejudiced liars, but also
deadly enemies to the country.”"’

Speaking for all northern Germans, the Freie Presse is,sued a warning to its readers
and German-Americans in general on 29 May. The anti-German attacks in the Anglo-
American press had not abated, the morale of German soldiers in the Eleventh Corps
had bottomed-out, and “what did it all mean?” editor Thomas asked. “Is it stupidity or
cunning calculation ?Why now are only the Germans singled out ?” Waxing sarcastic, he
continued, “do they wish that the Germans in our armies are forced home, in order to
weaken the courage ofour arms? What is it then?™

The editor then suggested what he believed was the true motivation behind
American nativist attacks: the German language. Emphasizing, like Georg Ripper of
the Pittshurger Demokrat, the differences between Germans and Americans by clearly
terming those who read German papers as German and those who did not as American,
Thomas claimed the actual “separateness” of the German language made Germans
everywhere appear completely unlike “Americans” as well as incomprehensible to them.
So long as the German press existed, Americans would never understand the Germans,
because “the Americans don’t understand German; moreover, they alsodon’t know what
the Germans want, and it really doesnt matter what is said, whether we remain quiet
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or whether we continue in a language that they cannot read. The German newspapers
are for the Americans so many empty sheets of paper.” Rhetorically asking what could
be done to help the situation, the editor threw up his hands in despair. The German
prc.sswould continue to print in German, and “hence the result is the same: because one
doesn't understand us, he mi.strusts, de.spises, and encroaches upon us. And that will
last as long as the Germans neglect to make them.selves understandable to Americans
through the press.” Thomas clearly believed the Germans were caught in a vicious circle,
one which .spawned nativist hate and misunderstanding. Ju.st as importantly, they were
unable, or unwilling, to leave the circle (i.e., the German language) behind became it
was integral to their ethnic identity.™

In some German-language newspapers, warnings began to appear in the editorial
sections about the nativist threat. Reports circulated that wounded Eleventh Corps
soldiers had been struck down in the streets of Wa.shington simply becau.se they were
Germans and therefore “cowards.” Fear that the temperance movement would gain
momentum from the recent Anglo-American criticism grew rife. Indeed, the old
nativists of the 1850s were frequently enmeshed with the temperance cause, so it was
easy in this atmosphere of anxiety and despair to link the two together. After reporting
an account of an anti-German editorial in a local American paper that accused Schurz’s
soldiers of being drunk at Chancellorsville, the Highland Bote of 22 May announced;

Germans Watch Out!

The Know-Nothings and Temperance men left us alone for a while because
they needed us Germans for voting and fighting. Now the humbug is back
again .... We must pay attention when [the local towns of] Lebanon and
Greenville already belong to the Temperance men; it is high time the local
German element unifies a little. Otherwise we will be spied upon, criticized,
and labeled “traitors” right and left, during which time the enemy of our race
(the Know-Nothings and Temperance men) will wait for an opportunity to
grind us under foot.”

Less than aweek later, on 4 June, the Philadelphia Freie Presse reported yet another
slander against Getmans. Word leaked out that the officers of the Anglo-American
25th, 55th, and 75th Ohio of McLean’s brigade in Deven.s's First Division wished their
regiments to be formally .separated from the rest ofthe Eleventh Corps and had put that
reque.st in writing. This action was not motivated from “mistrust of our commanding
general, but instead the unsoldierly character of the German troops with which we
have been forced to serve, and with whom we must undeservedly share the blame.”
Under the headline, “New Nativistic Attacks Against the German Volunteers,” the
editor responded, “We can scarcely hold this news to be true.” “Despite the energetic
prote.st” of the 107th Ohio, a predominantly German regiment which tefused to sign
the petition of the other Ohio regiments, “it appears the will of nativism got its way.
From Washington it is teported the German regiments will be detached from the 11th
Army Corps and attached to Hcintzelmann’s Corps.” If this exchange takes place as a
“punishment,” “without a military inve,stigation” of the performance of the Germans
in the last campaign, it would be seen by Germans as “a new, indeed egregious insult,
which atenacious nativism can hurl in the face of German honor.” The proposed transfer
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never occurred, but the readers of Thomas'’s paper had probably reached the limit of
their tolerance. It was time to quit refuting each new ethnic barb individually in each
newspaper, clinging to a forlorn hope that the prejudice would simply go away. The time
had come to organize formally against the American assault.*

In Washington, D.C., leading Germans from around the North, representing
various local German-American political societies, held a forum in late June to create
a blanket organization to coordinate and unify the efforts of the local groups. Many of
the delegates were minor forty-eighters and more than a few were federal bureaucrats
working in the capital. They believed that in order to address the virulent rebirth of
nativism, Germans needed to be nationally unified to meet the threat head-on. Only
through political unity could the Germans then exercise the necessary strength, as one,
distinct voting bloc, that would force the hand of any major political party espousing
anti-German philosophies. In this way, nativism could be contained and ultimately
defeated.

