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Use with the Gettysburg 
Address, page 586.

Voices from the Civil War
• Letter, page 593
• Letter, page 594
• Diary Entry, page 595
• Speech, page 596

Abraham Lincoln delivered the Gettysburg Address to an audience 
gathered in honor of fallen Union soldiers.  How do you think they 
reacted to it?  Might the same speech have been received differently 
by a Southern audience?  The following documents can give you some 
insight into differing perspectives on the Civil War.  After reading each 
text, take a moment to imagine how each author might have responded 
to Lincoln’s message; later, you’ll be asked to write such a response.

Skill Focus: Analyze Primary Sources
Primary sources are documents written by people who participated in or 
witnessed the events described in the document.  Consequently, primary 
sources can describe personal experiences that are usually lacking in a 
more removed account.  Later in this unit, when reading “An Occurrence 
at Owl Creek Bridge” (page 604), you will have the opportunity to relate 
the main ideas in a literary work to these primary source documents.
 The letters, diary entry, and speech you are about to read are all 
primary sources of information on the Civil War.  Read the background 
paragraph before each document as well as its title and date, noting

• the form of the document (letter, diary entry, or speech)
• when and where it was written or delivered
• whether it was intended for a public or private audience 
• some of the details that shaped the author’s perspective

Record what you learn on a chart such as the one shown here.  Then, 
as you read the texts, consider how these factors relate to the author’s 
purpose for writing.

Author Form of 
Writing

Time & Place 
Created

Intended 
Audience

Relevant 
Details About 
the Author

Robert E. Lee

Sullivan Ballou

Mary Chesnut

Sojourner Truth
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READING 2C Relate the main ideas 
found in a literary work to primary 
source documents from its historical 
and cultural setting. 8 Analyze the 
author’s purpose in cultural and 
historical contexts. 9D Synthesize 
ideas and make logical connections 
between and among multiple texts 
representing similar genres and 
support those findings with textual 
evidence.
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Robert E. Lee had a distinguished career in the U.S. Army until his home state of 

Virginia seceded from the Union.  At that point, his loyalty to Virginia compelled 

him to join the Confederate army, where he became a general and one of the 

Confederacy’s greatest heroes.

January 23, 1861
. . . The South, in my opinion, has been aggrieved by the acts of the North, as you 
say. I feel the aggression, and am willing to take every proper step for redress. It is 
the principle I contend for, not individual or private gain. As an American citizen, I 
take pride in my country, her prosperity and institutions, and would defend any 
State if her rights were invaded. But I can anticipate no greater calamity for the 
country than a dissolution of the Union. It would be an accumulation of all the evils 
we complain of, and I am willing to sacrifice everything but honor for its 
preservation. I hope, therefore, that all constitutional means will be exhausted before 
there is a recourse to force.  Secession is nothing but revolution. The framers of our 
Constitution never exhausted so much labor, wisdom and forbearance in its a

formation, and surrounded it with so many guards and securities, if it was 
intended to be broken by every member of the Confederacy at will. It was 
intended for ‘perpetual union’ so expressed in the preamble, and for the 
establishment of a government, not a compact, which can only be dissolved by 
revolution, or the consent of all the people in convention assembled. It is idle to 
talk of secession. Anarchy would have been established, and not a government by 
Washington, Hamilton, Jefferson, Madison, and the other patriots of the 
Revolution. . . . Still, a Union that can only be maintained by swords and 
bayonets, and in which strife and civil war are to take the place of brotherly love 
and kindness, has no charm for me. I shall mourn for my country and for the 
welfare and progress of mankind. If the Union is dissolved, and the Government 
disrupted, I shall return to my native State and share the miseries of my people, 
and save in defence will draw my sword on none. b

10

20

Letter to His Son

a
 

PRIMARY SOURCES

Reread lines 5–8.  What 
does Lee want to preserve 
at any cost but his honor?  
What is his view of 
secession?

b
 

PRIMARY SOURCES

Based on lines 18–21, 
how does Lee feel 
about maintaining the 
Union “by swords and 
bayonets”?  Why?

Language Coach

Antonyms An antonym 
is a word with a meaning 
opposite that of another 
word.  Dissolution (line 6) 
and preservation (line 8) 
are antonyms.  Based on 
the context of the words, 
what does each word 
mean?
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Major Sullivan Ballou of the Second Rhode Island Regiment wrote the 
following letter to his wife on July 14, 1861.  He was killed about a week 
later, at the first battle of Bull Run.

c
 

PRIMARY SOURCES
This letter from Sullivan 
Ballou is a primary 
source document of 
the Civil War.  Because 
Major Ballou was a 
participant in the war, 
his reflections on its 
necessity and on his 
personal expectations 
provide valuable insight 
into the cultural and 
historical setting.  Pay 
special attention to the 
sentiments expressed 
in lines 14–25.  Then, as 
you read “An Occurrence 
at Owl Creek Bridge” 
later in this unit (page 
604), consider how 
a main idea in that 
literary work relates 
to this primary source 
document.

