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FAMILY HERO 

June 4, 2001 James M. Alexander, Jr. 

My mother was a Slocum. Ruth Griswald. Slocum 
was her maiden name. She was the youngest of ten 
children born to John P. and Anna Davis Slocum. 

As I remember them, the Slocums, at least the 
generation I'm most familiar with, are a tribe of 
Yankees characterized by great height (except for Uncle 
Jack, the runt of the flamily), a serious countenance 
dominated by a distinguished (translate large and/or 
bulbous) nose, and, in the case of the men in the 
family, a very high forehead (translate bald as a 
billiard ball ). Over the years the name Slocum has 
generated vibrations not always of the most 
complimentary sort. Recently I watched a rerun of a 
1936 film "Bringing Up Baby" starring two youngsters, 
Katherine Hepburn and Cary Grant (baby was a leopard 
kitten). In the movie a bungling small town police 
deputy was, typically I' m afraid, given the name 
Slocum . If Slocum were a Latin noun, and it sounds 
like it could be one, what I'll call its associative 
declension, as opposed to its grammatical declension, 
might well go something like Slocum, Yokum, yokel. My 
dictionary defines yokel as a naive or gullible rustic 
(origin unknown). Be all that as it may, the Slocum 
family has a hero, a Civil War hero, my grandfather's 
uncle, General Henry Warner Slocum. 

My own personal connections with the General have 
been a few pretty weak ones. They include: 

1. Growing up on Lookout Mountain, Tennessee I 
remember the towering New York state monument at Point 
Park on which a bronze tablet lists General Slocum as 
Commander of the Twelfth Corps, some of whose New York 
troops participated in a skirmish that has become 
famous as the Battle Above the Clouds. Mother, who 
with dad had moved from Albany to Tennessee in 1920, 
forbade my bragging about my distinguished ancestor to 
my playmates whose grandparents had most likely been of 
the Confederate persuasion. 
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money he bought, raised and sold sheep. At this point 
we are told his nickname was Spec - short for 
Speculator. 

He attended Cazenovia Seminary in nearby Madison 
County and at sixteen received a Public School 
teacher's certificate. During the winter of 1847-48 he 
was a teacher in a one-room school house in the hamlet 
of Woodstock. All of the above is from his obituary in 
the New York Times of April 1894. 

In 1848 at age twenty-one he received an 
appointment to the U.S. Military Academy at West Point. 
He graduated in 1852 finishing seventh in general merit 
in a class of 43 cadets. With only sixteen demerits 
for his entire academy career he finished twentieth out 
of 224 cadets in deportment. For a time Slocum's 
roommat e at West Point was Philip Sheridan. The future 
Union cavalry leader and, in l884, general-in-chief of 
the entire U.S . Army following Generals Grant and 
Sherman, received his West Point appointment by virtue 
of the failure of the original appointee to pass his 
entrance exam. Sheridan started in the same class as 
Slocum but along the way was suspended for a year due 
to "a quarre l of a belligerent character" with fellow 
Cadet, later General, William Terrill. Of Slocum 
Sheridan wrote in his memoirs "Good fortune gave me for 
a roommate a cadet whose education was more advanced 
than mine, and whose studious habits and willingness to 
aid others benefited me immensely." 

When Slocum graduated from West Point in 1852, he 
was commissioned a Second Lieutenant in the First 
United States Artillery. His first assignment was to 
Fort Meade, Florida where he participated in the Third 
Seminole War. In 1852 his battery was sent to Fort 
Moultrie, Charleston harbor, South Carolina. In 1854, 
on a trip back to upstate New York, Henry married Clara 
Rice of New Woodstock. She was a former classmate from 
Cazenovia Seminary. 

While on duty in South Carolina, Slocum studied 
law with a local attorney named B.C. priestly. 
Commissioned a First Lieutenant in l855, Slocum was 
beginning to consider a career in law. During an 
unusually warm summer his wife and baby Caroline both 
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had a heavy brown mustache. According to those around 
him his manner lIinspired faith and confidence ll and one 
noted that his sparkling brown eyes gave him a 
IImagnetic power over his troops. II He rose far on these 
charismatic qualities in the first two years of the 
war. 

