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As one mj
o ne might expect, numeroys historians }
mals played in the Cjyi] War., Horses haye pro
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which is understandable given their integral place in the war effort. Some of
the earliest studies amounted to little more than glowing hagiographies of vari-
ous cavalrymen, though Charles Ramsdell’s excellent study of the Confederate
horse supply is an exception.” More recently, Gene Armistead has provided an
exhaustive description of Civil War horses and mules, but his straightforward
analysis makes no effort to engage with recent scholarship in animal studies. By
comparison, Ann Norton Greene embraces the evolutionary perspective in her

work on Civil War horses and thus belongs on the vanguard of animal history,

but her analysis is limited to northern horses exclusively.”

A brief examination of the history of horses in the South during the Civil
War, while neither exhaustive nor authoritative, nevertheless illustrates that ani-
mal history has value precisely by allowing us to reexamine familiar topics from a
new perspective. Horses were present for every major event in the war, but their
experiences were anything but uniform. Shifting winds of fortune placed them
in a variety of different categories during the conflict, each with its own life-or-
death implications. One might think that the short timeframe would preclude
any meaningful engagement with evolutionary history, and that is certainly true
in a sense; after all, there were no speciation events during the Civil War. Even
so, there is still much we can learn from the evolutionary perspective. Horses
had already coevolved with people for thousands of years by the 1860s, and they
Wwere entangled in many of the same ecological relationships. As a result, studying
horses necessarily sheds light on the people with whom they engaged.

i b m‘-j&.hﬁs'ﬁ?: :
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.h Was obvious from the start that the fledgling Confederate States of Amer-
1ca would face significant challenges during the Civil War, but one area where
white southerners presumed to hold an advantage was horses. Most of the
horses in the northern states were draft animals that were used to pull carriages,
but there were not enough miles of improved roadways to warrant a large num-
ber of carriages in the South. Instead, white southerners were more likely to
ride their horses in the saddle, which better prepared them for military service
3 mounted cavalry. In 1866, Union soldier Samuel Ringwalt admitted that the
horses of the northern states had proved “sadly deficient” for mounted warfare,
and he bemoaned “the lamentable inefficiency of our cavalry in the early days
of the war.”!
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Historians generally agree, ascribing an early advantage 1o
mounted arm. As Ted Steinberg writes, “it was no secret that ¢
troops retained a significant edge during the early years of the
horsemanship, a benefit bestowed on them at least in part by cli

he Southern
he Confederate
War in termg of

Mmate, Speciﬁcally
the mild winters that allowed them to spend nearly the entife Year outsjde Prac.

& . . x| »12
ticing their skills while their adversaries kept warm by the fire, Greene makes ,

ge of southerners
as cavaliers riding the finest pure-blooded horses, If horses were military harq.

similar point. “Many northerners subscribed to a romantic ima

ware and horsemanship was military software, many Americans belieyed that the
Confederates were cutting-edge.”?

Southern soldiers may have had more experience in the saddle,
strictly numerical standpoint, the Union possessed an undeniable equ
tage. When we include those slaye states that never seceded among

tally, the northern states had access to a far greater number of horses. Whereas
the Union states contained more than 3,

but from o
ine adyan-

70,000 horses on the eve of war, the

future Confederacy contained just 1,740,000, Granted, it is true that the southern

states contained an absolute numerical advantage when it came to mules. In 1860

the future Confederacy contained more than 800

the nation’s total. Yet this surplus was h

relative dearth of horses, When one co

Union had more than 4,640

fewer than 2,570,000,
Ecologi

,000 mules, over 70 percent of
ardly enough to overcome the South’s
mbines the number of 4] equine types, the
1000 head, while the future Confederacy contained

crossed the Appalachian Mountains from

me route €very year throy
while, traders bound for markets in South Caroling ap

the French Broad River. In 1839 James Silk Buckingt,

ghout the 1830s." Mean-

d Georgia traveled along
am estj
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nig " I ;
nimals eventu
lies the most of our horses and mules.” These a : '
: ‘ ents of prestige
«gentucky pr m equipment, modes of transportation, Ol.‘nam e,
served as far ¥ d near-constant companions.
2 of sporting leisure, an
1 ents
{nstrum

INSTRUMENTS OF WAR

tanding reliance on horses from the Ohio River valley left the
) an : '

TusSoutis longSl erable when the Civil War broke out, though their looming
souhiern stﬂte-“j ¥or iately apparent. During the first year of war, Confederate
sis was not immediately app b o R

crist ould still procure horses from Virginia an ;
L s the front.” Mules were also conscripted into service, but thfelr
e disadvantage. According to contemporary sources, a six-
sulegsies peoyse agisa four-horse team.” Meanwhile,

le team was only equivalent in strength to a four-ho i
1:“ :: federate government mandated that a mounted volunteer prox:rl e ;

on ] : %
5 horse. According to Ramsdell, “this provision, adopted partlybm i
o ; ish better mounts
i i the men would furnis
omy and partly in the belief that :
:hfaic:;:: gofrermnint and that they would take better care of their own pr:i)err'_n,r,
i in
was later the cause of much difficulty in procuring remounts for the cavalry
Virginia.”? !