Letter to Sarah Ballou

10

20

30

My very dear Sarah:
The indications are very strong that we shall move in a few days—perhaps 
tomorrow. Lest I should not be able to write again, I feel impelled to write a few 
lines that may fall under your eye when I shall be no more. . . . 

I have no misgivings about, or lack of confidence in the cause in which I am 
engaged, and my courage does not halt or falter. I know how strongly American 
Civilization now leans on the triumph of the Government, and how great a debt 
we owe to those who went before us through the blood and sufferings of the 
Revolution. And I am willing—perfectly willing—to lay down all my joys in this 
life, to help maintain this Government, and to pay that debt. . . .

Sarah my love for you is deathless, it seems to bind me with mighty cables that 
nothing but Omnipotence could break; and yet my love of Country comes over 
me like a strong wind and bears me unresistibly on with all these chains to the 
battlefield.

The memories of the blissful moments I have spent with you come creeping 
over me, and I feel most gratified to God and to you that I have enjoyed them so 
long. And hard it is for me to give them up and burn to ashes the hopes of future 
years, when, God willing, we might still have lived and loved together, and seen 
our sons grown up to honorable manhood, around us. I have, I know, but few 
and small claims upon Divine Providence, but something whispers to me—
perhaps it is the wafted prayer of my little Edgar, that I shall return to my loved 
ones unharmed. If I do not my dear Sarah, never forget how much I love you, 
and when my last breath escapes me on the battlefield, it will whisper your 
name. Forgive my many faults, and the many pains I have caused you. How 
thoughtless and foolish I have often times been! How gladly would I wash out 
with my tears every little spot upon your happiness. . . . c

But, O Sarah! If the dead can come back to this earth and flit unseen around 
those they loved, I shall always be near you; in the gladdest days and in the 
darkest nights . . . always, always, and if there be a soft breeze upon your cheek, it 
shall be my breath, as the cool air fans your throbbing temple, it shall be my spirit 
passing by. Sarah do not mourn me dead; think I am gone and wait for thee, for 
we shall meet again. . . .

594 unit 3: from romanticism to realism
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Language Coach

Similes A simile is a 

figure of speech that 

compares two things 

that have something in 

common, using a word 

such as like or as.  Identify 

the simile in lines 2–4.  

To whom does Chesnut 

compare herself?  What 

does she feel after the fall 

of Atlanta?

La

Simi

figu

com

that

com

such

the 

To w

com

does

of A

Wife of a former South Carolina senator, James Chesnut, and a member 

of the Southern gentility, Mary Chesnut socialized with many prominent 

Confederates.  In her extensive diaries, she kept notes on the social 

and political conditions in the wartime South.

10

20

30

A Diary from Dixie

1864

September 1st — The battle is raging at Atlanta, our fate hanging in the balance.

September 2nd — Atlanta is gone. Well that agony is over. Like David, when the 
child was dead, I will get up from my knees, will wash my face and comb my hair. 
There is no hope, but we will try to have no fear. . . .

September 21st — The President has gone West. He sent for Mr. Chesnut.
I went with Mrs. Rhett to hear Dr. Palmer. I did not know before how utterly 

hopeless was our situation. This man is so eloquent; it was hard to listen and not 
give way. Despair was his word, and martyrdom. He offered us nothing more in 
this world than the martyr’s crown. He is not for slavery, he says; he is for freedom, 
the freedom to govern our own country as we see fit. He is against foreign 
interference in our state matters. That is what Mr. Palmer went to war for, it 
appears. Every day shows that slavery is doomed the world over. For that he 
thanked God. He spoke of this time of our agony; and then came the cry: “Help 
us, Oh God! Vain is the help of man.” So we came away shaken to the depths. . . .

The end has come, no doubt of the fact. Our Army has so moved as to uncover 
Macon and Augusta. We are going to be wiped off the face of the earth. Now what 
is there to prevent Sherman taking General Lee in the rear. We have but two 

armies, and Sherman is between them now. d

September 29th  — These stories of our defeats in the Valley fall like blows upon a 
dead body. Since Atlanta, I have felt as if all were dead within me, forever. Captain 
Ogden of General Chesnut’s staff dined here today. Had ever a Brigadier with little or 
no brigade so magnificent a staff? The reserves, as somebody said, are gathered by 
robbing the cradle and the grave of men too old and boys too young. . . .

