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Our Most Vulnerable Election 

Pamela Karlan 

Will He Go?: Trump and the Looming Election Meltdown in 2020 

by Lawrence Douglas 

Twelve, 146 pp., $22.00 

Illustration by Tom Bachtell 

In October 1884, as a particularly ugly presidential race neared its end, Walt Whitman decided instead of 

voting to write a poem. “Election Day, November, 1884” argued that the most remarkable feature of the 

United States was not its stunning natural wonders—not the Mississippi River, nor the limitless prairies, “nor 
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you, Yosemite” (however our current president wants to pronounce it). No, Whitman declared, the 

“powerfulest scene and show” was “America’s choosing day.” And not because of the men who were selected 

to govern: “The heart of it not in the chosen—the act itself the main, the quadriennial choosing.” Elections 

matter because they are a central way in which we constitute ourselves as a nation. In this centennial of the 

Nineteenth Amendment, which gave women the right to vote (at least if they were white, since effective 

enfranchisement didn’t come to Black citizens in the South until the Voting Rights Act of 1965), voting 

remains a powerful expression of who counts as a full member of the political community. 

When Whitman wrote, the nation was only eight years past the debacle of 1876, during which the winner of 

the presidency—Rutherford B. Hayes, a Republican—was not determined until two days before the 

inauguration. Vote suppression, fraud, dishonest counting of the ballots, and the vagaries of state law had led 

to Florida, Louisiana, Oregon, and South Carolina each sending more than one set of electoral votes to 

Congress. The Twelfth Amendment, which lays out the process for declaring the winner of a presidential 

election, proved inadequate to the task of resolving the dispute over which sets to count, not least because the 

amendment’s language was susceptible to multiple readings, and Democrats controlled the House while 

Republicans controlled the Senate. 

It took a special, jury-rigged electoral commission, hardball behind-the-scenes bargaining, and ultimately a 

concession by Democratic candidate Samuel Tilden to reach closure. As Lawrence Douglas, a professor of 

law, jurisprudence, and social thought at Amherst College, observes in Will He Go?, that was only the 

beginning of our woes. The price of the deal that gave the Republicans the presidency was their agreement to 

end Reconstruction—a decision that haunts us to this day. In Douglas’s words, “Catastrophe was avoided by 

disaster.” 

The United States has had fifty-eight presidential elections since George Washington won a unanimous 

electoral vote in 1788–1789. Few of them have been as obviously consequential as the election of 2020. That 

would be true even if it were only about the issues: how America will handle Covid-19, racial inequality, 

immigration, climate change, foreign relations, economic policy, and judicial appointments depends on whom 

we choose to lead us next. On each of these questions, there are sharp differences between Joe Biden and 

Donald Trump. But although we have had many critical elections, none of them since the end of 

Reconstruction has occurred under anything like the cloud hanging over this quadriennial choosing. 

The pandemic has made it harder to recruit poll workers and to keep polling places safe. Millions more 

Americans will attempt to vote by mail than have ever done so before, and in some states they will face 

difficulties in applying to get their ballots. So there is genuine concern whether every eligible voter who 

wants to cast a ballot will succeed in doing so. US intelligence agencies have pointed to renewed Russian 

efforts to influence the election’s outcome and undermine public confidence in the democratic process. In 

normal election years, the election legitimates the winner; this time around, the question may well be whether 

the election itself was legitimate. 

Three of the last seven incumbents—Gerald Ford, Jimmy Carter, and George H.W. Bush—were defeated 

when they ran for a second term. And yet it is inconceivable that a respected scholar like Douglas could have 

written a book with a title like Will He Go? about any of them. In each case, the answer to that question was 

obvious: once the results were announced, all three men swiftly gave gracious public concession speeches 

recognizing that the people had spoken. Each praised what Bush, in his remarks, called “the majesty of the 

democratic system.” Each pledged to cooperate with his successor during the transition period. And after they 
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left office on the date set by section 1 of the Twentieth Amendment, all of them avoided public comment on 

the next president’s performance. That is because, as Douglas explains, “our political leaders have accepted—

and internalized—the norms of the democratic process.” 

Not Donald Trump. He has flouted nearly every norm of American political life: using the White House for 

campaign events, threatening to jail his opponent, calling members of Congress “treasonous” for not 

applauding his speeches, inviting foreign intervention in our electoral process, undermining the independence 

of the Justice Department’s prosecutorial decisions, using the presidency to promote his business 

interests,* praising autocrats while denigrating our allies. He has spent his entire presidency simultaneously 

attacking and defending the legitimacy of the 2016 election—attacking it on the grounds that his failure to 

win a majority of the popular vote was due to extensive vote fraud, and defending it from the charge (most 

recently supported in excruciating detail by the bipartisan Senate Select Committee on Intelligence) that his 

campaign was entwined with Russian efforts to influence the outcome. And he is firmly launched on a 

campaign to undermine the legitimacy of the 2020 election as well. Far from wanting all citizens to 

participate, Trump has admitted that the more people who vote, the less likely he is to win. 

One answer to Douglas’s question might be that, yes, Trump surely will go—no later than January 20, 2025, 

when a second term would end if he won reelection. (The Twenty-Second Amendment declares that “no 

person shall be elected to the office of the President more than twice.”) But Trump repeatedly flirts with the 

idea that he should be entitled to a third term. This summer he suggested that after he wins this election he 

will “go for another four years because they spied on my campaign. We should get a redo of four years.” On 

the first night of the Republican National Convention, he responded to the crowd’s chant of “four more years” 

by saying, “If you really want to drive them crazy, you say, ‘Twelve more years.’” In 2018, when Chinese 

president Xi Jinping had the two-term limit removed from the Chinese Constitution, Trump remarked that it 

was “great” that Xi could now be president for life, and mused that “maybe we’ll have to give that a shot 

someday.” 

Shrugging off these repeated remarks as jokes misses the point: as Sigmund Freud long ago observed, what an 

individual chooses to joke about can reveal a good deal about his inner life. Trump’s “impulses and 

sympathies are clearly authoritarian,” Douglas writes, and he “seeks power simply to keep himself in the 

public eye; or to put it differently, the only power Trump really craves is the power to command attention.” 

Elections are for him nothing more than a way to serve his own interests. 

The central argument of Will He Go? is that Trump’s pathologies intersect with some distinctive features of 

the US electoral system in a particularly dangerous way. So before we can think about the scenarios Douglas 

sketches to suggest just how he might not go, we need to understand the architecture of our presidential 

election system. 

To select the nation’s chief executive, individual citizens cast a ballot for the candidate they prefer, but those 

votes actually operate to select members of an Electoral College. These “electors” are apportioned among the 

states, with the number for each state being its senators (always two) plus its representatives (depending on its 

population, with a minimum of one; California currently has the most, at fifty-three). (Under the Twenty-

Third Amendment, the District of Columbia also gets three electors.) The 538 electors then cast ballots for 

president and vice-president. 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/our-most-vulnerable-election/#fn-*
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If a candidate receives an undisputed majority of the Electoral College votes, he or she is the winner. With the 

exception of the elections of 1800, 1824, and 1876, this is how our presidents and vice-presidents have been 

chosen (with an asterisk for Vice Presidents Ford and Rockefeller, who were chosen through the nomination 

and confirmation process of section 2 of the Twenty-Fifth Amendment—Ford to fill the seat left vacant when 

Vice President Spiro Agnew resigned in disgrace, and Rockefeller to replace Ford when Ford became 

president after Richard Nixon resigned facing impeachment). 

But if no candidate receives a majority of the Electoral College votes, then the election for president is thrown 

into the newly elected Congress—which under the Constitution takes office on January 3 and, under the 

Electoral Count Act, convenes to count the electoral votes on January 6. The House of Representatives selects 

the president from among the top three vote-getters for president in the Electoral College. Each of the fifty 

states, whatever its population, gets one vote, and, under the Twelfth Amendment, “a majority of all the states 

shall be necessary to a choice.” The Senate selects between the two candidates for vice-president who 

received the most electoral votes. 

If those processes fail and we get neither a president nor a vice-president (who then serves as president), we 

turn to the Presidential Succession Act of 1947, passed pursuant to Congress’s authority under section 2 of the 

Twentieth Amendment. The Speaker of the House of Representatives, if he or she is eligible to be president 

(which requires being at least thirty-five years old and a “natural-born Citizen” who has lived in the United 

States for fourteen years), can resign from Congress and “act as President.” If the speaker is ineligible or 

unwilling, the act then turns to the president pro tem of the Senate, and one after another to the members of 

the cabinet, in order of the seniority of their departments. 

With me still? Now come the problems. They start, as Douglas points out, with a challenge to democratic 

legitimacy that inheres in the very structure of the Constitution: the possibility that a candidate will lose the 

popular vote but nevertheless obtain a majority in the Electoral College. Social scientists have estimated that 

under current conditions, there is a one-in-three chance that a popular-vote loser will nonetheless win the 

electoral vote. And for demographic reasons, that chance skews more heavily in favor of Republicans than 

Democrats. So far in the 2000s, this mismatch has happened in two of the five elections: in 2000, Al Gore got 

roughly 500,000 more votes than George W. Bush, but Bush garnered 271 electoral votes to Gore’s 266 (with 

one D.C. elector abstaining in protest); in 2016, Hillary Clinton received 2.87 million more votes than Trump 

but lost in the Electoral College 304–227 (seven electors—two pledged to Trump and five to Clinton—voted 

for other candidates). Particularly in a nation as politically polarized as contemporary America, it is a real 

question how many such elections the people will accept before they demand fundamental change to the way 

a president is selected. 

But of course there can be disputes over which candidate is entitled to a state’s electoral votes in the first 

place. In essence, we have fifty-one different Electoral College elections occurring simultaneously across the 

country, each of them with its own set of rules about who can vote (for example, what sorts of identity 

documents are required) and how (in person, by mail, on a single election day or over a weeks-long period). 

Many of those elections are not likely to be close: it would take a landslide on the order of Johnson-Goldwater 

in 1964 to give Biden a shot at winning Kansas or one like Reagan-Mondale in 1984 for Trump to win 

Connecticut. But there are a bunch of swing states in which statewide margins can be infinitesimal. Trump 

won in 2016 because he got 0.23 percent more votes than Clinton in Michigan, 0.72 percent more in 

Pennsylvania, and 0.77 percent more in Wisconsin. George W. Bush won in 2000 because he got 537 more 

votes than Gore in Florida (and one more, from the Supreme Court, in Washington, D.C.). 
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Will He Go? is focused “less [on] the possibility that Trump will steal victory than that he will reject defeat,” 

perhaps because Douglas is particularly interested in describing the design defects in the architecture of the 

Twelfth Amendment and the Electoral Count Act. So the second half of Douglas’s book offers three scenarios 

designed to show the kinds of electoral meltdowns that may occur this fall. Each of his scenarios begins on or 

after election day and involves electoral uncertainty. But we should not ignore the possibility that Douglas 

skips past: that Trump will create a crisis of democratic legitimacy by manipulating the election system to 

prevent his defeat. 

Here are three possibilities Douglas does not discuss, each of which strikes me as at least as plausible as the 

ones he does. Nor should we be focused only on whether Donald Trump will go. None of my scenarios—or, 

indeed, Douglas’s—depends entirely on the “psychopathology” of Donald Trump. Each of them could occur 

in any future election, given the stark levels of political polarization in the contemporary United States. By 

pursuing only the question “Will he go?,” Douglas may have downplayed defects in the American election 

system that will persist even after Trump is gone. 

First, Trump could produce an “October surprise” that dispirits Democratic voters or swings undecided voters 

away from Biden. Douglas recognizes that “in William Barr, Trump has found an attorney general willing to 

act as the president’s private advocate,” but he is reassured that Trump’s ability to use the Department of 

Justice for political ends is limited because career DOJ lawyers would resist helping him. I’m not as sanguine. 

The career lawyers cannot prevent Barr from announcing, on the eve of the election, some version of the 

results of the inquiry he commissioned into the US government’s investigation of the Trump campaign’s 

connections with Russia. Given the disingenuous spin Barr put on the Mueller Report, what will stop him 

from insinuating that Joe Biden was somehow “involved” in “spying” on Trump’s 2016 campaign? 

And what will stop Barr and his allies from indulging Trump’s desire (expressed in the notorious “perfect” 

phone call with Ukraine leader Volodymyr Zelensky) and indicting Hunter Biden for some alleged 

impropriety? Consider the effects on the last election of James Comey’s October 28, 2016, letter to Congress 

seemingly reviving the investigation into Hillary Clinton’s e-mails; it dominated several news cycles and 

halved her lead in the polls. 