The delegates unanimously voted to form a pan-North American German National
Committee, which would be based in Washington, coordinate the political activities
of the local “chapters,” represent the national interests of Germans across the North,
and agitate to stifle the anti-German prejudice sweeping the country. “The need for a
German-American Organization is unquestionably before us,” declared chairman Dr.
C. F. Schmidt. “The ignominy, which was recently piled with lies and perfidy upon the
German regiments and their leaders in the 11th Army Corps, is a new stimulus for an
organization which alone promises us protection and power.” The official address of
the convention, signed by over thirty delegates, was reprinted in German newspapers
throughout the North, and included strong words of indignation towards the federal
government, the two political parties, the Union leagues, and especially the American
press. Yet the delegates claimed “we are far from the thought of wanting to build a
German-nativistic party. We wish as Germans to organize only on the grounds o fequality
and brotherhood as American citizens.” They even went so far as to extend the olive
branch to Anglo-Americans but insi.sted that all Germans must persevere to achieve the
goals of the national organization. E.spousing a political philosophy described as “the
radical middle,” the German leaders proclaimed “through a pan-German organization
we will raise ourselves at least to a balance of power in the decision-making process ofall
important political questions.””

On 2 June a great German-American rally was held in the Cooper Institute in
New York City specifically to denounce the charges made against the Germans in
the FTeventh Corps and to demand satisfaction from the Anglo-American press. It
was the largest assembly of Germans yet witnessed in the United States. Thousands,
primarily from the eastern states, attended, and the audience reflected the diversity of
the German-American population: old forty-eighters, filled with fiery indignance at the
stain on German honor, crippled German veterans who demanded justice for their dead
comrades, fearful widows who had lost their husbands in the war. Presided over by the
famous forty-eighter Friedtich Kapp, the rally was chaired by noted insurance mogul
Hugo Wesendonck and included .speeches by Brigadier General Leopold von Gilsa (of
the Eleventh Corps), Charles Goepp (another forty-eighter), and Kapp himself Those
present adopted nine re.solutions that defended the Germans of the Eleventh Corps,
explained the rout, thanked Germans soldiers for their prior service, blamed Howard,
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Hooker, and Hallcck for the disaster, asked for Sigel’s reinstatement, and lamented the
resurgence of nativism.

Wesendonck opened the meeting by saying “this meeting is no political
demonstration . ... It has been called and is supported by men of all parties, and is
emphatically a German demonstration.” Recounting many of the principal German-
American defensive arguments, he quickly turned to attacking the criticism of the
Anglo-American newspapers. “Never in my life have | felt so indignant,” Wesendonck
continued, “as when 1read these reports. Never has such a flood of insult been poured
upon brave .soldiers. Never have any reports contained more falsehoods and baser
calumnies.” Why did they continue, even “to this day,” he asked? “They are not meant
to disparage the German soldier only, they are aimed at the German population of the
United States generally, nay, they arc flung at the German nationality everywhere. It is
our duty to rebuke these columniators, and to hurl these slanders back into the teeth of
their fabricators.”

Pennsylvanian Charles Goepp then rose to accentuate the “national blunder” that
was made in accusing the Germans. The North needed them now more than ever, he
asserted. But since the b.attle of Chancellorsville, the time had come “to set forth our
estimate of the value ofour active adhesion to the Union cau.se.” In e,sscnce, the Germans
were necessary for northern victory. “Without one word of invidious comparison, we
do insist that the American people stand in need of the military knowledge of the
German immigrants. Without a tinge of bitterness we say, that they have not, by their
actions, manifested a sense of the full extent of that necessity.” Goepp then ended on an
ominous note:

So hasty has been the cry of slander against the German rank and file, that
the criminal shortcomings of the high officers have passed unnoticed, and
are likely to be repeated and repeated, until the command cea.ses to be useful
to the country .... Soldiers cannot fight under the conviction that they are
predestined to be the scapegoat of the imbecility of their commanders. If the
Eleventh Corps is left under this ban, it will be betrayed, and slaughtered, and
broken in engagement after engagement, until not a man of it will be left to
bear the designation of the “cowardly Dutchman.”®