General Chesnut was away in Camden, but I could not wait. I gave the beautiful 
bride, Mrs. Darby, a dinner which was simply perfect. I was satisfied for once in my 
life with my own table, and I know pleasanter guests were never seated around any 
table whatsoever in the world. My house is always crowded. After all, what a 
number of pleasant people are thrown by war’s catastrophes into Columbia. I 
call such society glorious. It is the wind-up, the Cassandra in me says; and the 
old life means to die royally.

d
 

PRIMARY SOURCES

According to Chesnut, 

why did Dr. Palmer go to 

war?  What did he not 

fight for?
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An advocate for the rights of blacks and women, and herself a former slave, 

Sojourner Truth delivered this candid address to a progressive audience not 

long after the signing of the Emancipation Proclamation.

10

20

30

May 9, 1867
My friends, I am rejoiced that you are glad, but I don’t know how you will feel when I 
get through. I come from another field—the country of the slave. They have got their 
liberty—so much good luck to have slavery partly destroyed; not entirely. I want it root 
and branch destroyed. Then we will all be free indeed. I feel that if I have to answer for 
the deeds done in my body just as much as a man, I have a right to have just as much as 
a man. There is a great stir about colored men getting their rights, but not a word about 
the colored women; and if colored men get their rights, and not colored women theirs, 
you see the colored men will be masters over the women, and it will be just as bad as it 
was before. So I am for keeping the thing going while things are stirring; because if we 
wait till it is still, it will take a great while to get it going again. . . . I want women to 
have their rights. In the courts women have no right, no voice; nobody speaks for 
them. I wish woman to have her voice there among the pettifoggers. If it is not a fit 
place for women, it is unfit for men to be there. e

I am above eighty years old; it is about time for me to be going. I have been forty 
years a slave and forty years free, and would be here forty years more to have equal 
rights for all. I suppose I am kept here because something remains for me to do; I 
suppose I am yet to help to break the chain. I have done a great deal of work; as much 
as a man, but did not get so much pay. I used to work in the field and bind grain, 
keeping up with the cradler; but men doing no more, got twice as much pay; so with 
the German women. They work in the field and do as much work, but do not get the 
pay. We do as much, we eat as much, we want as much. I suppose I am about the only 
colored woman that goes about to speak for the rights of the colored women. I want to 
keep the thing stirring, now that the ice is cracked. What we want is a little money. You 
men know that you get as much again as women when you write, or for what you do. 
When we get our rights we shall not have to come to you for money, for then we shall 
have money enough in our own pockets; and may be you will ask us for money. But 
help us now until we get it. It is a good consolation to know that when we have got this 
battle fought we shall not be coming to you any more. You have been having our rights 
so long, that you think, like a slaveholder, that you own us. I know that it is hard for 
one who has held the reins for so long to give up; it cuts like a knife. It will feel all the 
better when it closes up again. I have been in Washington about three years, seeing 
about these colored people. Now colored men have the right to vote. There ought to 
be equal rights now more than ever, since colored people have got their freedom. f

Speech to the American 
Equal Rights Association

e
 

PRIMARY SOURCES

Is Sojourner Truth 

rejoicing over the 

outcome of the war?  

Why or why not?

f
 

PRIMARY SOURCES

What is Sojourner Truth 

arguing for?  What are 

two reasons she gives to 

support her claim?
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Comprehension
 1. Recall How did Robert E. Lee plan to respond if the Union was dissolved?

 2. Recall What did Sullivan Ballou think would be his fate in battle?

 3. Recall How did Mary Chesnut spend her time during the month of 
September 1864?

 4. Summarize In the primary sources you just read, Union and Confederate 
soldiers and civilians reveal some of the motives they had for engaging in 
the Civil War.  Summarize these motives.

Critical Analysis
5. Analyze Author’s Purpose Think about what Ballou shares with his wife, 

Sarah.  For what purpose—or purposes—would you say he is writing to her?  
Explain.

 6. Analyze Primary Sources For each document, speculate on how the private 
or public nature of its intended audience may have affected its content.

7. Analyze Author’s Perspective An author’s perspective is the combination of 
life experiences, culture, values, and beliefs that influences his or her view on 
a topic.  Drawing upon the information you recorded on your chart, describe 
each author’s perspective on the Civil War.

Read for Information: Synthesize
writing prompt
Choose one of the four writers whose documents you just read, and imagine 
how  this person might have responded to Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address. Then 
summarize the imagined response, and support your ideas with evidence
from the text.

To answer this prompt, choose a writer whose perspective on the war you 
think you understand well.  Then follow these steps:
1. Reread the Gettysburg Address to remind yourself of Lincoln’s message.

2. Bearing in mind the personal experiences and loyalties of your chosen writer 
and the thoughts and feelings he or she expresses about the war, imagine 
how he or she might have reacted to Lincoln’s speech.  Summarize this 
imaginary response.

3. Support your notion of that person’s response with evidence from your chart 
and from the primary source written by that individual.
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READING 8 Analyze the author’s 
purpose in cultural and historical 
contexts. 9D Synthesize ideas 
and make logical connections 
between and among multiple 
texts representing similar genres 
and support those findings with 
textual evidence.  WRITING 15A 
Write an analytical essay. 
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