Second, Trump and his allies in the Republican Party can challenge every effort to ease restrictions on voting 

by mail or other alternatives to voting in person on election day. In states where both poll workers and 

prospective voters fear the effects of Covid-19—effects that are disproportionately serious for Black and 

Latino individuals, who are often crucial Democratic voters—this could drive down turnout. Consider Texas, 

where Republican state officials and a Republican-dominated state supreme court narrowly construed the 

state-law provision allowing a citizen to vote by mail if he has a “physical condition” that creates a 

“likelihood” of “injuring the voter’s health” from voting in person. A lack of immunity to the coronavirus, 

they decided, was not such a condition, even though the voter might be sheltering in place and trying to 

maintain social distance in order to avoid infecting himself or others. (I represent Texas voters in a federal 

constitutional challenge to Texas’s decision to give only voters over the age of sixty-five an automatic right to 

vote by mail; we claim this violates the Twenty-Sixth Amendment’s command that the right of adult citizens 

to vote shall not be “abridged” on account of a citizen’s “age.”) 

Third, as in 1876 and 2000, there’s always the possibility of controversy in Florida. In 2018 Florida voters 

(including a significant share of Republican voters) approved an initiative—Amendment 4—that would 

automatically restore criminal offenders’ right to vote (unless they had been convicted of murder or a felony 
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sexual offense) “upon completion of all terms of sentence including parole or probation.” Roughly 1.4 million 

individuals could potentially benefit from the amendment. And in a state that’s evenly divided in statewide 

races, if even a fraction of those former offenders voted, they could determine the outcome. 

But the Republican-dominated state legislature and the Republican-dominated state supreme court have 

defined “completion” of the terms of a sentence to include payment of all financial obligations ordered by the 

sentencing document. Often these obligations include court costs and fees of hundreds of dollars. Although 

the Twenty-Fourth Amendment prohibits denying citizens the right to vote for failure to pay “any tax”—and 

court costs that fund government operations are a form of taxation—the inability to pay these fees will 

prevent many returning citizens from registering and casting a ballot. 

What’s worse, many former offenders have no way to find out how much they owe (and face criminal 

prosecution if they register and vote without paying the full amount). A federal district judge found, after a 

lengthy trial, that Florida’s system for determining the amounts owed was so plagued by intractable 

administrative problems that it violated the US Constitution. The judge pointed to testimony regarding the 

efforts of “a professor specializing in this field with a team of doctoral candidates from a major research 

university” who unsuccessfully spent weeks trying to obtain this information for “153 randomly selected 

felons.” And staff members with “combined experience of over 100 years” in one county clerk’s office spent 

some fifteen hours “bulldog[ing]” the circumstances of a single aspiring voter to figure out the amount owed. 

The court emphasized that, based on the state’s own estimates, the projected completion date for reviewing 

the obligations of only the 85,000 former offenders who had currently pending registration applications would 

be “early in 2026. With a flood of additional registrations expected in this presidential election year, the 

anticipated completion date might well be pushed into the 2030s.” But a federal court of appeals—on which 

five of the ten judges hearing the case are Trump appointees—issued a one-sentence order staying the district 

court’s injunction that left the pay-before-you-can-vote provision in place while the case works its way 

through the system. And the US Supreme Court left that stay in place, again in a one-sentence order, with 

Justices Ginsburg, Sotomayor, and Kagan dissenting. So if Trump wins Florida’s electoral votes and those 

votes are essential to his winning the election, his victory will be tainted. 

Now consider the three “catastrophe” scenarios Douglas presents. The first is that a pivotal number of electors 

try to cast their votes for a candidate who outright failed to carry their state’s popular vote. Thirty-two states 

and the District of Columbia have laws insisting that a party-picked slate of electors cast their electoral votes 

for their party’s candidate. But only fifteen states have a system for backing up that pledge requirement with 

an enforceable sanction (either removing or punishing a so-called faithless elector). Earlier this year, the 

Supreme Court unanimously upheld the constitutionality of those enforcement devices. But among the 

jurisdictions without one is the swing state of Pennsylvania. So what happens, Douglas asks, if Trump once 

again wins a plurality of the vote there, but this time two of the Republican electors decide they cannot 

support him and instead vote for Mitt Romney, leaving Trump with only 269 electoral votes nationwide, one 

short of the Twelfth Amendment’s required majority? 

Douglas posits that the Republican-controlled state legislature would then pass a law canceling the ballots of 

the two defecting electors and replacing those electors with Trump supporters. The legislature would then 

send a certificate of election to Congress announcing that Trump has received twenty electoral votes. But the 

Democratic governor of Pennsylvania might also send an election certificate, this one certifying eighteen 

votes for Trump and two for Romney. What is Congress to do? 
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The section of the Electoral Count Act that governs counting the votes is, as Douglas puts it, a “semantic 

salad.” It directs Congress to count the votes that are “regularly given.” And it provides that if at least one 

senator and one representative file a written objection to accepting a state’s certificate, the two houses are to 

return to their own chambers and deliberate before continuing the overall count. But the phrase “regularly 

given” is nowhere defined. Is a vote regularly given if it is the product of a law enacted after election day to 

change the outcome? And if the House and Senate disagree about whether a vote was regularly 

given, and there are two slates of electors, the act declares “then, and in that case, the votes of the electors 

whose appointment shall have been certified by the executive of the State, under the seal thereof, shall be 

counted.” So does that mean the governor-certified slate is the one that should count? 

In a close election, the upshot of counting the gubernatorial slate (with its eighteen votes for Trump and two 

for Romney) may be that no candidate receives a national majority of the electoral votes. This will throw the 

issue into the Twelfth Amendment’s backup mechanism. But that mechanism also fails to account for 

contingency. What happens if twenty-five of the House delegations are controlled by Democrats and twenty-

five by Republicans? If twenty-five delegations cast their vote for Biden and twenty-five cast their vote for 

Trump, the House will be deadlocked, and unable to pick a president. And what happens if the new Senate in 

2021 consists of fifty Democrats and fifty Republicans? It too will deadlock and be unable to pick a vice-

president. Assuming that the Democrats hold the House, the Presidential Succession Act authorizes the 

Speaker of the House (today, Nancy Pelosi, but the new House will select the speaker who will be in office on 

January 6) to act as president. 

Will Trump go under those circumstances? Douglas fears not. Instead, Douglas suggests he may stage his 

own, competing inauguration and rely on William Barr to deliver a legal opinion stating that he remains the 

commander-in-chief. After Will He Go? was published, Barr was asked at a House Judiciary Committee 

hearing, “What will you do if Donald Trump loses the election on November 3 but refuses to leave office on 

January 20?” Barr responded, “Well, if the results are clear, I would leave office.” That, as Douglas 

anticipates, is a mighty big if. What would Barr do if the results are not clear? In a 2019 speech at Notre 

Dame, Barr described a world where he is fighting for America’s survival against the evil forces of 

“secularists, and their allies among the ‘progressives.’” Such views may well color his opinion of the clarity 

of election results in which those forces claim victory. 

Douglas’s second “catastrophe” scenario—the “hack attack”—raises the question of clarity in a different way. 

Suppose that on election day the electric power grid in Detroit suddenly crashes and, as a result, 350,000 

fewer votes are cast in Detroit than were cast in 2016. Suppose that in Michigan overall Trump again receives 

around 10,000 more votes than his Democratic opponent. Isn’t it clear, given that Detroit is an 

overwhelmingly Democratic city that broke two to one for the Democrats the last time around, that Biden 

would have won Michigan without the shutdown of Detroit’s polling places? Although Douglas’s scenario 

involves a deliberate attack on the electoral infrastructure, a natural disaster or human error could have the 

same effect. 

But as Douglas points out, however clear that reality may be, it is quite unclear that there is anything to be 

done about it: “No revote has ever been staged in a presidential contest.” Suppose a federal court were to 

order one and, despite the current Supreme Court’s fairly consistent rejection of judicial attempts to adapt 

election laws to the Covid-19 crisis, the justices were to allow the revote to proceed. Trump surely would not 

accept the results of a revote in which he gets fewer votes than Biden. And if the Supreme Court were to hold 

that, under the Electoral Count Act, Congress must accept an electoral certificate sent by Democratic 
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governor Gretchen Whitmer reflecting the results of that revote, rather than a competing certificate in 

Trump’s favor submitted by the Republican-controlled Michigan legislature, Trump is unlikely to accept that 

result either. 

Victor J. Blue/The New York Times/Redux 

Board of Elections workers counting absentee ballots, Brooklyn, July 2020 

Douglas’s third “catastrophe” is the “Big Blue Shift.” Unlike the other two scenarios, which are possible but 

unlikely, this one is almost certain to happen. But unlike the other two, the blue shift is not a catastrophe 

(except, perhaps, from Trump’s point of view). Instead, it’s just a reflection of contemporary voting patterns.  

In recent years, a greater and greater percentage of Americans have cast their ballots without going to the 

polls on election day. In some places, they cast their ballots early, usually at the registrar’s office or at a 

voting supercenter. But the largest change has been the explosion in voting by mail. Originally called 

“absentee voting” because it was designed to enable voters who would be away from the jurisdiction on 

election day—its origins go back to the Civil War, when Republican states in the North used it to keep Union 

troops in the field without sacrificing their electoral support—it has now been extended to a much larger 

cohort of individuals. In a half-dozen states, virtually all voting is conducted at least partially by mail: the 

state sends ballots to all registered voters, who can return those ballots either by mail or by dropping them off 

in designated locations. In most other states, no-excuse vote by mail is available to any voter who applies to 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/karlan_2-100820.jpg
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vote that way. In a handful of states, voters are permitted to vote by mail only if they qualify under a specified 

excuse. 

Covid-19 has accelerated the trend toward voting by mail. In the April 2020 primary in Wisconsin, absentee 

voting was up by more than 650 percent compared to ordinary elections. In Pennsylvania’s June primary, 

about 50 percent of voters voted absentee, compared to 5 to 7 percent normally. 

On top of the trend toward voting by mail, the federal Help America Vote Act, passed after the 2000 election 

debacle, requires states to provide a “provisional” ballot to any individual who shows up at the polls on 

election day but who appears not to be registered—or to whom election officials are otherwise unwilling to 

provide a ballot (perhaps for failure to satisfy a voter ID requirement). Strikingly, federal law provides no rule 

for whether or when a state must count provisional ballots. Each state has its own rules. Some states make 

efforts to determine whether ballots are valid, including notifying voters of defects and providing them with 

an opportunity to rectify any problems. Other states are far more restrictive. 

But the upshot of this increase of early voting, mail-in voting, and provisional ballots is that there are a large 

number of ballots that require some form of processing before they can be counted. And for at least some of 

these ballots, that processing cannot be completed or perhaps even started before election day itself, either 

because the ballot has not yet arrived or been cast or because state law forbids beginning to tabulate before the 

polls close. 

In many, but by no means all, jurisdictions, mail-in ballots and provisional ballots skew Democratic. For 

example, in Pennsylvania in 2016, when mail-in voting was only a fraction of what it was in the 2020 

primary, Trump’s margin shrank by 24,000 votes between election night and the final tally. 

Trump believes, perhaps with good reason, that the vote-by-mail electorate in crucial states will be less 

supportive of him than the in-person electorate. So without pointing to any reliable evidence, he has tried to 

cast doubt on the integrity of states that send ballots to all voters, and perhaps of states that even send all 

voters vote-by-mail applications. (He seems to be fine with some forms of absentee voting, at least in 

jurisdictions run by Republicans.) 

On top of that, over the summer, Trump made a series of remarks suggesting that he was opposed to 

providing sufficient funding to the United States Postal Service to handle the upsurge in voting by mail. At 

roughly the same time, the recently appointed postmaster general and Republican mega-donor Louis DeJoy 

announced an “organizational realignment” of the Postal Service that reduced employee overtime hours 

(resulting in delays to some mail delivery) and eliminated certain postal-sorting machines. In letters sent to all 

states and the District of Columbia in July, the Postal Service’s general counsel warned election officials that 

state laws permitting voters to request ballots less than fifteen days before the election “are incongruous with 

the Postal Service’s delivery standards.” While public and congressional outrage forced DeJoy to back down 

on some of the changes, the question remains whether the move to a mostly vote-by-mail election will run 

smoothly. 

But even with all these difficulties, millions and millions of mail-in ballots will be returned in time to be 

counted—and in California, for example, a ballot is timely as long as it is postmarked on or before election 

day and arrives no later than seventeen days after the election. So in tight races, the election-night results may 
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not indicate the ultimate winner. For example, in 2018 Arizona Republican senatorial candidate Martha 

McSally was up by 15,000 votes over her rival Kyrsten Sinema on election night but lost by 56,000 votes 

after the mail-in ballots were counted. 

What will happen, Douglas asks, if Trump is ahead on election night in critical states but starts to fall behind 

as the mail-in or provisional ballots get tallied? Douglas anticipates that Trump, perhaps aided by a politicized 

Department of Justice (which lacks independent litigating authority but can file statements of interest in the 

district court and amicus briefs supporting a party in the courts of appeals or Supreme Court), would surely 

litigate to stop the count while he is still ahead or to challenge those ballots. What happens if the counts are 

not completed by December 14, the date electors are required to cast their votes, let alone if the counts are not 

completed by January 6, when Congress meets to count the electoral votes? Will Trump accept the results if 

election officials conclude that Biden has received more votes? Douglas cites Robert Reich’s view that Trump 

will prove “pathologically incapable of admitting defeat,” and we would find ourselves in a constitutional 

crisis. 