It did not take either side long to realize that horses cc?nveyei:l extraf}r et:;:;;):
military advantages. Accordingly, soldiers on both sides mcreasmglf).( am.lne -
their enemies’ horses, which contributed to an enormous number o eﬁl &
sualties. “There was constant attrition of army horses in the nev;t'%en 1a ::f_i -

i ioni the Civil War military )
o iy mud:'( 2 ‘e when they die, their
Greene writes.2 And since horses do not just disappear e
carcasses became a seemingly ubiquitous symbol of war. Int.Sept;“:";h bt
McDaniel described the horrendous aftermath of one battle in northern rg; o

5 W AT ”3 While some of the
“The stench was dreadful from the dead horses and me:n. Wmhrliz STemessee’
Confederacy’s equines were being killed, others were belpgfpcmf;demy e
which contained the second-highest population of horses in the
Texas, had fallen by the summer of 1862.2 e g gen
N isingly, white southerners began to worry 5 :

Ot surprisingly, =i imtlalfy e da
supply would hold out. “The Army of Northern Vll:’g'm e
better supply of horses, but as early as June 1862 t fetziua S
warned that lack of animals and forage meant that his ?r:zs sl
Sustain any increase in artillery strength,” Spencer Jones writes.
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agents from the eastern and western theaters fo
for Georgia’s supply of horses. To help the s

ducted raids in Union territory. One such ra
than five hundred horses, but that would not

und themselyeg in ¢ Mpetiy;

\ ion
tuation, Confederge forces o
id in October g

1862 netreq m
0
offset losses,2” Officials Struggl::
to produce viable ideas. In late 186> Secretary of State Juda

hp, Benjamiy, sug.
gested rounding up herds in Texas to send t nothing eye, Came
of the idea.®
Making matters worse, horses re
vive. By the winter of 1862—63, the lands surroundin
Virginia had been exhausted.?” By February 1863,
eral Robert E. Lee was compelled to scatter his
sent as far away as was safe—some towards the
Rappahannock; part of the cavalry was moved to
Valley,” Ramsdell writes. On April 25, 1863,
General William N. Pendleton in which he ope
of replacements: “The destruction of horses i

will be impossible to supply our wants. Ther
Edmund Ruffin, who was not o
ists but al

0 Virginia, but

quired enormous amounts of forage t gy

g the Army of Northery
fodder was so scarce that Ger.
army. “Artillery horses were
James and others to the lower
Page County in the Shenandoah
Lee drafted a letter to Brigadier
nly worried about the availability
n the army s so great that I fear it
€ are not enough in the country.”
South’s most learned agricultural-
oiced similar concerns that spring:

nly one of the
50 one of its most zealoys patriots, v

the war,

scarcity & high prices of p
feeding the horses of the ar
& support the men. 1 the
the horses haye rarely had 3
ally without any hay or oth

s arms, but from the
Tovisions, & the impossibility of the government
my, which is even much more difficult than to feed
cavalry brigade to which my grandson belongs,
ny feed but corn for some months—& are gener-
er long Provender, & for weeks together. Horses
cannot live on grain alone, even jf Plentifully supplied with it. As might be
ex;_)ected, the horses are red n flesh & strength, & many are
dying, & more fai]ing entire] W but infer that this brigade is not
Worse supplied thar, all othe our cavalry in €astern Virginia. And if so,

the caya] : i
3 ry an_d the wagon, & artillery teams cannot be capable of performing
1ard or even Immoderate sep