Following Goepp, Friedrich Kapp took the stand to thunderous applause. “All we
ask is justice,” he proclaimed. “We desire to be no more, but we will be no less, than
Americans; we mean to be weighed in the scale of our actions and our merits. He
mentioned the slanders of the American press again, agreeing with his fellow speakers
that Germans would no longer endure sueh insults. Reiterating Goepps argument that
the Americans were blind to the martial attributes of the Germans, he continued, “But it
pains me still more to sec, even at this late day, the Americans are so entirely unaware of
the momentous sacrifices yet to be made” and still “are carried away by a paltry national
conceit” aimed at Germans. “If this ebullition of ill feeling were a crime only, it would
be of little use to protest against it. But it is worse, it is a blunder. It must inevitably chill
the enthusiasm of the German population, and retard, if not prevent the reenlistmcnt
of the soldiers whose terms arc just expiring. Kapp recalled that German volunteers
“enlisted readily” before Chancellorsville, but now, “of those regiments which have just
returned, not fifty men have reenlisted, in spite of liberal bounties and promises. Why
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was that? “l never knew a soldier who was willing to fight the enemy in front, when
his comrades, or the people for whom he fights, stand ready to stab him from behind.”
Raising his voice for a climactic ending, Kapp issued a universal appeal to all Germans:
“Let us organize in defence of our common honor.” The cheers and applause following
his speech reverberated out into the New York evening.”

The rally at the Cooper Institute in New York was duplicated on a smaller
scale in several other northern cities with sizeable German-American populations.
Philadelphia, for instance, witnessed its own version on 13June in the Turnerhalle “to
answer the infamous calumnies that have been spread about the German regiments of
the Eleventh Corps.” Two Philadelphia officers in the 29th New York gave speeches to a
packed hou.se, as did the editors ofboth the major German-American daily newspapers
and other respected dignitaries from the German community. Many of the primary
arguments emphasized in New York were repeated, but the issue ofa resurgent nativism
took center stage. “Nativism, which was believed dead, only hid itself, and jumped at
the first opportunity to air its hate through slanders,” one delegate declared, and “the
government owes the Germans a restoration of their honor through the publication
of official reports.” The well-attended rally closed with the adoption of resolutions
demanding these reports, thanking German soldiers for their efforts thus far in the war,
calling for the sacking of incompetent generals, and praising the bravery ofthe German
.soldiers at Chanccllor.sville. The meeting ended “with three hurrahs for the 11th Army

Corps.™

The German-Americans of the North were strongly affected by the battle of
Chancellorsvilic and the Anglo-American re.sponse to it. Nativist attacks in the English-
language press, especially, wreaked havoc with German trust and morale. Soldiers,
civilians, and new.spapermen alike rallied to the defense of the German troops accused
of cowardice, carefully refuting the slanderous criticism in the American papers. Yet
the shock and outrage at these accusations changed into a bitter sense of betrayal, and
later into a realization that the best defense against nativism lay in unity. Germans from
throughout the northern states shed their previous differences and joined together in
a real attempt to present a common defense against American prejudice. There was no
doubt in the minds of German immigrants at this time who was a German and who
an American. Articles appeared in German-language newspapers starkly distinguishing
the difference between Germans and Americans in the Chancellorsvilic affair, and
several national meetings occurred in which German patriotism and virtue were held
up .against American .slander and military failure. The German-Americans of the North
had clearly experienced a severe jolt on the road to Americanization. Chancellorsvilic
forced them first to defend themselves, and then look to one another for solace and
support. They would continue looking inward after Gettysburg, and indeed well into
the postwar period.

Years after the last accusations of “cowardly Dutchmen” disappeared from the
Anglo-American new.spapers, the memory ofChancellorsvilic and its resultant nativism
remained strong among German-Americans, e.specially veterans ofthe battle. In postwar
histories written in German, German-language literary and historical journals, private
letters, and even in English-language veterans’ publications, the sting of prejudice was
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evident for decades to come. Certain Anglo-American histories and accounts of the
battle enhanced the perception among Germans that nativism still lingered. The ghost
of 2 May 1863 would not die and kept reminding Germans that they had a stigma
attached to them.sclves, one that constantly needed countering. In so doing they kept
revisiting and strengthening their own ethnic identity.

William Vocke, a former officer in the German 24th Illinois Infantry who had
demanded redre.ss about prejudicial anti-German comments appearing in the western
newspapers in 1863, toned down his defensive invective only a little by 1896, when
he delivered a speech to Illinois veterans. The indignance and outrage at the post-
Chancellorsville nativism persisted in him over thirty years after the battle. Even though
his regiment was hundreds of miles away from the Virginia wilderness at the time, Vocke
still smarted under the obloquy cast upon his countrymen. Providing the popular name
“Schneider” to represent German-America, Vocke said that “the cowardly slander of
Schneiders men occasioned by the disaster at Chancellorsvillc seems to have created
at the time a perfect ‘Schneiderphobia,’ not only in the pre,ss of the country, but also in
the Army of the Potomac .. ..” Vocke turned the tables on the nativists, calling them
“cowards” for being so base as to criticize the Germans, and proceeded to poke holes
in their inaccurate recollections and .accusations. Only recently was the truth coming
out thanks to the efforts of authors such as Theodore Dodge and Abner Doubleday.
But “the prejudice which was created against Schneider’s great army on account of
the unmerited abuse .and the base charge that his men were to blame for the defeat at
Chancellorsville is deep-.seated and far-reaching.” Unfortunately, anti-German nativism
was still not dead, because “we experience it among Grand Army men even at this date.”
These men were and are “prompted by blind race-prejudice,” and amounted to nothing
more than “the most unpatriotic wretches.”*