But a huge danger lies ahead even if the upcoming election goes smoothly, or smoothly enough to satisfy the 

Election Official’s Prayer—“Dear Lord, let this election not be close.” I am less optimistic than Douglas that 

a “decisive defeat” for Trump would avoid a crisis. If Trump leaves the White House on January 20, 2021, he 

will not go gentle into that good night. Addicted as he is to Twitter and the limelight, he is likely to continue 

attacking his successor, stirring up his base, and suggesting that the election was stolen, thereby continuing to 

undermine the legitimacy of the democratic system. Douglas imagines the former president setting up with 

Sean Hannity at the Trump International Hotel just a half-mile from the White House, where he can launch 

his long-planned cable network, rally his die-hard supporters, and “remain a force of chaos for years to come. 

Indeed, having lost in 2020, he could run again in 2024.” So whatever happens in November, the answer to 

the question “Will he go?” may unfortunately be: “Not for a long, long time.” 

An earlier version of this article misstated the date of the next presidential inauguration. The text above has 

been amended. 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/our-most-vulnerable-election/  
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The Argonauts 

by Kenneth Grahame 

 

The Argonauts was first published in Short Stories Magazine, volume 16, 1894. ""I'm Jason," he replied 

defiantly; "and this is the Argo. The other fellows are here too, only you can't see them; and we're just going 

through the Hellespont, so don't you come bothering." 

 

THE advent of strangers, of whatever sort, into our circle, had always been a matter of grave dubiety and 

suspicion; indeed, it was generally a signal for retreat into caves and fastnesses of the earth, into unthreaded 

copses or remote outlying cowsheds, whence we were only to be extricated by wily nursemaids, rendered 

familiar by experience with our secret runs and refuges. It was not surprising, therefore, that the heroes of 

classic legend, when first we made their acquaintance, failed to win our entire sympathy at once. 

"Confidence," says somebody, "is a plant of slow growth;" and these stately, dark-haired demi-gods, with 

names hard to master and strange accoutrements, had to win a citadel already strongly garrisoned with a more 

familiar soldiery. Their chill foreign goddesses had no such direct appeal for us as the mocking, malicious 

fairies and witches of the north; we missed the pleasant alliance of the animal—the fox who spread the 

bushiest of tails to convey us to the enchanted castle, the frog in the well, the raven who croaked advice from 

the tree; and—to Harold especially—it seemed entirely wrong that the hero should ever be other than the 

younger brother of three. This belief, indeed, in the special fortune that ever awaited the youngest brother, as 

such—the "Borough-English" of Faery—had been of baleful effect on Harold, producing a certain self-

conceit and perkiness that called for physical correction. But even in our admonishment we were on his side; 

and as we distrustfully eyed these new arrivals, old Saturn himself seemed something of a parvenu. 

Even strangers, however, if they be good fellows at heart, may develop into sworn comrades; and these gay 

swordsmen, after all, were of the right stuff. Perseus, with his cap of darkness and his wonderful sandals, was 

not long in winging his way to our hearts; Apollo knocked at Admetus' gate in something of the right fairy 

fashion; Psyche brought with her an orthodox palace of magic, as well as helpful birds and friendly ants. 

Ulysses, with his captivating shifts and strategies, broke down the final barrier, and henceforth the band was 

adopted and admitted into our freemasonry. 

I had been engaged in chasing Farmer Larkin's calves—his special pride—round the field, just to show the 

man we hadn't forgotten him, and was returning through the kitchen-garden with a conscience at peace with 

all men, when I happened upon Edward, grubbing for worms in the dung-heap. Edward put his worms into his 

hat, and we strolled along together, discussing high matters of state. As we reached the tool-shed, strange 

noises arrested our steps; looking in, we perceived Harold, alone, rapt, absorbed, immersed in the special 

game of the moment. He was squatting in an old pig-trough that had been brought in to be tinkered; and as he 

rhapsodised, anon he waved a shovel over his head, anon dug it into the ground with the action of those who 

would urge Canadian canoes. Edward strode in upon him. 

"What rot are you playing at now?" he demanded sternly. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kenneth-grahame
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Harold flushed up, but stuck to his pig-trough like a man. "I'm Jason," he replied defiantly; "and this is the 

Argo. The other fellows are here too, only you can't see them; and we're just going through the Hellespont, so 

don't you come bothering." And once more he plied the wine-dark sea. 

Edward kicked the pig-trough contemptuously. "Pretty sort of Argo you've got!" said he. 

Harold began to get annoyed. "I can't help it," he replied. "It's the best sort of Argo I can manage, and it's all 

right, if you only pretend enough; but you never could pretend one bit." 

Edward reflected. "Look here," he said presently. "Why shouldn't we get hold of Farmer Larkin's boat, and 

bang away up the river in a real Argo, and look for Medea, and the Golden Fleece, and everything? And I'll 

tell you what, I don't mind your being Jason, as you thought of it first." 

Harold tumbled out of the trough in the excess of his emotion. "But we aren't allowed to go on the water by 

ourselves," he cried. 

"No," said Edward, with fine scorn; "we aren't allowed; and Jason wasn't allowed either, I dare say—but he 

went!" 

Harold's protest had been merely conventional; he only wanted to be convinced by sound argument. The next 

question was, How about the girls? Selina was distinctly handy in a boat; the difficulty about her was, that if 

she disapproved of the expedition—and, morally considered, it was not exactly a Pilgrim's Progress—she 

might go and tell; for she had just reached that disagreeable age when one begins to develop a conscience. 

Charlotte, for her part, had a habit of day-dreams, and was as likely as not to fall overboard in one of her rapt 

musings. To be sure, she would dissolve in tears when she found herself left out; but even that was better than 

a watery tomb. In fine, the public voice—and rightly, perhaps—was against the admission of the skirted 

animal, spite the precedent of Atalanta, who was one of the original crew. 

"And now," said Edward, "who's to ask Farmer Larkin? I can't; last time I saw him he said when he caught me 

again he'd smack my head. You'll have to." 

I hesitated, for good reasons. "You know those precious calves of his?" I began. 

Edward understood at once. "All right," he said; "then we won't ask him at all. It doesn't much matter. He'd 

only be annoyed, and that would be a pity. Now, let's set off." 

We made our way down to the stream, and captured the farmer's boat without let or hindrance, the enemy 

being engaged in the hayfields. This "river," so-called, could never be discovered by us in any atlas; indeed, 

our Argo could hardly turn in it without risk of shipwreck. But to us 'twas Orinoco, and the cities of the world 

dotted its shores. We put the Argo's head up-stream, since that led away from the Larkin province; Harold 

was faithfully permitted to be Jason, and we shared the rest of the heroes among us. So we passed, rejoicing, 

over the deep-blue Symplegades, through the Clashing Rocks, and under the lee of the siren-haunted isles. 
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It was after some hour or two's seafaring that the prow of the Argo embedded itself in the mud of a landing-

place, plashy with the tread of cows and giving on to a lane that led towards the smoke of human habitations. 

Edward jumped ashore, alert for exploration, and strode off without waiting to see if we followed; but I 

lingered behind, having caught sight of a moss-grown water-gate hard by, leading into a garden that, from the 

brooding quiet lapping it round, appeared to portend magical possibilities. Indeed, the very air within seemed 

stiller, as we circumspectly passed through the gate; and Harold hung back shamefaced, as if we were 

crossing the threshold of some private chamber, and ghosts of old days were hustling past us. Flowers there 

were, everywhere; but they drooped and sprawled in an overgrowth hinting at indifference; the scent of 

heliotrope possessed the place as if actually hung in solid festoons from tall untrimmed hedge to hedge. No 

basket-chairs, shawls, or novels dotted the lawn with color; and on the garden-front of the house behind, the 

blinds were mostly drawn. A gray old sun-dial dominated the central sward, and we moved towards it 

instinctively, as the most human thing visible. An antique motto ran round it, and with eyes and fingers we 

struggled at the decipherment. 

"TIME: TRYETH: TROTHE:" spelt out Harold at last. "I wonder what that means?" 

I could not enlighten him, nor meet his further questions as to the inner mechanism of the thing, and where 

you wound it up. I had seen these instruments before, of course; but had never fully understood their manner 

of working. 

We were still puzzling our heads over the contrivance, when I became aware that Medea herself was moving 

down the path from the house. Dark-haired, supple, of a figure lightly posed and swayed, but pale and 

listless—I knew her at once, and having come out to find her, naturally felt no surprise at all. But Harold, who 

was trying to climb on to the top of the sun-dial, having a cat-like fondness for the summit of things, started 

and fell prone, barking his chin and filling the pleasance with lamentation. 

Medea skimmed the ground swallow-like, and in a moment was on her knees comforting him, wiping the 

gravel out of his chin with her own dainty handkerchief, and vocal with soft murmurs of consolation. 

"You needn't take on so about him," I observed politely. "He'll cry for just one minute, and then he'll be all 

right." 

My estimate was justified. At the end of his regulation time Harold stopped crying suddenly, like a clock that 

had struck its hour; and with a serene and cheerful countenance, wriggled out of Medea's embrace, and ran for 

a stone to throw at an intrusive blackbird. 

"O you boys!" cried Medea, throwing wide her arms with abandonment. "Where have you dropped from? 

How dirty you are! I've been shut up here for a thousand years, and all that time I've never seen any one under 

a hundred and fifty! Let's play at something, at once!" 

"Rounders is a good game," I suggested, "Girls can play at rounders. And we could serve up to the sun-dial 

here. But you want a bat and a ball, and some more people." 
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She struck her hands together tragically. "I haven't a bat," she cried, "or a ball, or more people, or anything 

sensible whatever. Never mind; let's play at hide-and-seek in the kitchen-garden. And we'll race there, up to 

that walnut-tree; I haven't run for a century!" 

She was so easy a victor, nevertheless, that I began to doubt, as I panted behind, whether she had not 

exaggerated her age by a year or two. She flung herself into hide-and-seek with all the gusto and 

abandonment of the true artist; and as she flitted away and re-appeared, flushed and laughing divinely, the 

pale witch-maiden seemed to fall away from her, and she moved rather as that other girl I had read about, 

snatched from fields of daffodil to reign in shadow below, yet permitted once again to visit earth and light and 

the frank, caressing air. 

Tired at last, we strolled back to the old sun-dial, and Harold, who never relinquished a problem unsolved, 

began afresh, rubbing his finger along the faint incisions, "Time trieth trothe. Please, I want to know what that 

means?" 

Medea's face drooped low over the sun-dial, till it was almost hidden in her fingers. "That's what I'm here 

for," she said presently in quite a changed, low voice. "They shut me up here—they think I'll forget—but I 

never will—never, never! And he, too—but I don't know—it is so long—I don't know!" Her face was quite 

hidden now. There was silence again in the old garden. I felt clumsily helpless and awkward. Nothing 

remedial suggested itself beyond a vague idea of kicking Harold. 

None of us had noticed the approach of another she-creature—one of the angular and rigid class—how 

different from our dear comrade! The years Medea had claimed might well have belonged to her; she wore 

mittens, too—a trick I detested in woman. "Lucy!" she said sharply, in a tone with aunt writ large all over it; 

and Medea started up guiltily. 

"You've been crying," said the newcomer, grimly regarding her through spectacles. "And pray who are these 

exceedingly dirty little boys?" 

"Friends of mine, aunt," said Medea promptly, with forced cheerfulness. "I—I've known them a long time. I 

asked them to come." 

The aunt sniffed suspiciously, "You must come indoors, dear," she said, "and lie down. The sun will give you 

a headache. And you little boys had better run away home to your tea. Remember, you should not come to 

pay visits without your nursemaid." 

Harold had been tugging nervously at my jacket for some time, and I only waited till Medea turned and kissed 

a white hand to us as she was led away. Then I ran. We gained the boat in safety; and "What an old dragon!" 

said Harold. 

"Wasn't she a beast!" I replied. "Fancy the sun giving any one a headache! But Medea was a real brick. 

Couldn't we carry her off?" 

"We could if Edward was here," said Harold, confidently. 
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The question was, what had become of that defaulting hero? We were not left long in doubt. First, there came 

down the lane the shrill and wrathful clamor of a female tongue; then Edward, running his best; and then an 

excited woman hard on his heels. Edward tumbled into the bottom of the boat, gasping "Shove her off!" And 

shove her off we did, mightily, while the dame abused us from the bank in the self-same accents with which 

Alfred hurled defiance at the marauding Dane. 

"That was just like a bit out of Westward Ho!" I remarked approvingly, as we sculled down the stream. "But 

what had you been doing to her?" 