uced very low i
¥-1do not kng
1s of

vice,
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td into Pennsylvania’s Cumberland Valley. The gl:n;
ge “o;thwjhe Union would weaken its resolve, of c;surse, ‘:s
. 1 : . 1 €€ yeEa
ek fg ragmatic, reasons behind h:sloﬂ"er':swe. 'i" ;em):ded
there were OthEr; OV I pft the landscape of northern Virginia utterly hargi :
re ha‘ff ; rtile countryside had scarcely been tou;:l;led. € ii ]kg:n]gt
ia’s ie orse alixe.
vfan; promised bountiful forage for hl:;na;al_-i ’s agricultural
ore, : nion
northwal'd, there outhern army an opportunity to loot : e. ossibletoknow”
also afforded thEl: many head the Confederates took is imp o
iches. “Exactly how « ly was in the tens of tho
n{c h;‘:FiEge writes, adding that “the t{;tarl;r:ty(}en‘)’sburg on July 1, beginning
Mar! : ies clashe ied
d Union arm horses die
The CO“feder.a 2 combat. All told, more than three thousand _0 an es-
three days of intense ing for days in the warm, moist air, the G f
during the battle. “Lying d Dror jlree thousand tons—fed a disgusting orgy o
S"

. 1
yirginia 0 &

eral hop&

of intense warfa]
whereas Pennsy

timated six million poun £
decomposition,” Fiege writes.

PORTENTS OF GLOOM

Ail (= W andon €e1r thkED.-down ani-
er t ¥

3y 35
- mies’ wake.
als, and it was not uncommon to find abm‘ioned]]lmﬁz":::o&:;;mn reported
S - Oliver
Union bugler : -
ely a month after Gettysburg, : . “Every day since
fhc::;lofsa were being discarded with staggering Batt:'lyc% Fifth United States,
S > have marched, Y te
Virginia, every day we s es the despera
::::2‘:::: out to :ie from four to ten horses.”* = man]aimy c;Sese equine rejects
farmers of northern Virginia were only too happy to-m als actually recuperated,
in hopes of rehabilitating them.. ]fmdeed z}:‘eseh such a brute got to be pretty
however, they were invariably WPE&‘ ' W enﬁ soon fall into service again
lively once more, unless G ORGSR ing skeleton left in his place,”
in one of the armies, and possibly another gasp & horses simply fell by the
John D. Billings recalled.” More often, ho?v?h or mule on the road every
e there i3adeqadhomss ther and
wayside. “Everywhere we march B I o hot wea
bacf place we come to, and often there are three :;::r ¥
heavy guns use up artillery horses,” Norton W n impossible to ignore and,
The destruction of southern horses had gro:' Ruffin knew that they had
- : It to stomach. -
h utherners, difficu , horses. In Augus
for1I m.;n):n :'el::ss::, blame for the Confederacy’s dearth of hors
only the
1863 he wrote:
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The waste & destruction of horses in our cavalry service
enough to destroy the efficiency of that branch of the ar
crease both public and private expenses beyond all calcula
of horses. It was one part of our general bad system of g
raise very few horses, & to buy nearly all, & all our mul

states. A change of this general system of buying to reari
changed, even under favorable circums

less than three years—& the war. & the

are enormey,,

MY, as wel] 54 to jp.
tion for new SUPplies
outhern €conomy ¢
es, from the Westery,
Ng animals, canp be

tances for obtaining breeclers, &c, in

, have stripped much of the country of
& mules for agriculura]
my anticipations.®

labors. This alone is 2 Very serious subject for gloo

The dwindling number of hors
August 24, 1863, Lee wrote to Co

Prevents my advancing now but
Plained that the animals were al

landscape offered little reprieve. Some days the horses subsisted on little more

than a pound of corn; other days they subsisted on none, “Everything is being
done by me that can be to recruit the horses,” the general assured Davis, but “you
can judge of our prospects, 74

Lee’s already dampened o
Lieutenant G

es necessarily shaped Confederate strategy. On
nfederate president Jefferson Davis: “Nothing
the fear of killing our artillery horses.” He ex-

here and the Potomac; there is nothing for man or
u get into Kentucky,

could be procured in 1
ned in this s

extends, not in the Confederacy.”¥ That month 1.
three regimen;s of cavalry for Jack of forage "

Ruffin, whe may have possessed more agricul
in the South, wag simila

ing, because of the bro
& the inability ¢ repl

> he lamented, «4 fter yo
obtained. By if sadd]

They cannot be obtai

Isuppose provisions can be
me, where can the horses be?
and, as far a5 my information
€€ was compelled to disband

es, etc,

tral acumen (hap anyone else
tly dispirited. “Ouyy cavalry is alm g, Worthless for fight-

ken-down condition of a large PrOPortion of the horses
L]

ace them from any surplus stock of the Country, & the

Qo
AT
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“ e o .
-ding half enough provender, he wrote in his dlfi?;lor
iility of provi ti later he recorded the failure of Confedirate (.a. i,;
o ing: “This i ly the case in a
1664 Oﬂz al raiders, commenting: This is regulalrl?- i
o pursue some Feder by stealing fresh horses, & other facilities, e
t Ps of the enemy- The}”h ?’r horses better fed, & cannot often be o::erta en,
& t ej ] -l’
ed, cavalry, on half-starved & failing horses. e
T8 te to Davis with what was probably his most
Lee wro