These qualities, however, masked a careful, even 
cautious, nature. Self-contained and unemotional, a 
man who loved discipline and order, Slocum was 
attentive to detail and protoco l - sometimes 
agonizingly so. As a leader of men, Slocum lacked 
dash. He personified the Old Army way of command, 
never exceeding his orders. Slocum prided himself on 
serving throughout the war without friction, and the 
way h e ac complished this was, whenever possible, to 
avoid assuming responsibility. There was an upside to 
chis style of le~dership, however: jn the entire war 
the men serving under him never lost a stand of colors 
or a gun. Once he committed himself to battle he was 
one of the army's hardest and toughest fighters. 

While convalescing following the wound received at 
Bull Run, he was promoted to brigadier general, and 
when the Army of the Potomac was organized into 
divisions in October 1861 he was put at the head of a 
brigade. In May 1862 when the Sixth Corps was 
organized, he WdS put at the head of its firR~ division 
which he led with distinction in the maelstrom of 
Gaines Mill near the end of June. A few days later, on 
July 4, 1862 , Slocum was promoted to major general, at 
the time the second youngest in the country to attain 
that rank . 

Thus, in one of the most meteoric rises of any man 
in the history of the war, Slocum had gone in the space 
of one year, from October 1861 to Oc tober 1862, from 
regimental commander to brigade commander, to division 
commander to corps commander. That ascent must have 
been inspired mostly by Slocum's intelligence, obvious 
ab i l ity, and vigorous personal qualities, because in 
that entire period his only experience in a major 
battle had been at Gaines Mill in the Seven Days. 

Slocum served in the defense of Washington from 
September 1861 to March 12, 1862. He participated in 
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given by the shaken general shortly after his narrow 
escape from serious injury. 

When the decision was made to change leadership of 
the Army of the Potomac before Gettysburg, it is 
noteworthy that Slocum, who ranked highest, was not 
ocriously considered for the r.nmm~nd of the army. 
Although he had done nothing to cast doubt on his 
military ability, nothing special marked him for higher 
responsibility either. That post was given to George 
Meade and Slocum graciously consented to serve under 
him. 

Slocum was an able, if not dashing, commander. He 
had been in command of his corps for eight months, 
longer than anyone except Sedgwick of the Sixth, and 
had experienced leading his corps in the major battle 
at Chancellorsville. 

When Confederate general Robert E. Lee led his 
Army of Northern Virginia across the Potomac and north 
into Pennsylvania , the Union Army of the Potomac with 
Meade as its new commander rapidly marched north to 
head him off. They met, almost accidentally, at the 
small town of Gettysburg. In the battle that followed 
on July 1, 2, and 3, 1863 Slocum's Twelfth Corps 
occupied the right end of the Union line in the area of 
Culp's Hill. On the second day of battle when General 
Meade requested that General Slocum send his entire 
corps of the Union left, Slocum wisely suggested that 
one brigade, that of General George Sears Greene, stay 
behind. General Greene wrote later liTO the discernment 
of General Slocum, who saw the danger to which the army 
would be exposed by the movement ordered by Meade to 
deplete the right wing, is due the honor of having 
saved the army from a great and perhaps fatal 
disaster. 11 

Perhaps balancing this high praise was the 
perception that Slocum's deliberate and careful manner 
sometime gave substance to the obvious play on words 
that resulted in his being known by some as General 
Slow Come. 

At a conference called by General Meade at the end 
of the second day at Gettysburg the assembled corps 
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raids on the line by the Confederate cavalry under 
Wheeler and Forrest. 

Meanwhile General Grant had been rewarded for his 
victories with promotion to the revived grade of 
Lieutenant General carrying with it command of all the 
Union armies. A new coordinated plan was devised to 
bring about the downfall of the Confederacy. One 
important part of the plan had Sherman's forces 
consisting of the Armies of the Ohio, the Tennessee , 
and the Cumberland forcing Confederate General Johnston 
south to Atlanta and then splitting the Confederacy by 
one of several routes to the Atlantic or Gulf coasts. 