"Hadn't been doing anything," panted Edward, still breathless. "I went up into the village and explored, and it 

was a very nice one, and the people were very polite. And there was a blacksmith's forge there, and they were 

shoeing horses, and the hoofs fizzled and smoked, and smelt so jolly! I stayed there quite a long time. Then I 

got thirsty, so I asked that old woman for some water, and while she was getting it her cat came out of the 

cottage, and looked at me in a nasty sort of way, and said something I didn't like. So I went up to it just to—to 

teach it manners, and somehow or other, next minute it was up an apple-tree, spitting, and I was running down 

the lane with that old thing after me." 

Edward was so full of his personal injuries that there was no interesting him in Medea at all. Moreover, the 

evening was closing in, and it was evident that this cutting-out expedition must be kept for another day. As we 

neared home, it gradually occurred to us that perhaps the greatest danger was yet to come; for the farmer must 

have missed his boat ere now, and would probably be lying in wait for us near the landing-place. There was 

no other spot admitting of debarcation on the home side; if we got out on the other, and made for the bridge, 

we should certainly be seen and cut off. Then it was that I blessed my stars that our elder brother was with us 

that day; he might be little good at pretending, but in grappling with the stern facts of life he had no equal. 

Enjoining silence, he waited till we were but a little way from the fated landing-place, and then brought us in 

to the opposite bank. We scrambled out noiselessly and—the gathering darkness favoring us—crouched 

behind a willow, while Edward pushed off the empty boat with his foot. The old Argo, borne down by the 

gentle current, slid and grazed along the rushy bank; and when she came opposite the suspected ambush, a 

stream of imprecation told us that our precaution had not been wasted. We wondered, as we listened, where 

Farmer Larkin, who was bucolically bred and reared, had acquired such range and wealth of vocabulary. Fully 

realizing at last that his boat was derelict, abandoned, at the mercy of wind and wave—as well as out of his 

reach—he strode away to the bridge, about a quarter of a mile further down; and as soon as we heard his 

boots clumping on the planks we nipped out, recovered the craft, pulled across, and made the faithful vessel 

fast to her proper moorings. Edward was anxious to wait and exchange courtesies and compliments with the 

disappointed farmer, when he should confront us on the opposite bank; but wiser counsels prevailed. It was 

possible that the piracy was not yet laid at our particular door. Ulysses, I reminded him, had reason to regret a 

similar act of bravado, and—were he here—would certainly advise a timely retreat, Edward held but a low 

opinion of me as a counsellor, but he had a very solid respect for Ulysses. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/kenneth-grahame/short-story/the-argonauts  
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The Brooklyn College Farm Labor Project of the 1940s 

The coronavirus pandemic left farmers falling back on students to pick crops. But it certainly wasn’t the first 

time. 

 

Four top pickers holding bushels of beans, Morrisville, 1943. 

via JSTOR 

By: Lina Zeldovich  

The coronavirus pandemic wreaked havoc on agriculture during the 2020 growing season. Many farm 

workers are seasonal laborers who travel to pick crops as they are ready for harvest. But this year, some were 

afraid to leave home while others couldn’t travel get places due to travel restrictions or cancelled flights. 

A shortage of farm workers right when it was time to pick the crops meant struggling farmers had to fall back 

on high school students, school bus drivers, and other people to gather their harvest. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.3710575
https://daily.jstor.org/daily-author/lina-zeldovich/
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-wheat/u-s-farmers-scramble-for-help-as-covid-19-scuttles-immigrant-workforce-idUSKBN2431BQ
https://www.reuters.com/article/us-health-coronavirus-usa-wheat/u-s-farmers-scramble-for-help-as-covid-19-scuttles-immigrant-workforce-idUSKBN2431BQ
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Female students learning about tractors, c. 1944 via JSTOR 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/community.3710142?mag=brooklyn-college-farm-labor-project-1940s
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It wasn’t the first time in US history that students donned overalls and ventured into the fields to save the 

season’s harvest and put food on people’s tables. During World War II when many men were drafted, the 

country also suffered from a shortage of agricultural workers. While they were saving the world from fascism, 

students were saving the harvest back home. 

Over 300 students traveled, lived, and worked at the upstate farms in Red Hook and Morrisville, while 

also taking classes at night. 

That history is vividly documented in the black-and white photos and timeworn newspaper clippings of 

the Brooklyn College Farm Labor Project, which was recently digitized and made available on JSTOR. In 

1942, Brooklyn College, along with several other city universities began to recruit students to work at farms 

in upstate New York, picking fruits and vegetables. For the next three years, over 300 students traveled, lived, 

and worked at the upstate farms in Red Hook and Morrisville, while also taking classes at night. 

“Callouses and solid economic principles are being acquired by the 200 Brooklyn College students at 

work at the school’s farm project in Morrisville, NY,” wrote one newspaper at the time. It also noted that 

students were becoming “penny-pinchers,” developing newfound appreciation for the 50 cents they were paid 

for picking a bushel of peas or beans and calculating how many bushels an ice-cream or a movie ticket was 

worth. In addition to money, they also earned six academic credits for classes they took in the evening, after 

toiling in the field during the day. Other articles spoke about Brooklyn College biomedical students 

planting early peas in their Victory Gardens and taking lessons in transplanting. 

 

The photos often portrayed the students as smiling and happy, but the reality was harsher, says Marianne 

LaBatto, associate archivist at the Brooklyn College Library. “They had to take classes at night after working 

in the field for a day. For young people who grew up in the city, being a college student by night and a farmer 

by day wasn’t easy, as one Brooklyn College paper noted. “While a great proportion of our students in 

Brooklyn are accustomed to working and taking classes at the same time, at Morrisville the long hours of 

manual labor in the open air, followed by one hour and a half of classroom in the evening constituted a 

completely new regimen that required many adjustments… that sometimes strained the city dweller’s 

capacity.” 

While the photos often depict men and women, the majority of students were female, says LaBatto—because 

men were serving in the army. “Most men were off fighting and most of the farm labor were women because 

the majority of students at Brooklyn College during war years were women.” 

Weekly Newsletter 

Get your fix of JSTOR Daily’s best stories in your inbox each Thursday. 

Subscribe
 

Privacy Policy   Contact Us 

https://daily.jstor.org/brooklyn-college-farm-labor-project-1940s/?utm_term=The%20Brooklyn%20College%20Farm%20Labor%20Project%20of%20the%201940s&utm_campaign=jstordaily_09242020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://daily.jstor.org/brooklyn-college-farm-labor-project-1940s/?utm_term=The%20Brooklyn%20College%20Farm%20Labor%20Project%20of%20the%201940s&utm_campaign=jstordaily_09242020&utm_content=email&utm_source=Act-On+Software&utm_medium=email
https://www.jstor.org/site/brooklyn-college/farm-labor-project/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.3710746?mag=brooklyn-college-farm-labor-project-1940s
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.3710716?mag=brooklyn-college-farm-labor-project-1940s
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.3710716?mag=brooklyn-college-farm-labor-project-1940s
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.3710706?mag=brooklyn-college-farm-labor-project-1940s
https://library.brooklyn.cuny.edu/library/about/directory/index.php?view=show_staff&staff_id=65
https://library.brooklyn.cuny.edu/library/about/directory/index.php?view=show_staff&staff_id=65
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.2307/community.3710679?mag=brooklyn-college-farm-labor-project-1940s
https://about.jstor.org/privacy/
http://www.jstor.org/contact-us/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 538  october 2020 

 

21 

You may unsubscribe at any time by clicking on the provided link on any marketing message. 

There were other hardships too. Some students felt that they were being used as cheap labor, being paid 17 

cents an hour to weed the fields. “We feel that we are important and are helping the war effort,” said one 

girl, “but we wish there were a freer market.” 

The students’ work was indeed very important. If it wasn’t for their efforts, some crops would not have been 

picked and that food would likely have gone to waste, rather than the tables. Instead, it went on to feed the 

hungry population. In 1943 alone, the students picked over 700,000 pounds of peas and beans that fed New 

York City residents or soldiers, all the while the students kept studying geology, sociology, political science, 

math and English. 
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Universal speed limits in thermodynamics away from equilibrium 

ByDIPC   

Many problems in science and engineering involve understanding how quickly a physical system transitions 

between distinguishable states and the energetic costs of advancing at a given speed. While theories such as 

thermodynamics and quantum mechanics put fundamental bounds on the dynamical evolution of physical 

systems, the form and function of the bounds differ. 

Rudolf Clausius’s version of the second law of thermodynamics, for example, is an upper bound on the heat 

exchange in traversing equilibrium thermodynamics states—an inequality that limits the efficiency of heat 

engines without an explicit notion of time or fluctuations. By contrast, the time–energy uncertainty relation in 

quantum mechanics presented in 1945 by Leonid Mandelstam and Igor Tamm is a limit on the speed at which 

quantum systems can evolve between two distinguishable quantum states. 

Given this important, and long-standing, contrast between these two pillars of physics, we explore 

thermodynamic bounds that are analogous to those in quantum mechanics, bounds that are independent of the 

system dynamics and set limits on the speed of energy and entropy exchange. 

Thermodynamic uncertainty relations have been found where fluctuations in dynamical currents are bounded 

by the entropy production rate. These relations apply to small systems and are part of stochastic 

thermodynamics, a framework in which heat, work and entropy can be treated at the level of individual, 

fluctuating trajectories. Recent work has begun to suggest connections to the physics of information, 

information theory and information geometry. 

In parallel to these discoveries, there have been advances in quantum-mechanical uncertainty relations or 

speed limits that constrain the speed at which dynamical variables evolve. These quantum speed limits, which 

also have information-theoretic forms, have recently been generalized to open quantum systems embedded in 

an environment, paving the way for their application in the classical domain. 

But, while there has been rapid progress on thermodynamic uncertainty relations, it remains to be seen 

whether there are speed limits in thermodynamics whose generality rivals those in quantum mechanics. 

What governs the speed at which heat, work and entropy are exchanged between a system and its 

surroundings? Is there a universal quantity that bounds the speed at which thermodynamic observables evolve 

away from equilibrium? Now, motivated by these questions, a team of researchers has derived 1 a family of 

limits to the speed with which a system can pass between distinguishable non-equilibrium states and the heat, 

work and entropy exchanged in the process. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/24/universal-speed-limits-in-thermodynamics-away-from-equilibrium/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/24/universal-speed-limits-in-thermodynamics-away-from-equilibrium/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-7232-1
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According to thermodynamics, every natural process faces the physical principle that structure formation or 

useful work production, at a particular speed, comes at a cost: entropy production, energy dissipated as heat, 

and wasted free energy. In order to study the restrictions to these costs, the researchers consider a generic 
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classical, physical system operating irreversibly, out of thermodynamic equilibrium. The stimulus for the time 

evolution of this physical system can be the removal of a constraint or the manipulation of an experimental 

control parameter, such as temperature or volume. As is common in stochastic thermodynamics, they adopt a 

mesoscopic description and take the system to have a finite number of configurations, each one with an initial 

probability. As currents in energy and matter cause the system to evolve, the probability distribution will 

generally differ from that of a Gibbsian ensemble. The working assumption is that the dynamical evolution 

smoothly transforms the probability of each state at a given time with a rate which is time-dependent itself. 

The researchers find that these thermodynamic costs are restricted by fluctuations and satisfy a time–

information uncertainty relation. The uncertainty relations derived for the flux of heat, entropy and work (both 

dissipated and resulting from material transport or chemical reactions) demonstrate that the timescales of their 

dynamical fluctuations away from equilibrium are all bounded by the fluctuations in information rates. In 

other words, rates of energy and entropy exchange are subject to a speed limit—a time–information 

uncertainty relation— imposed by the rates of change in the information content of the system. Therefore, 

while away from equilibrium, natural processes must trade speed for thermodynamic costs. 

Interestingly, all these uncertainty relations have a mathematical form that mirrors the Mandelstam–Tamm 

version of the time–energy uncertainty relation in quantum mechanics. 

Because the developed formalism requires few details about the model system or the experimental conditions, 

the researchers expect it to be applicable to a broad range of physical and (bio) chemical systems. With no 

assumption about the underlying model dynamics or external driving protocol, it could also be applied to any 

non-equilibrium process with a differentiable probability. 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance. 

Disclaimer: Parts of this article may be copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced research 

paper. 

References 

1. Schuyler B. Nicholson, Luis Pedro García-Pintos, Adolfo del Campo & Jason R. Green (2020) 

Time–information uncertainty relations in thermodynamics Nature Physics doi: 10.1038/s41567-

020-0981-y ↩ 

written by 

DIPC 

 

http://about.me/cesar_tome
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41567-020-0981-y
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41567-020-0981-y
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/24/universal-speed-limits-in-thermodynamics-away-from-equilibrium/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#reference-7232-1
https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 538  october 2020 

 

25 

Donostia International Physics Center (DIPC) is a singular research center born in 2000 devoted to research at 

the cutting edge in the fields of Condensed Matter Physics and Materials Science. Since its conception DIPC 

has stood for the promotion of excellence in research, which demands a flexible space where creativity is 

stimulated by diversity of perspectives. Its dynamic research community integrates local host scientists and a 

constant flow of international visiting researchers. 