May 27,

raid
keep better mount
matched in battle,

| I 8645 ;
& Jus:::l::nr of southern horses to date: ity
ioht asse . =
e ident, The subject of recruiting and keeping up our cavalry
Mr. President,

i i f the present
ially since the opening o
i h of my thoughts, espec
occupied muc y Y

4 SSES

5 in this arm, and posse

The enemy is numerically superior to us in th 11;1 R

ign. The . ing them rviceal

campalg;‘ lities for recruiting his horses and keeping
ter facilitie

grea

between the cav-
that have taken place :
iti everal engagements np ik
co S ies, I think great loss has been inflicted upo s
0 armi ‘ 0
R ded with a diminution of our force which we wfair i
RiE his cavalry from the field, or preserve a ' P e
i Iums‘ilvbeep d our own, I should feel that our presen:1 S:hm e
its numbers an 5 e

f)emm[;m.u'e secure. But in view of the disparity that enubsz FemeR
m{a.. v ing or even maintaining our force, I cannot S
: m::lrlmS i is about the safety of our southern commun i

rehensio : = .
pr able to preserve them, I need not point out the consequ

€ un

i from Texas
L nfounded that he actually suggested proamlng_ h?rS:stver. e
ek 'co them across unobserved points along the Mlm,PPExcellency -
:l?:::::? El:.]?em;; idea, the general was ata l_oss. i h{;};eoiorl;; i
be able to devise some means of ohtain?ng an mcmzre SR A
and recruiting our cavalry, as upon that ina great m
issue of the campaign in Virginia.”®

OF DOOM
HARBINGERS and this influenced
in 1864, impatient
Toward that end,
laced an army of
lip Sheridan

ore horses,
By comparison, the Urionasmythiad¥cts ti;ar:Beginnins
their prosecution of the war in s1gmﬁcan; 'yving T
Union forces adopted an increasingly un orﬁl Ulysses Grantp
late in the summer of 1864, Lieutenant-GE'T“ £ l\zaiOr General Phi
more than 50,000 soldiers under the direction 0
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and charged them with conquering the She

nandoah Valley,
the campaign began routing Confederate forces with increasin

famously spared nothing that might be used by
cially domestic animals. One southe
through the Valley, “horses were
the army or not.”" By late Octobe
Shenandoah. During the course of

After g |y, Stary
1

g consis:ency_ They
the Confederate army, espe.
tn farmer recalled Sheridan’s army marchip,

taken and carried away, whether needed hf,

r, Union forces had effectively conquered

dan’s troops haq ap-

ner of the state in May 1864 and hag
€ occupying that city, Sherman prepared
mation from the 1860 agricultural census,
crops he expected to find in each of the
d the Atlantic Ocean.” He then decided to
linking him to the Tennessee Valley and to
ish this task, he famously directed his forces

conquered Atlanta by September, Whi]
a custom map of Georgia, Using infor
he scribbled how many animals and

instead live off the Jand. To accomp]
10 “forage liberally.”s

Population, who were not yet privy to
Wwhat war means,” he wrote.! Indeed,
South’s agricultural foundations, This

;{ roved successfy] ved it. “This is probably the most gigan-
tic pleasure excy € man wrote, adding that foraging troops
were “finding Jots of horses and muyles, s George Sharland reported much the
- “Itis invariably the case that in traveling through the enemy’s country, all
classes of foragers make it their ruling object to he always on the alert for horses
and ml:i](!,‘;i;‘which they find i large numbers, i going through such a country as
Georgia.”™ When foragers foung Worn-out horseg they deemed unfit for stealing,

1t was policy to kill those animals, “Thjs i 5 Very unpleasant duty for those upon

whom it falls, byt like many other disa is a necessity and must
; 3 :) SS1tY an

be done,” one soldier reasoned, “ e

‘ cri

possible resource ” He added, “s 1
they would endeavor to recuperate t}
sometimes killed hundreds of horses i

> and Union soldiers lo

nasingle day.%
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rces drew closer to their destination, S:.-a:\;jll;s:r:liaiiiit:;
i alculate just how much they had forage p % E[h e g

soldiers pried (0, his army had cost the Confederacy since the 4 before finally

over last night wl,}at ; wills wrote in his diary on December 6, 1864, eho es and