That sort of prejudice was one reason the German veterans from the eastern ethnic
regiments were not scattered throughout “mixed” Grand Army of the Republic posts
(GAR), but were instead concentrated in a few entirely ethnic ones. Much like African-
American veterans of the Union army, who had also experienced extreme prejudice
during the war and formed their own posts composed exclusively of former black
soldiers, German-Americ.an veterans throughout the postwar North created all-German
posts. Not all German veterans belonged to such organizations, but it appears that those
who served in ethnic regiments tended to cluster together just like they did in the war.
The John Koltes Post 228 in Philadelphia, for example, was composed almost entirely
ofGerman veterans from the German 27th, 73d, 74th, 75th, and 98th Penn.sylvania and
the 29th New York. Five of those regiments served in the Eleventh Corps and each was
present at Chancellorsville. The 75th Penmsylvania had a thtiving veterans organization
which was determined to di.sseminate the .story of the regiment to the greater public,
and had “a reputation of being the best organized regtl. Vet. Ass. In the state of Penna.,
according to former Sergeant Hermann Nachtigall, secretary of the association. In a
private letter to Augustus Hamlin, the only author to strongly defend the Eleventh
Corps after the war, Nachtigall wrote that “the episode of Chancellorsville very
frequently forms the topic of conversation among [the men] .... Although numerous
essays have since been written about that terrible conflict and disaster... yet the stigma
still remains, and very frequently the phra.se is heard, 1 fights mit Sigel and runs mit
Howard’ and 1am sorry to say that one frequently has to hear slurs thrown even by men
who call themselves Comrades—and Comrades, too, of the G.A.R. It seems to me that
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the government should take measures to set matters right before the whole country.”™
Unfortunately, the government took no such measures, and Anglo-American
prejudice, although generally muted in the decades after the Civil War, combined with
painful German-American memories of wartime nativism to create a reluctance among
German immigrants, especially those who had endured the “fiery trial,” to fully assimilate
into greater American society. This reluctance—joined with a predilection among most
Gcerman-Americans toward a “culturally pluralistic” Weltanschauung in which things
German were lavishly praised—was no better illustrated than in an article that appeared
in the November 1883 issue of Der Deutsche Pionier, a Cincinnati-based historical,
news, and literary journal for German-Americans."” Entitled, “The Assimilation of
the Germans,” the articles main theme questioned the need for Germans to quickly
Americanize. About half-way through, the author, “J. G.,” included the.se thoughts:

We fought in the war of the rebellion on your side; our part of the population
sent a full delegation to the ranks of the Union army, and we fought bravely
together. We mourn together and take pride together when we honor the
dead, who fell in defense of us both, and our combined means have erected
soldiers homes for the crippled heroes of the war----

But must we all go the same way? Just as the individual has certain personal
characteristics that make him unique, so it goes with peoples and nations. So
it is with the Anglo-Americans and so it is with the Germans. Mu.st everyone
live exactly like everyone else, and is the existence of our nation threatened
when we do not spend our days in the same manner? Must we citizens of
German background go to ‘Camp Meetings’ ‘Women’s Crusades’ ‘Prize
Boxing Matches,” ‘Sit-Down [Temperance] Tourneys,” ‘Minstrel Shows’ or
listen to the religious-political babble of a preacher in the joyless and dusty
halls of a Presbyterian church?----

You do not need to participate in our excursions, picnics, and theatre shows
on Sundays. You do not need to drink our beer and our wine, or to sing our
songs. It is not necessary that you learn the beautiful German language, so that
we can understand each other. But do not force men, who are proud of their

American citizenship and their sincerity and honesty, to become hypocrites
44

If these words are to be taken at face value, it appears that their experiences in the
Civil War as a whole had not hastened German immigrant assimilation into greater
American society. Certainly, Germans were proud that they had fought hard to preserve
the Union, but th.it fact did not predicate jumping into the melting pot. To do so would
be to be to accept the old nativi.sts on their own terms. The ghost of Chancellorsville
still lingered, casting doubt on the virtue of Americanization. It would not be a leap of
faith to assert that that fearful specter heightened the Germans consciousness of their
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ethnic identity and provided a firm foundation for the postwar flowering of a culturally
pluralistic German-America.

US. Army Commandand General StaffCollege
Fort Belvoir, Virginia
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