 Website 

 @DIPCehu 
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Common diabetes drug linked to lower dementia rates 

By Rich Haridy 

 

New research found the rate of cognitive decline was similar between non-diabetics and diabetics taking a 

medication called metformin 

Feodora52/Depositphotos 

New Australian research has found older diabetic patients using a drug called metformin experience slower 

rates of cognitive decline and dementia compared to those not using the medication. The findings build on the 

growing body of evidence suggesting this common drug generates compelling anti-aging effects. 

Metformin is one of the most commonly prescribed drugs in the United States. It’s primarily used to manage 

blood sugar levels in patients with type 2 diabetes, however, over the past few years researchers have begun 

to investigate the drug’s surprising geroprotective qualities. 

 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
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A geroprotective agent is anything that can be shown to extend the lifespan of an organism. Across several 

animal studies metformin has been found to confer lifespan-extending effects, and one compelling study last 

year even homed into on exactly how the drug may be modulating its anti-aging outcomes. 

Understanding the broader systemic effects of metformin in humans has been a little more difficult. While the 

drug has been administered safely to tens of millions of diabetics for decades, it is challenging to separate the 

effects of the drug on the disease from its other potential benefits. 

A robust 2017 meta-analysis crunched a massive volume of data attempting to separate metformin’s effect on 

improving diabetes from its potential healthspan-, or lifespan-, extending qualities. That study boldly 

concluded diabetics taking metformin displayed lower all-cause mortality rates and reduced incidences of 

cancer, compared to age-matched non-diabetic populations. 

Looking at the effect of metformin on brain health, the research has been frustratingly inconsistent. Some 

studies suggest the drug may slow cognitive decline, while others found those taking metformin may actually 

experience higher rates of dementia. Confounding all this data is the simple fact that diabetics suffer a 

significantly higher risk of developing dementia compared to non-diabetics. 

A new research study has looked a data from a project called the Sydney Memory and Ageing Study. This 

ongoing observational study started in 2005 and is following over 1,000 adults aged between 70 and 90 years. 

The general goal of the longitudinal research is to investigate the effects of aging on cognition. None of the 

cohort presented with signs of dementia at the beginning of the study. 

Out of the 1,037 subjects, 123 had diabetes, of which around half were taking metformin. Across an average 

follow-up period of six years, the study found those diabetics taking metformin showed significantly slower 

rates of cognitive decline compared to those diabetic subjects not taking it. Even more interestingly, the study 

saw no difference in the rate of cognitive decline between those diabetics taking metformin and non-diabetic 

subjects. 

"We've revealed the promising new potential for a safe and widely used medication, which could be life-

changing for patients at risk of dementia and their families,” says first author on the study, Katherine 

Samaras. “For those with type 2 diabetes, metformin may add something extra to standard glucose lowering 

in diabetes care: a benefit for cognitive health.” 

Of course a big question remains – how is metformin potentially slowing cognitive decline? Are these 

beneficial brain effects simply due to the drug improving diabetic symptoms? Or could these cognitive 

benefits be generated in healthy, non-diabetic cohorts as well? 

"While an observational study does not provide conclusive 'proof' that metformin is protective against 

dementia, it does encourage us to study this and other anti-diabetic treatments for dementia prevention,” says 

senior author Perminder Sachdev. “Metformin has even been suggested to be anti-aging. The intriguing 

question is whether metformin is helpful in people with normal glucose metabolism. More work is clearly 

needed." 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC3401742/
https://newatlas.com/medical/gut-bacteria-enhance-lifespan-extending-effect-metformin-diabetes-drug/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://newatlas.com/medical/gut-bacteria-enhance-lifespan-extending-effect-metformin-diabetes-drug/?itm_source=newatlas&itm_medium=article-body
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/28802803/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7390234/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/22458300/
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And that work is certainly underway. The Australian researchers are currently planning a large, randomized 

control trial to assess the effect of metformin on non-diabetic subjects at risk of dementia. Another similar 

study is also being planned in Europe, spanning several countries and recruiting 600 subjects to explore 

whether metformin can delay the onset of Alzheimer’s disease. 

The new study was published in the journal Diabetes Care. 

Source: Garvan Institute of Medical Research 
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Personal Memoirs of U.S. Grant 

by Ulysses S. Grant 

 

Next Chapter 

Chapter I 

 

Ancestry-Birth-Boyhood 

My family is American, and has been for generations, in all its branches, direct and collateral. 

Mathew Grant, the founder of the branch in America, of which I am a descendant, reached Dorchester, 

Massachusetts, in May, 1630. In 1635 he moved to what is now Windsor, Connecticut, and was the surveyor 

for that colony for more than forty years. He was also, for many years of the time, town clerk. He was a 

married man when he arrived at Dorchester, but his children were all born in this country. His eldest son, 

Samuel, took lands on the east side of the Connecticut River, opposite Windsor, which have been held and 

occupied by descendants of his to this day. 

I am of the eighth generation from Mathew Grant, and seventh from Samuel. Mathew Grant's first wife died a 

few years after their settlement in Windsor, and he soon after married the widow Rockwell, who, with her 

first husband, had been fellow-passengers with him and his first wife, on the ship Mary and John, from 

Dorchester, England, in 1630. Mrs. Rockwell had several children by her first marriage, and others by her 

second. By intermarriage, two or three generations later, I am descended from both the wives of Mathew 

Grant. 

In the fifth descending generation my great grandfather, Noah Grant, and his younger brother, Solomon, held 

commissions in the English army, in 1756, in the war against the French and Indians. Both were killed that 

year. 

My grandfather, also named Noah, was then but nine years old. At the breaking out of the war of the 

Revolution, after the battles of Concord and Lexington, he went with a Connecticut company to join the 

Continental army, and was present at the battle of Bunker Hill. He served until the fall of Yorktown, or 

through the entire Revolutionary war. He must, however, have been on furlough part of the time—as I believe 

most of the soldiers of that period were—for he married in Connecticut during the war, had two children, and 

was a widower at the close. Soon after this he emigrated to Westmoreland County, Pennsylvania, and settled 

near the town of Greensburg in that county. He took with him the younger of his two children, Peter Grant. 

The elder, Solomon, remained with his relatives in Connecticut until old enough to do for himself, when he 

emigrated to the British West Indies. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/ulysses-s-grant/book/personal-memoirs-of-us-grant/summary
https://americanliterature.com/author/ulysses-s-grant
https://americanliterature.com/author/ulysses-s-grant/book/personal-memoirs-of-us-grant/chapter-ii
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Not long after his settlement in Pennsylvania, my grandfather, Captain Noah Grant, married a Miss Kelly, and 

in 1799 he emigrated again, this time to Ohio, and settled where the town of Deerfield now stands. He had 

now five children, including Peter, a son by his first marriage. My father, Jesse R. Grant, was the second 

child—oldest son, by the second marriage. 

Peter Grant went early to Maysville, Kentucky, where he was very prosperous, married, had a family of nine 

children, and was drowned at the mouth of the Kanawha River, Virginia, in 1825, being at the time one of the 

wealthy men of the West. 

My grandmother Grant died in 1805, leaving seven children. This broke up the family. Captain Noah Grant 

was not thrifty in the way of "laying up stores on earth," and, after the death of his second wife, he went, with 

the two youngest children, to live with his son Peter, in Maysville. The rest of the family found homes in the 

neighborhood of Deerfield, my father in the family of judge Tod, the father of the late Governor Tod, of Ohio. 

His industry and independence of character were such, that I imagine his labor compensated fully for the 

expense of his maintenance. 

There must have been a cordiality in his welcome into the Tod family, for to the day of his death he looked 

upon judge Tod and his wife, with all the reverence he could have felt if they had been parents instead of 

benefactors. I have often heard him speak of Mrs. Tod as the most admirable woman he had ever known. He 

remained with the Tod family only a few years, until old enough to learn a trade. He went first, I believe, with 

his half-brother, Peter Grant, who, though not a tanner himself, owned a tannery in Maysville, Kentucky. 

Here he learned his trade, and in a few years returned to Deerfield and worked for, and lived in the family of a 

Mr. Brown, the father of John Brown—"whose body lies mouldering in the grave, while his soul goes 

marching on." I have often heard my father speak of John Brown, particularly since the events at Harper's 

Ferry. Brown was a boy when they lived in the same house, but he knew him afterwards, and regarded him as 

a man of great purity of character, of high moral and physical courage, but a fanatic and extremist in whatever 

he advocated. It was certainly the act of an insane man to attempt the invasion of the South, and the overthrow 

of slavery, with less than twenty men. 

My father set up for himself in business, establishing a tannery at Ravenna, the county seat of Portage County. 

In a few years he removed from Ravenna, and set up the same business at Point Pleasant, Clermont County, 

Ohio. 

During the minority of my father, the West afforded but poor facilities for the most opulent of the youth to 

acquire an education, and the majority were dependent, almost exclusively, upon their own exertions for 

whatever learning they obtained. I have often heard him say that his time at school was limited to six months, 

when he was very young, too young, indeed, to learn much, or to appreciate the advantages of an education, 

and to a "quarter's schooling" afterwards, probably while living with judge Tod. But his thirst for education 

was intense. He learned rapidly, and was a constant reader up to the day of his death in his eightieth year. 

Books were scarce in the Western Reserve during his youth, but he read every book he could borrow in the 

neighborhood where he lived. This scarcity gave him the early habit of studying everything he read, so that 

when he got through with a book, he knew everything in it. The habit continued through life. Even after 

reading the daily papers—which he never neglected—he could give all the important information they 

contained. He made himself an excellent English scholar, and before he was twenty years of age was a 

constant contributor to Western newspapers, and was also, from that time until he was fifty years old, an able 

debater in the societies for this purpose, which were common in the West at that time. He always took an 
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active part in politics, but was never a candidate for office, except, I believe, that he was the first Mayor of 

Georgetown. He supported Jackson for the Presidency; but he was a Whig, a great admirer of Henry Clay, and 

never voted for any other democrat for high office after Jackson. 

My mother's family lived in Montgomery County, Pennsylvania, for several generations. I have little 

information about her ancestors. Her family took no interest in genealogy, so that my grandfather, who died 

when I was sixteen years old, knew only back to his grandfather. On the other side, my father took a great 

interest in the subject, and in his researches, he found that there was an entailed estate in Windsor, 

Connecticut, belonging to the family, to which his nephew, Lawson Grant—still living—was the heir. He was 

so much interested in the subject that he got his nephew to empower him to act in the matter, and in 1832 or 

1833, when I was a boy ten or eleven years old, he went to Windsor, proved the title beyond dispute, and 

perfected the claim of the owners for a consideration—three thousand dollars, I think. I remember the 

circumstance well, and remember, too, hearing him say on his return that he found some widows living on the 

property, who had little or nothing beyond their homes. From these he refused to receive any recompense. 

My mother's father, John Simpson, moved from Montgomery County, Pennsylvania, to Clermont County, 

Ohio, about the year 1819, taking with him his four children, three daughters and one son. My mother, 

Hannah Simpson, was the third of these children, and was then over twenty years of age. Her oldest sister was 

at that time married, and had several children. She still lives in Clermont County at this writing, October 5th, 

1884, and is over ninety ears of age. Until her memory failed her, a few years ago, she thought the country 

ruined beyond recovery when the Democratic party lost control in 1860. Her family, which was large, 

inherited her views, with the exception of one son who settled in Kentucky before the war. He was the only 

one of the children who entered the volunteer service to suppress the rebellion. 

Her brother, next of age and now past eighty-eight, is also still living in Clermont County, within a few miles 

of the old homestead, and is as active in mind as ever. He was a supporter of the Government during the war, 

and remains a firm believer, that national success by the Democratic party means irretrievable ruin. 

In June, 1821, my father, Jesse R. Grant, married Hannah Simpson. I was born on the 27th of April, 1822, at 

Point Pleasant, Clermont County, Ohio. In the fall of 1823 we moved to Georgetown, the county seat of 

Brown, the adjoining county east. This place remained my home, until at the age of seventeen, in 1839, I went 

to West Point. 

The schools, at the time of which I write, were very indifferent. There were no free schools, and none in 

which the scholars were classified. They were all supported by subscription, and a single teacher—who was 

often a man or a woman incapable of teaching much, even if they imparted all they knew—would have thirty 

or forty scholars, male and female, from the infant learning the A B C's up to the young lady of eighteen and 

the boy of twenty, studying the highest branches taught—the three R's, "Reading, 'Riting, 'Rithmetic." I never 

saw an algebra, or other mathematical work higher than the arithmetic, in Georgetown, until after I was 

appointed to West Point. I then bought a work on algebra in Cincinnati; but having no teacher it was Greek to 

me. 