Jast,” Charles Ve n’s men had captured or killed son"le 15,000 Drsah o

estimating :hjt Shier[::-ﬂwﬁh his army perched on the outskirts of Savannah,

5 Ten days laler,

tempted to tally the damages:

’ fo
Sherman's
As ;s

mules.
general also at

i o thousand five
les and horses, we left Atlanta with about tw
As for our mu

ich had not
) wagons, many of which were drawn by mules whwl it
w ) 4 H epla 3
L fizf: 50:; the Chattanooga starvation; all of whlchbwel'edfiui i
recovered fro tion is now in supetb condition.
t, and our transporta ; thousand
5 mu]EShSh:me of Georgia has lost by our operano:; f]f]'f::remounm
o doub:it f—rate mules. As to horses, Kilpatrick collect it s
(Ij’o.oo) 2 in riding along our columns, as though ev: r;r e
el lm;ks “; Zu}?:orges and each regiment seems to be follow; uyles =%
] .1 m =
three or :‘: eo es and foot-sore soldiers, riding on I.mrses anofabout iy
S fi each brigade to send out daily a foraging party
custom was s ed.
(50) men on foot, who invariably returned mount

- ers of these were
So many horses had been stolen, he COntiﬂu-ec.!s that “gr ez: Eﬁanﬁy of having
shot by my orders, because of the disorganizing effect 0
t00 many idlemhmoun“i‘:‘:; arch to the Sea” remains one of LFle mos:s f;n]oe::
Alt.houghffherg:?l War, his campaign through the C.‘::uolfnasemw;I e
.camPalgnS gher;an e e(; his forces north out of Sava:;nah 1_né e
important. )
sTaF:-c:l; a month after they had arrived. They co;u;::doz’;eg;nmm 2 Dexter
Carolinas, with attendant consequences for local ho t a,{;)ragi"g' Found a drove
Horton wrote in his diary: “Up at daylight and_ e ine them or six of them.
of nine (horses), very wild. Had a hard race in ge:; Ogscar Lawrence Jackson
Pretty near played our horses out.” ]_atef that m:lm e e of horseswhile
noted that the Union army had appropriated a .ug immense herds of horses
ing through South Carolina. “We are gathering im e
i 59 h 7, Jackson wrote that South Car &
and mules i he eotailey Mar‘iw?;:;y March 22, the army had reached the Neu

. ere
“have been entirely cleaned out. “lots of mules and horses (were)

. e
River near Goldsboro, North Carolina, wher

captured.”®
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As Sherman tore through the Carolinas, Grant i
By the spring of 1865, Grant had more horses than his opponent had soldiers &
In March 1865 Lee wrote to Secretary of War John C, Breckinridge thag “Unless
the men and animals can be subsisted, the army cannot e kept together, a4
our present lines must be abandoned.”® [ ee surrendered the Army of Northery
Virginia to Grant on April 9, and General Joseph E. Johnston surrendered the
armies of the Carolinas, Georgia, and Florida to Sherman later that same mopg,
The conditions of surrender allowed the ex-Confederate soldiers to retain their
horses. Rather than some grand gesture of respect, however, the decision was
instead intended to stabilize the socia] and domestic spheres of the South, Aceord-
ing to agricultural censuses conducted immediately before and immediately after
the war, the southern states lost more than a third of their horses during the Givil
War. In some places losses Were even more acute. Virginia’s horse population
decreased by 40 percent, while Georgia’s horse population shrank by 45 percent

chased Iea aCross Virgin;

CONCLUSION

In many ways the equine version of the Civil War mirrors the human version.
After all, horses w

€re present for every major event. They were the tip of the
General George Pickett’s ill-fated charge up Cemetery Ridge,
silent witness at Appomattox Court House. But their presence
in the historica] record also yields Previously unexpected lessons. Consider, for
example, that the end of the conflict was not the end of the story. Most of the
war horses retired but some took up residency in the
the end of the Confederacy, bands
the marshy wilds of western Tennessee.

d survived the carnage of the Fort Pillow

erness for more than rwo decades thereaf-

: was published in the papers, several local
hunting parties ser out to find the animals, kill them, and eq¢ them.®

Animal history Provides a new Perspective on familjgy topics.* This can tell
us about the animals themselves, of course, but it can also tell us akout their
human partners. Serving as hoth a lens and a mi
thinking aboug the Civil War, the histori

inkin »and humapjp, s relation-
ship with the rest of nature & X

1ese fera] equines
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