In April 1864 Slocum was ordered to command the 
fortified post and district of Vicksburg. He served 
there until August. In the meantime the Eleventh and 
Twelfth Corps were consolidated into the Twentieth 
Corps with Hooker as commander. After the death of 
General James B. McPherson in front of Atlanta in July 
the command of his Army of the Tennessee was given to 
Oliver O. Howard, former long time commander of the 
Eleventh Corps. Hooker thereupon huffily asked to be 
relieved because he refused to serve under someone he 
outranked. Sherman obliged him and Hooker's field 
service came to an end. 

At this juncture Slocum was called from Vicksburg 
to succeed to the command of the Twentieth Corps 
replacing Joseph Hooker. In this capacity Slocum led 
the first Union troops into Atlanta on September 1, 
1864. 

During the next two months Sherman ordered all 
civilians out of Atlanta and elements of the city 
important to the war effort destroyed. Slocum 
commanded the city, supervised foraging raids outside 
of the city, improved the fortifications around the 
city, and kept rail and wire communications open to the 
north. Meanwhile Confederate General Johnston had been 
replaced by General Hood. 

Sherman advocated a drive to the Atlantic from 
Atlanta to Savannah. At first reluctant, Grant and 
Lincoln finally approved the plan and on November 9th 

Sherman issued Special Field Order Number 120 outlining 
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crossties and then picked up with tongs and twisted 
then bent around nearby trees. This production of 
"Sherman's neckties" was accomplished by three sections 
of troops, each section performing a step in the 
process - by the numbers. 

The prison camp, Camp Lawton, near Millen was a 
giant square stockade of some 15 acres in area. The 
camp was empty - all prisoners had been transferred. 
In the previous October the camp had contained over ten 
thousand prisoners. No shelter had been provided for 
the occupants. Most of the men apparently had lived in 
crude, filthy holes they had grubbed out of the bare 
earth. 

En route to Savannah Slocum had kept Confederate 
cavalry and other scattered troops under General Hardee 
confused as to the real objectives of the march. His 
left wing troops made several diversionary feints 
toward Augusta to the northeast while Howard's right 
wing at times seemed headed for Macon or Forsyth. 

During the entire march the Union forces lived off 
the land. Sherman's Field Order 120 had directed units 
to forage liberally. Though some supplies had been 
brought with them from Atlanta, there was no resupply 
from the north. Rather than try to keep rail lines 
open to Tennessee, Sherman had ordered destruction of 
much of the rail line north from Atlanta. 

Much of the ground traversed was swampy , and 
streams that had to be bridged were plentiful. Each of 
the wings had a pontoon detachment which carried in 
wagons boats for use in constructing floating bridges. 
Even roads on fairly solid ground often had to be 
corduroyed so many men were employed cutting down trees 
whose straight trunks would make the new road bed. 

By December 11th forces of both Slocum and Howard 
were taking up positions in front of the strong 
defenses of Savannah . During the ten day investment of 
Savannah that followed General Slocum's Army of Georgia 
was actively engaged in skirmishing with the enemy, 
while making preparation for a general attack. 
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prepared for his next campaign, many citizens of 
Savannah expressed hope that his army would inflict a 
greater punishment on South Carolina as the chief 
instigator of the war. As far as Georgia was 
concerned, they felt the war was at an end. 

While there had been some discussion of moving 
Sherman's army north to assist General Grant before 
Richmond by sea, Sherman favored the more realistic 
march through the Carolinas as the best plan. His plan 
carried the day with Grant, the War Department, and the 
president. This march was to be half again as long as 
the Atlanta to Savannah one, it would take over three 
times as much time and would encounter more enemy 
resistance than encountered on the March to the Sea. 
Afterwards, in comparing the overall difficulties 
encountered, Sherman - on a scale of ten, gave the 
March through Georgia a score of one and the Carolina 
campaign ten! Although this may well have been true, 
the march up through Carolina created nowhere near the 
psychological impact on both the North and the South as 
had the march through Georgia. 