My life in Georgetown was uneventful. From the age of five or six until seventeen, I attended the subscription 

schools of the village, except during the winters of 1836-7 and 1838-9. The former period was spent in 

Maysville, Kentucky, attending the school of Richardson and Rand; the latter in Ripley, Ohio, at a private 

school. I was not studious in habit, and probably did not make progress enough to compensate for the outlay 
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for board and tuition. At all events both winters were spent in going over the same old arithmetic which I 

knew every word of before, and repeating: "A noun is the name of a thing," which I had also heard my 

Georgetown teachers repeat, until I had come to believe it—but I cast no reflections upon my old teacher, 

Richardson. He turned out bright scholars from his school, many of whom have filled conspicuous places in 

the service of their States. Two of my contemporaries there—who, I believe, never attended any other 

institution of learning—have held seats in Congress, and one, if not both, other high offices; these are 

Wadsworth and Brewster. 

My father was, from my earliest recollection, in comfortable circumstances, considering the times, his place 

of residence, and the community in which he lived. Mindful of his own lack of facilities for acquiring an 

education, his greatest desire in maturer years was for the education of his children. Consequently, as stated 

before, I never missed a quarter from school from the time I was old enough to attend till the time of leaving 

home. This did not exempt me from labor. In my early days, every one labored more or less, in the region 

where my youth was spent, and more in proportion to their private means. It was only the very poor who were 

exempt. While my father carried on the manufacture of leather and worked at the trade himself, he owned and 

tilled considerable land. I detested the trade, preferring almost any other labor; but I was fond of agriculture, 

and of all employment in which horses were used. We had, among other lands, fifty acres of forest within a 

mile of the village. In the fall of the year choppers were employed to cut enough wood to last a twelve-month. 

When I was seven or eight years of age, I began hauling all the wood used in the house and shops. I could not 

load it on the wagons, of course, at that time, but I could drive, and the choppers would load, and some one at 

the house unload. When about eleven years old, I was strong enough to hold a plough. From that age until 

seventeen I did all the work done with horses, such as breaking up the land, furrowing, ploughing corn and 

potatoes, bringing in the crops when harvested, hauling all the wood, besides tending two or three horses, a 

cow or two, and sawing wood for stoves, etc., while still attending school. For this I was compensated by the 

fact that there was never any scolding or punishing by my parents; no objection to rational enjoyments, such 

as fishing, going to the creek a mile away to swim in summer, taking a horse and visiting my grandparents in 

the adjoining county, fifteen miles off, skating on the ice in winter, or taking a horse and sleigh when there 

was snow on the ground. 

While still quite young I had visited Cincinnati, forty-five miles away, several times, alone; also Maysville, 

Kentucky, often, and once Louisville. The journey to Louisville was a big one for a boy of that day. I had also 

gone once with a two-horse carriage to Chilicothe, about seventy miles, with a neighbor's family, who were 

removing to Toledo, Ohio, and returned alone; and had gone once, in like manner, to Flat Rock, Kentucky, 

about seventy miles away. On this latter occasion I was fifteen years of age. While at Flat Rock, at the house 

of a Mr. Payne, whom I was visiting with his brother, a neighbor of ours in Georgetown, I saw a very fine 

saddle horse, which I rather coveted, and proposed to Mr. Payne, the owner, to trade him for one of the two I 

was driving. Payne hesitated to trade with a boy, but asking his brother about it, the latter told him that it 

would be all right, that I was allowed to do as I pleased with the horses. I was seventy miles from home, with 

a carriage to take back, and Mr. Payne said he did not know that his horse had ever had a collar on. I asked to 

have him hitched to a farm wagon and we would soon see whether he would work. It was soon evident that 

the horse had never worn harness before; but he showed no viciousness, and I expressed a confidence that I 

could manage him. A trade was at once struck, I receiving ten dollars difference. 

The next day Mr. Payne, of Georgetown, and I started on our return. We got along very well for a few miles, 

when we encountered a ferocious dog that frightened the horses and made them run. The new animal kicked 

at every jump he made. I got the horses stopped, however, before any damage was done, and without running 
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into anything. After giving them a little rest, to quiet their fears, we started again. That instant the new horse 

kicked, and started to run once more. The road we were on, struck the turnpike within half a mile of the point 

where the second runaway commenced, and there there was an embankment twenty or more feet deep on the 

opposite side of the pike. I got the horses stopped on the very brink of the precipice. My new horse was 

terribly frightened and trembled like an aspen; but he was not half so badly frightened as my companion, Mr. 

Payne, who deserted me after this last experience, and took passage on a freight wagon for Maysville. Every 

time I attempted to start, my new horse would commence to kick. I was in quite a dilemma for a time. Once in 

Maysville I could borrow a horse from an uncle who lived there; but I was more than a day's travel from that 

point. Finally I took out my bandanna—the style of handkerchief in universal use then—and with this 

blindfolded my horse. In this way I reached Maysville safely the next day, no doubt much to the surprise of 

my friend. Here I borrowed a horse from my uncle, and the following day we proceeded on our journey. 

About half my school-days in Georgetown were spent at the school of John D. White, a North Carolinian, and 

the father of Chilton White who represented the district in Congress for one term during the rebellion. Mr. 

White was always a Democrat in politics, and Chilton followed his father. He had two older brothers—all 

three being school-mates of mine at their father's school—who did not go the same way. The second brother 

died before the rebellion began; he was a Whig, and afterwards a Republican. His oldest brother was a 

Republican and brave soldier during the rebellion. Chilton is reported as having told of an earlier horse-trade 

of mine. As he told the story, there was a Mr. Ralston living within a few miles of the village, who owned a 

colt which I very much wanted. My father had offered twenty dollars for it, but Ralston wanted twenty-five. I 

was so anxious to have the colt, that after the owner left, I begged to be allowed to take him at the price 

demanded. My father yielded, but said twenty dollars was all the horse was worth, and told me to offer that 

price; if it was not accepted I was to offer twenty-two and a half, and if that would not get him, to give the 

twenty-five. I at once mounted a horse and went for the colt. When I got to Mr. Ralston's house, I said to him: 

"Papa says I may offer you twenty dollars for the colt, but if you won't take that, I am to offer twenty-two and 

a half, and if you won't take that, to give you twenty-five." It would not require a Connecticut man to guess 

the price finally agreed upon. This story is nearly true. I certainly showed very plainly that I had come for the 

colt and meant to have him. I could not have been over eight years old at the time. This transaction caused me 

great heart-burning. The story got out among the boys of the village, and it was a long time before I heard the 

last of it. Boys enjoy the misery of their companions, at least village boys in that day did, and in later life I 

have found that all adults are not free from the peculiarity. I kept the horse until he was four years old, when 

he went blind, and I sold him for twenty dollars. When I went to Maysville to school, in 1836, at the age of 

fourteen, I recognized my colt as one of the blind horses working on the tread-wheel of the ferry-boat. 

I have describes enough of my early life to give an impression of the whole. I did not like to work; but I did as 

much of it, while young, as grown men can be hired to do in these days, and attended school at the same time. 

I had as many privileges as any boy in the village, and probably more than most of them. I have no 

recollection of ever having been punished at home, either by scolding or by the rod. But at school the case 

was different. The rod was freely used there, and I was not exempt from its influence. I can see John D. 

White—the school teacher—now, with his long beech switch always in his hand. It was not always the same 

one, either. Switches were brought in bundles, from a beech wood near the school house, by the boys for 

whose benefit they were intended. Often a whole bundle would be used up in a single day. I never had any 

hard feelings against my teacher, either while attending the school, or in later years when reflecting upon my 

experience. Mr. White was a kindhearted man, and was much respected by the community in which he lived. 

He only followed the universal custom of the period, and that under which he had received his own education. 
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Chapter II 

 

West Point-Graduation 

In the winter of 1838-9 I was attending school at Ripley, only ten miles distant from Georgetown, but spent 

the Christmas holidays at home. During this vacation my father received a letter from the Honorable Thomas 

Morris, then United States Senator from Ohio. When he read it he said to me, "Ulysses, I believe you are 

going to receive the appointment." "What appointment?" I inquired. "To West Point; I have applied for it." 

"But I won't go," I said. He said he thought I would, AND I THOUGHT SO TOO, IF HE DID. I really had no 

objection to going to West Point, except that I had a very exalted idea of the acquirements necessary to get 

through. I did not believe I possessed them, and could not bear the idea of failing. There had been four boys 

from our village, or its immediate neighborhood, who had been graduated from West Point, and never a 

failure of any one appointed from Georgetown, except in the case of the one whose place I was to take. He 

was the son of Dr. Bailey, our nearest and most intimate neighbor. Young Bailey had been appointed in 1837. 

Finding before the January examination following, that he could not pass, he resigned and went to a private 

school, and remained there until the following year, when he was reappointed. Before the next examination he 

was dismissed. Dr. Bailey was a proud and sensitive man, and felt the failure of his son so keenly that he 

forbade his return home. There were no telegraphs in those days to disseminate news rapidly, no railroads 

west of the Alleghanies, and but few east; and above all, there were no reporters prying into other people's 

private affairs. Consequently it did not become generally known that there was a vacancy at West Point from 

our district until I was appointed. I presume Mrs. Bailey confided to my mother the fact that Bartlett had been 

dismissed, and that the doctor had forbidden his son's return home. 

The Honorable Thomas L. Hamer, one of the ablest men Ohio ever produced, was our member of Congress at 

the time, and had the right of nomination. He and my father had been members of the same debating society 

(where they were generally pitted on opposite sides), and intimate personal friends from their early manhood 

up to a few years before. In politics they differed. Hamer was a life-long Democrat, while my father was a 

Whig. They had a warm discussion, which finally became angry—over some act of President Jackson, the 

removal of the deposit of public moneys, I think—after which they never spoke until after my appointment. I 

know both of them felt badly over this estrangement, and would have been glad at any time to come to a 

reconciliation; but neither would make the advance. Under these circumstances my father would not write to 

Hamer for the appointment, but he wrote to Thomas Morris, United States Senator from Ohio, informing him 

that there was a vacancy at West Point from our district, and that he would be glad if I could be appointed to 

fill it. This letter, I presume, was turned over to Mr. Hamer, and, as there was no other applicant, he cheerfully 

appointed me. This healed the breach between the two, never after reopened. 

Besides the argument used by my father in favor of my going to West Point—that "he thought I would go"—

there was another very strong inducement. I had always a great desire to travel. I was already the best 

travelled boy in Georgetown, except the sons of one man, John Walker, who had emigrated to Texas with his 

family, and immigrated back as soon as he could get the means to do so. In his short stay in Texas he acquired 

a very different opinion of the country from what one would form going there now. 

I had been east to Wheeling, Virginia, and north to the Western Reserve, in Ohio, west to Louisville, and 

south to Bourbon County, Kentucky, besides having driven or ridden pretty much over the whole country 
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within fifty miles of home. Going to West Point would give me the opportunity of visiting the two great cities 

of the continent, Philadelphia and New York. This was enough. When these places were visited I would have 

been glad to have had a steamboat or railroad collision, or any other accident happen, by which I might have 

received a temporary injury sufficient to make me ineligible, for a time, to enter the Academy. Nothing of the 

kind occurred, and I had to face the music. 

Georgetown has a remarkable record for a western village. It is, and has been from its earliest existence, a 

democratic town. There was probably no time during the rebellion when, if the opportunity could have been 

afforded, it would not have voted for Jefferson Davis for President of the United States, over Mr. Lincoln, or 

any other representative of his party; unless it was immediately after some of John Morgan's men, in his 

celebrated raid through Ohio, spent a few hours in the village. The rebels helped themselves to whatever they 

could find, horses, boots and shoes, especially horses, and many ordered meals to be prepared for them by the 

families. This was no doubt a far pleasanter duty for some families than it would have been to render a like 

service for Union soldiers. The line between the Rebel and Union element in Georgetown was so marked that 

it led to divisions even in the churches. There were churches in that part of Ohio where treason was preached 

regularly, and where, to secure membership, hostility to the government, to the war and to the liberation of the 

slaves, was far more essential than a belief in the authenticity or credibility of the Bible. There were men in 

Georgetown who filled all the requirements for membership in these churches. 

Yet this far-off western village, with a population, including old and young, male and female, of about one 

thousand—about enough for the organization of a single regiment if all had been men capable of bearing 

arms—furnished the Union army four general officers and one colonel, West Point graduates, and nine 

generals and field officers of Volunteers, that I can think of. Of the graduates from West Point, all had 

citizenship elsewhere at the breaking out of the rebellion, except possibly General A. V. Kautz, who had 

remained in the army from his graduation. Two of the colonels also entered the service from other localities. 

The other seven, General McGroierty, Colonels White, Fyffe, Loudon and Marshall, Majors King and Bailey, 

were all residents of Georgetown when the war broke out, and all of them, who were alive at the close, 

returned there. Major Bailey was the cadet who had preceded me at West Point. He was killed in West 

Virginia, in his first engagement. As far as I know, every boy who has entered West Point from that village 

since my time has been graduated. 

I took passage on a steamer at Ripley, Ohio, for Pittsburg, about the middle of May, 1839. Western boats at 

that day did not make regular trips at stated times, but would stop anywhere, and for any length of time, for 

passengers or freight. I have myself been detained two or three days at a place after steam was up, the gang 

planks, all but one, drawn in, and after the time advertised for starting had expired. On this occasion we had 

no vexatious delays, and in about three days Pittsburg was reached. From Pittsburg I chose passage by the 

canal to Harrisburg, rather than by the more expeditious stage. This gave a better opportunity of enjoying the 

fine scenery of Western Pennsylvania, and I had rather a dread of reaching my destination at all. At that time 

the canal was much patronized by travellers, and, with the comfortable packets of the period, no mode of 

conveyance could be more pleasant, when time was not an object. From Harrisburg to Philadelphia there was 

a railroad, the first I had ever seen, except the one on which I had just crossed the summit of the Alleghany 

Mountains, and over which canal boats were transported. In travelling by the road from Harrisburg, I thought 

the perfection of rapid transit had been reached. We travelled at least eighteen miles an hour, when at full 

speed, and made the whole distance averaging probably as much as twelve miles an hour. This seemed like 

annihilating space. I stopped five days in Philadelphia, saw about every street in the city, attended the theatre, 

visited Girard College (which was then in course of construction), and got reprimanded from home 
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afterwards, for dallying by the way so long. My sojourn in New York was shorter, but long enough to enable 

me to see the city very well. I reported at West Point on the 30th or 31st of May, and about two weeks later 

passed my examination for admission, without difficulty, very much to my surprise. 

A military life had no charms for me, and I had not the faintest idea of staying in the army even if I should be 

graduated, which I did not expect. The encampment which preceded the commencement of academic studies 

was very wearisome and uninteresting. When the 28th of August came—the date for breaking up camp and 

going into barracks—I felt as though I had been at West Point always, and that if I staid to graduation, I 

would have to remain always. I did not take hold of my studies with avidity, in fact I rarely ever read over a 

lesson the second time during my entire cadetship. I could not sit in my room doing nothing. There is a fine 

library connected with the Academy from which cadets can get books to read in their quarters. I devoted more 

time to these, than to books relating to the course of studies. Much of the time, I am sorry to say, was devoted 

to novels, but not those of a trashy sort. I read all of Bulwer's then published, Cooper's, Marryat's, Scott's, 

Washington Irving's works, Lever's, and many others that I do not now remember. Mathematics was very 

easy to me, so that when January came, I passed the examination, taking a good standing in that branch. In 

French, the only other study at that time in the first year's course, my standing was very low. In fact, if the 

class had been turned the other end foremost I should have been near head. I never succeeded in getting 

squarely at either end of my class, in any one study, during the four years. I came near it in French, artillery, 

infantry and cavalry tactics, and conduct. 

Early in the session of the Congress which met in December, 1839, a bill was discussed abolishing the 

Military Academy. I saw in this an honorable way to obtain a discharge, and read the debates with much 

interest, but with impatience at the delay in taking action, for I was selfish enough to favor the bill. It never 

passed, and a year later, although the time hung drearily with me, I would have been sorry to have seen it 

succeed. My idea then was to get through the course, secure a detail for a few years as assistant professor of 

mathematics at the Academy, and afterwards obtain a permanent position as professor in some respectable 

college; but circumstances always did shape my course different from my plans. 

At the end of two years the class received the usual furlough, extending from the close of the June 

examination to the 28th of August. This I enjoyed beyond any other period of my life. My father had sold out 

his business in Georgetown—where my youth had been spent, and to which my day-dreams carried me back 

as my future home, if I should ever be able to retire on a competency. He had moved to Bethel, only twelve 

miles away, in the adjoining county of Clermont, and had bought a young horse that had never been in 

harness, for my special use under the saddle during my furlough. Most of my time was spent among my old 

school-mates—these ten weeks were shorter than one week at West Point. 

Persons acquainted with the Academy know that the corps of cadets is divided into four companies for the 

purpose of military exercises. These companies are officered from the cadets, the superintendent and 

commandant selecting the officers for their military bearing and qualifications. The adjutant, quartermaster, 

four captains and twelve lieutenants are taken from the first, or Senior class; the sergeants from the second, or 

junior class; and the corporals from the third, or Sophomore class. I had not been "called out" as a corporal, 

but when I returned from furlough I found myself the last but one—about my standing in all the tactics—of 

eighteen sergeants. The promotion was too much for me. That year my standing in the class—as shown by the 

number of demerits of the year—was about the same as it was among the sergeants, and I was dropped, and 

served the fourth year as a private. 
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During my first year's encampment General Scott visited West Point, and reviewed the cadets. With his 

commanding figure, his quite colossal size and showy uniform, I thought him the finest specimen of manhood 

my eyes had ever beheld, and the most to be envied. I could never resemble him in appearance, but I believe I 

did have a presentiment for a moment that some day I should occupy his place on review—although I had no 

intention then of remaining in the army. My experience in a horse-trade ten years before, and the ridicule it 

caused me, were too fresh in my mind for me to communicate this presentiment to even my most intimate 

chum. The next summer Martin Van Buren, then President of the United States, visited West Point and 

reviewed the cadets; he did not impress me with the awe which Scott had inspired. In fact I regarded General 

Scott and Captain C. F. Smith, the Commandant of Cadets, as the two men most to be envied in the nation. I 

retained a high regard for both up to the day of their death. 

The last two years wore away more rapidly than the first two, but they still seemed about five times as long as 

Ohio years, to me. At last all the examinations were passed, and the members of the class were called upon to 

record their choice of arms of service and regiments. I was anxious to enter the cavalry, or dragoons as they 

were then called, but there was only one regiment of dragoons in the Army at that time, and attached to that, 

besides the full complement of officers, there were at least four brevet second lieutenants. I recorded therefore 

my first choice, dragoons; second, 4th infantry; and got the latter. Again there was a furlough—or, more 

properly speaking, leave of absence for the class were now commissioned officers—this time to the end of 

September. Again I went to Ohio to spend my vacation among my old school-mates; and again I found a fine 

saddle horse purchased for my special use, besides a horse and buggy that I could drive—but I was not in a 

physical condition to enjoy myself quite as well as on the former occasion. For six months before graduation I 

had had a desperate cough ("Tyler's grip" it was called), and I was very much reduced, weighing but one 

hundred and seventeen pounds, just my weight at entrance, though I had grown six inches in stature in the 

mean time. There was consumption in my father's family, two of his brothers having died of that disease, 

which made my symptoms more alarming. The brother and sister next younger than myself died, during the 

rebellion, of the same disease, and I seemed the most promising subject for it of the three in 1843. 

Having made alternate choice of two different arms of service with different uniforms, I could not get a 

uniform suit until notified of my assignment. I left my measurement with a tailor, with directions not to make 

the uniform until I notified him whether it was to be for infantry or dragoons. Notice did not reach me for 

several weeks, and then it took at least a week to get the letter of instructions to the tailor and two more to 

make the clothes and have them sent to me. This was a time of great suspense. I was impatient to get on my 

uniform and see how it looked, and probably wanted my old school-mates, particularly the girls, to see me in 

it. 

The conceit was knocked out of me by two little circumstances that happened soon after the arrival of the 

clothes, which gave me a distaste for military uniform that I never recovered from. Soon after the arrival of 

the suit I donned it, and put off for Cincinnati on horseback. While I was riding along a street of that city, 

imagining that every one was looking at me, with a feeling akin to mine when I first saw General Scott, a little 

urchin, bareheaded, footed, with dirty and ragged pants held up by bare a single gallows—that's what 

suspenders were called then—and a shirt that had not seen a wash-tub for weeks, turned to me and cried: 

"Soldier! will you work? No, sir—ee; I'll sell my shirt first!!" The horse trade and its dire consequences were 

recalled to mind. 

The other circumstance occurred at home. Opposite our house in Bethel stood the old stage tavern where 

"man and beast" found accommodation, The stable-man was rather dissipated, but possessed of some humor. 
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On my return I found him parading the streets, and attending in the stable, barefooted, but in a pair of sky-

blue nankeen pantaloons—just the color of my uniform trousers—with a strip of white cotton sheeting sewed 

down the outside seams in imitation of mine. The joke was a huge one in the mind of many of the people, and 

was much enjoyed by them; but I did not appreciate it so highly. 

During the remainder of my leave of absence, my time was spent in visiting friends in Georgetown and 

Cincinnati, and occasionally other towns in that part of the State. 

Chapter III 

 

Army Life-Causes of the Mexican War-Camp Salubrity 

On the 30th of September I reported for duty at Jefferson Barracks, St. Louis, with the 4th United States 

infantry. It was the largest military post in the country at that time, being garrisoned by sixteen companies of 

infantry, eight of the 3d regiment, the remainder of the 4th. Colonel Steven Kearney, one of the ablest officers 

of the day, commanded the post, and under him discipline was kept at a high standard, but without vexatious 

rules or regulations. Every drill and roll-call had to be attended, but in the intervals officers were permitted to 

enjoy themselves, leaving the garrison, and going where they pleased, without making written application to 

state where they were going for how long, etc., so that they were back for their next duty. It did seem to me, 

in my early army days, that too many of the older officers, when they came to command posts, made it a 

study to think what orders they could publish to annoy their subordinates and render them uncomfortable. I 

noticed, however, a few years later, when the Mexican war broke out, that most of this class of officers 

discovered they were possessed of disabilities which entirely incapacitated them for active field service. They 

had the moral courage to proclaim it, too. They were right; but they did not always give their disease the right 

name. 

At West Point I had a class-mate—in the last year of our studies he was room-mate also—F. T. Dent, whose 

family resided some five miles west of Jefferson Barracks. Two of his unmarried brothers were living at home 

at that time, and as I had taken with me from Ohio, my horse, saddle and bridle, I soon found my way out to 

White Haven, the name of the Dent estate. As I found the family congenial my visits became frequent. There 

were at home, besides the young men, two daughters, one a school miss of fifteen, the other a girl of eight or 

nine. There was still an older daughter of seventeen, who had been spending several years at boarding-school 

in St. Louis, but who, though through school, had not yet returned home. She was spending the winter in the 

city with connections, the family of Colonel John O'Fallon, well known in St. Louis. In February she returned 

to her country home. After that I do not know but my visits became more frequent; they certainly did become 

more enjoyable. We would often take walks, or go on horseback to visit the neighbors, until I became quite 

well acquainted in that vicinity. Sometimes one of the brothers would accompany us, sometimes one of the 

younger sisters. If the 4th infantry had remained at Jefferson Barracks it is possible, even probable, that this 

life might have continued for some years without my finding out that there was anything serious the matter 

with me; but in the following May a circumstance occurred which developed my sentiment so palpably that 

there was no mistaking it. 
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The annexation of Texas was at this time the subject of violent discussion in Congress, in the press, and by 

individuals. The administration of President Tyler, then in power, was making the most strenuous efforts to 

effect the annexation, which was, indeed, the great and absorbing question of the day. During these 

discussions the greater part of the single rifle regiment in the army—the 2d dragoons, which had been 

dismounted a year or two before, and designated "Dismounted Rifles"—was stationed at Fort Jessup, 

Louisiana, some twenty-five miles east of the Texas line, to observe the frontier. About the 1st of May the 3d 

infantry was ordered from Jefferson Barracks to Louisiana, to go into camp in the neighborhood of Fort 

Jessup, and there await further orders. The troops were embarked on steamers and were on their way down 

the Mississippi within a few days after the receipt of this order. About the time they started I obtained a leave 

of absence for twenty days to go to Ohio to visit my parents. I was obliged to go to St. Louis to take a steamer 

for Louisville or Cincinnati, or the first steamer going up the Ohio River to any point. Before I left St. Louis 

orders were received at Jefferson Barracks for the 4th infantry to follow the 3d. A messenger was sent after 

me to stop my leaving; but before he could reach me I was off, totally ignorant of these events. A day or two 

after my arrival at Bethel I received a letter from a classmate and fellow lieutenant in the 4th, informing me of 

the circumstances related above, and advising me not to open any letter post marked St. Louis or Jefferson 

Barracks, until the expiration of my leave, and saying that he would pack up my things and take them along 

for me. His advice was not necessary, for no other letter was sent to me. I now discovered that I was 

exceedingly anxious to get back to Jefferson Barracks, and I understood the reason without explanation from 

any one. My leave of absence required me to report for duty, at Jefferson Barracks, at the end of twenty days. 

I knew my regiment had gone up the Red River, but I was not disposed to break the letter of my leave; 

besides, if I had proceeded to Louisiana direct, I could not have reached there until after the expiration of my 

leave. Accordingly, at the end of the twenty days, I reported for duty to Lieutenant Ewell, commanding at 

Jefferson Barracks, handing him at the same time my leave of absence. After noticing the phraseology of the 

order—leaves of absence were generally worded, "at the end of which time he will report for duty with his 

proper command"—he said he would give me an order to join my regiment in Louisiana. I then asked for a 

few days' leave before starting, which he readily granted. This was the same Ewell who acquired considerable 

reputation as a Confederate general during the rebellion. He was a man much esteemed, and deservedly so, in 

the old army, and proved himself a gallant and efficient officer in two wars—both in my estimation unholy. 