For Howard's right wing a short sea voyage did 
start its Carolina campaign. Ships of the Atlantic 
fleet transported his army to Beaufort starting on 
January 1st , 1865. Slocum's left wing started its 
march north across the Savannah River on January 1st 

with Gearys 2M division, twentieth corps occupation 
forces being the last to hit the trail north. They 
left Savannah on January 27 th • Excess equipment was 
left behind in an attempt to travel light, but the 
streams and swamps to be traversed made the going very 
slow. Removal of land mines, called torpedoes then, 
left by retreating Confederates on some trails further 
complicated the task. General Wheeler'S Confederate 
cavalry continued its harassment of Sherman's forces 
and often were the victors in encounters with Union 
cavalry under Kilpatrick. Destruction of property in 
South Carolina exceeded that in Georgia as if the Union 
forces were punishing the state where it hdd all 
started. 

Howard's forces bypassed Charleston, already 
evacuated by Confederate forces, so that lovely city 
was spared - although railroad connections to the city 
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On April 6th reports reached Goldsboro of the 
Confederate evacuation of Richmond on April 3 rd . When 
Sherman received a report from Grant advising him that 
Lee's army was dissolving, he boarded a transport and 
met Grant and President Lincoln at City Point, 
Virginia. 

A somewhat similar meeting was held on the 
Confederate side when Generals Johnston and Beauregard 
met with President Jefferson Davis who had fled 
Richmond on April 2nd

• Davis put on a show of optimism 
and outlined plans to raise new armies and continue the 
struggle. Neither general was impressed and when 
Johnston admitted his forces were melting away like 
snow and claimed that !lour people are tired of war, 
feel themselves whipped, and will not fight" and 
Beauregard agreed with him, Davis approved Johnston's 
request to open surrender negotiations with Sherman. 
The president of a disintegrating nation soon resumed 
his flight south. 

Sherman was quite receptive to Johnston's 
initiative when it arrived on April 14 th , and the 
generals arranged to meet near Hillsboro on April 17 th • 
Before leaving his headquarters that morning, Sherman 
was informed o f Lincoln's assassination. He revealed 
the shocking news to no one. 

Initially Sherman's conditions of surrender 
involved civil as well as military matters, he was 
reprimanded, and on April 26 th terms similar to the 
ones Grant offered Lee were adopted and the surrender 
became official. 

The forces under Sherman who, on April 18 th had 
entered Raleigh, the third state capital of the March, 
marched to Washington where on April 24th Slocum and 
Howard led their respective armies in the grand review 
before President Andrew Johnson. Sherman's veterans 
showed open contempt for the Easterners who had in 
their view taken [our years to cover one hundred miles 
to capture one city as compared with Sherman's men who 
had conquered Tennessee, Mississippi, Georgia and both 
Carolinas while marching one thousand miles in the past 
six months. 
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military honors at Greenwood cemetery in Brooklyn. 
Footnote: Buried in Spring Grove Cemetery some 
fourteen years earlier: General Joseph Hooker whose 
wife was from Cincinnati. A separate memorial service 
for General Slocum was conducted on April 29, 1894 at 
Plymouth Church in Brooklyn Heights, a block or so from 
where my wife and I lived in 1946-47. 

Impressive equestrian statues of General Slocum 
were dedicated in 1902 on the battlefield at Gettysburg 
and in 1905 at Eastern Parkway and Bedford Avenue in 
Brooklyn. 

Fort Slocum on David's Island south of New 
Rochelle, New York in the narrowing eastern part of 
Long Island South and protecting the eastern entrance 
to the East River was named for the General. 

An excursion boat named the General Slocum, 
overludued with come 1800 mp.mbers of a church party, 
burned and sank in the East River on June 15, 1904. 
One thousand twenty one people died. 

There was a U.S. transport ship named Slocum that 
safely carried troops and supplies in the Spanish 
American War in 1898. Also a couple tug boats bore the 
General's name. 

Perhaps the best way to end this little chronicle 
is to quote an item in the November 1996 issue of the 
Civil War News : 

IIDELPHI FALLS, N.Y . - Major General Henry Warner 
Slocum was honored in his home town of Delphi Falls on 
August 21, with a full day of festivities. More than 
65 descendants attended, most learning more about their 
famous ancestor. 

The day began with a memorable church service in 
the historic Delphi Falls Community Church. .One of 
the highlights of the day was the Town Ball game 
between the Northern Army reenactors and the Pompey 
plow Jockeys. Town Ball is the forerunner to baseball 
and was a popular sport played during the Civil War. 
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