I immediately procured a horse and started for the country, taking no baggage with me, of course. There is an 

insignificant creek—the Gravois—between Jefferson Barracks and the place to which I was going, and at that 

day there was not a bridge over it from its source to its mouth. There is not water enough in the creek at 

ordinary stages to run a coffee mill, and at low water there is none running whatever. On this occasion it had 

been raining heavily, and, when the creek was reached, I found the banks full to overflowing, and the current 

rapid. I looked at it a moment to consider what to do. One of my superstitions had always been when I started 

to go any where, or to do anything, not to turn back, or stop until the thing intended was accomplished. I have 

frequently started to go to places where I had never been and to which I did not know the way, depending 

upon making inquiries on the road, and if I got past the place without knowing it, instead of turning back, I 

would go on until a road was found turning in the right direction, take that, and come in by the other side. So I 

struck into the stream, and in an instant the horse was swimming and I being carried down by the current. I 

headed the horse towards the other bank and soon reached it, wet through and without other clothes on that 

side of the stream. I went on, however, to my destination and borrowed a dry suit from my—future—brother-

in-law. We were not of the same size, but the clothes answered every purpose until I got more of my own. 

Before I returned I mustered up courage to make known, in the most awkward manner imaginable, the 

discovery I had made on learning that the 4th infantry had been ordered away from Jefferson Barracks. The 

young lady afterwards admitted that she too, although until then she had never looked upon me other than as a 
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visitor whose company was agreeable to her, had experienced a depression of spirits she could not account for 

when the regiment left. Before separating it was definitely understood that at a convenient time we would join 

our fortunes, and not let the removal of a regiment trouble us. This was in May, 1844. It was the 22d of 

August, 1848, before the fulfilment of this agreement. My duties kept me on the frontier of Louisiana with the 

Army of Observation during the pendency of Annexation; and afterwards I was absent through the war with 

Mexico, provoked by the action of the army, if not by the annexation itself. During that time there was a 

constant correspondence between Miss Dent and myself, but we only met once in the period of four years and 

three months. In May, 1845, I procured a leave for twenty days, visited St. Louis, and obtained the consent of 

the parents for the union, which had not been asked for before. 

As already stated, it was never my intention to remain in the army long, but to prepare myself for a 

professorship in some college. Accordingly, soon after I was settled at Jefferson Barracks, I wrote a letter to 

Professor Church—Professor of Mathematics at West Point—requesting him to ask my designation as his 

assistant, when next a detail had to be made. Assistant professors at West Point are all officers of the army, 

supposed to be selected for their special fitness for the particular branch of study they are assigned to teach. 

The answer from Professor Church was entirely satisfactory, and no doubt I should have been detailed a year 

or two later but for the Mexican War coming on. Accordingly I laid out for myself a course of studies to be 

pursued in garrison, with regularity, if not persistency. I reviewed my West Point course of mathematics 

during the seven months at Jefferson Barracks, and read many valuable historical works, besides an 

occasional novel. To help my memory I kept a book in which I would write up, from time to time, my 

recollections of all I had read since last posting it. When the regiment was ordered away, I being absent at the 

time, my effects were packed up by Lieutenant Haslett, of the 4th infantry, and taken along. I never saw my 

journal after, nor did I ever keep another, except for a portion of the time while travelling abroad. Often since 

a fear has crossed my mind lest that book might turn up yet, and fall into the hands of some malicious person 

who would publish it. I know its appearance would cause me as much heart-burning as my youthful horse-

trade, or the later rebuke for wearing uniform clothes. 

The 3d infantry had selected camping grounds on the reservation at Fort Jessup, about midway between the 

Red River and the Sabine. Our orders required us to go into camp in the same neighborhood, and await further 

instructions. Those authorized to do so selected a place in the pine woods, between the old town of 

Natchitoches and Grand Ecore, about three miles from each, and on high ground back from the river. The 

place was given the name of Camp Salubrity, and proved entitled to it. The camp was on a high, sandy, pine 

ridge, with spring branches in the valley, in front and rear. The springs furnished an abundance of cool, pure 

water, and the ridge was above the flight of mosquitoes, which abound in that region in great multitudes and 

of great voracity. In the valley they swarmed in myriads, but never came to the summit of the ridge. The 

regiment occupied this camp six months before the first death occurred, and that was caused by an accident. 

There was no intimation given that the removal of the 3d and 4th regiments of infantry to the western border 

of Louisiana was occasioned in any way by the prospective annexation of Texas, but it was generally 

understood that such was the case. Ostensibly we were intended to prevent filibustering into Texas, but really 

as a menace to Mexico in case she appeared to contemplate war. Generally the officers of the army were 

indifferent whether the annexation was consummated or not; but not so all of them. For myself, I was bitterly 

opposed to the measure, and to this day regard the war, which resulted, as one of the most unjust ever waged 

by a stronger against a weaker nation. It was an instance of a republic following the bad example of European 

monarchies, in not considering justice in their desire to acquire additional territory. Texas was originally a 

state belonging to the republic of Mexico. It extended from the Sabine River on the east to the Rio Grande on 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 538  october 2020 

 

41 

the west, and from the Gulf of Mexico on the south and east to the territory of the United States and New 

Mexico—another Mexican state at that time—on the north and west. An empire in territory, it had but a very 

sparse population, until settled by Americans who had received authority from Mexico to colonize. These 

colonists paid very little attention to the supreme government, and introduced slavery into the state almost 

from the start, though the constitution of Mexico did not, nor does it now, sanction that institution. Soon they 

set up an independent government of their own, and war existed, between Texas and Mexico, in name from 

that time until 1836, when active hostilities very nearly ceased upon the capture of Santa Anna, the Mexican 

President. Before long, however, the same people—who with permission of Mexico had colonized Texas, and 

afterwards set up slavery there, and then seceded as soon as they felt strong enough to do so—offered 

themselves and the State to the United States, and in 1845 their offer was accepted. The occupation, 

separation and annexation were, from the inception of the movement to its final consummation, a conspiracy 

to acquire territory out of which slave states might be formed for the American Union. 

Even if the annexation itself could be justified, the manner in which the subsequent war was forced upon 

Mexico cannot. The fact is, annexationists wanted more territory than they could possibly lay any claim to, as 

part of the new acquisition. Texas, as an independent State, never had exercised jurisdiction over the territory 

between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande. Mexico had never recognized the independence of Texas, and 

maintained that, even if independent, the State had no claim south of the Nueces. I am aware that a treaty, 

made by the Texans with Santa Anna while he was under duress, ceded all the territory between the Nueces 

and the Rio Grande—, but he was a prisoner of war when the treaty was made, and his life was in jeopardy. 

He knew, too, that he deserved execution at the hands of the Texans, if they should ever capture him. The 

Texans, if they had taken his life, would have only followed the example set by Santa Anna himself a few 

years before, when he executed the entire garrison of the Alamo and the villagers of Goliad. 

In taking military possession of Texas after annexation, the army of occupation, under General Taylor, was 

directed to occupy the disputed territory. The army did not stop at the Nueces and offer to negotiate for a 

settlement of the boundary question, but went beyond, apparently in order to force Mexico to initiate war. It is 

to the credit of the American nation, however, that after conquering Mexico, and while practically holding the 

country in our possession, so that we could have retained the whole of it, or made any terms we chose, we 

paid a round sum for the additional territory taken; more than it was worth, or was likely to be, to Mexico. To 

us it was an empire and of incalculable value; but it might have been obtained by other means. The Southern 

rebellion was largely the outgrowth of the Mexican war. Nations, like individuals, are punished for their 

transgressions. We got our punishment in the most sanguinary and expensive war of modern times. 

The 4th infantry went into camp at Salubrity in the month of May, 1844, with instructions, as I have said, to 

await further orders. At first, officers and men occupied ordinary tents. As the summer heat increased these 

were covered by sheds to break the rays of the sun. The summer was whiled away in social enjoyments 

among the officers, in visiting those stationed at, and near, Fort Jessup, twenty-five miles away, visiting the 

planters on the Red River, and the citizens of Natchitoches and Grand Ecore. There was much pleasant 

intercourse between the inhabitants and the officers of the army. I retain very agreeable recollections of my 

stay at Camp Salubrity, and of the acquaintances made there, and no doubt my feeling is shared by the few 

officers living who were there at the time. I can call to mind only two officers of the 4th infantry, besides 

myself, who were at Camp Salubrity with the regiment, who are now alive. 

With a war in prospect, and belonging to a regiment that had an unusual number of officers detailed on 

special duty away from the regiment, my hopes of being ordered to West Point as instructor vanished. At the 
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time of which I now write, officers in the quartermaster's, commissary's and adjutant—general's departments 

were appointed from the line of the army, and did not vacate their regimental commissions until their 

regimental and staff commissions were for the same grades. Generally lieutenants were appointed to 

captaincies to fill vacancies in the staff corps. If they should reach a captaincy in the line before they arrived 

at a majority in the staff, they would elect which commission they would retain. In the 4th infantry, in 1844, 

at least six line officers were on duty in the staff, and therefore permanently detached from the regiment. 

Under these circumstances I gave up everything like a special course of reading, and only read thereafter for 

my own amusement, and not very much for that, until the war was over. I kept a horse and rode, and staid out 

of doors most of the time by day, and entirely recovered from the cough which I had carried from West Point, 

and from all indications of consumption. I have often thought that my life was saved, and my health restored, 

by exercise and exposure, enforced by an administrative act, and a war, both of which I disapproved. 

As summer wore away, and cool days and colder nights came upon us, the tents we were occupying ceased to 

afford comfortable quarters; and "further orders" not reaching us, we began to look about to remedy the 

hardship. Men were put to work getting out timber to build huts, and in a very short time all were comfortably 

housed—privates as well as officers. The outlay by the government in accomplishing this was nothing, or 

nearly nothing. The winter was spent more agreeably than the summer had been. There were occasional 

parties given by the planters along the "coast"—as the bottom lands on the Red River were called. The 

climate was delightful. 

Near the close of the short session of Congress of 1844-5, the bill for the annexation of Texas to the United 

States was passed. It reached President Tyler on the 1st of March, 1845, and promptly received his approval. 

When the news reached us we began to look again for "further orders." They did not arrive promptly, and on 

the 1st of May following I asked and obtained a leave of absence for twenty days, for the purpose of 

visiting—St. Louis. The object of this visit has been before stated. 

Early in July the long expected orders were received, but they only took the regiment to New Orleans 

Barracks. We reached there before the middle of the month, and again waited weeks for still further orders. 

The yellow fever was raging in New Orleans during the time we remained there, and the streets of the city had 

the appearance of a continuous well-observed Sunday. I recollect but one occasion when this observance 

seemed to be broken by the inhabitants. One morning about daylight I happened to be awake, and, hearing the 

discharge of a rifle not far off, I looked out to ascertain where the sound came from. I observed a couple of 

clusters of men near by, and learned afterwards that "it was nothing; only a couple of gentlemen deciding a 

difference of opinion with rifles, at twenty paces. I do not remember if either was killed, or even hurt, but no 

doubt the question of difference was settled satisfactorily, and "honorably," in the estimation of the parties 

engaged. I do not believe I ever would have the courage to fight a duel. If any man should wrong me to the 

extent of my being willing to kill him, I would not be willing to give him the choice of weapons with which it 

should be done, and of the time, place and distance separating us, when I executed him. If I should do another 

such a wrong as to justify him in killing me, I would make any reasonable atonement within my power, if 

convinced of the wrong done. I place my opposition to duelling on higher grounds than here stated. No doubt 

a majority of the duels fought have been for want of moral courage on the part of those engaged to decline. 

At Camp Salubrity, and when we went to New Orleans Barracks, the 4th infantry was commanded by Colonel 

Vose, then an old gentleman who had not commanded on drill for a number of years. He was not a man to 

discover infirmity in the presence of danger. It now appeared that war was imminent, and he felt that it was 

his duty to brush up his tactics. Accordingly, when we got settled down at our new post, he took command of 
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the regiment at a battalion drill. Only two or three evolutions had been gone through when he dismissed the 

battalion, and, turning to go to his own quarters, dropped dead. He had not been complaining of ill health, but 

no doubt died of heart disease. He was a most estimable man, of exemplary habits, and by no means the 

author of his own disease. 

Chapter IV 

 

Corpus Christi-Mexican Smuggling-Spanish Rule in Mexico-Supplying Transportation 

Early in September the regiment left New Orleans for Corpus Christi, now in Texas. Ocean steamers were not 

then common, and the passage was made in sailing vessels. At that time there was not more than three feet of 

water in the channel at the outlet of Corpus Christi Bay; the debarkation, therefore, had to take place by small 

steamers, and at an island in the channel called Shell Island, the ships anchoring some miles out from shore. 

This made the work slow, and as the army was only supplied with one or two steamers, it took a number of 

days to effect the landing of a single regiment with its stores, camp and garrison equipage, etc. There 

happened to be pleasant weather while this was going on, but the land-swell was so great that when the ship 

and steamer were on opposite sides of the same wave they would be at considerable distance apart. The men 

and baggage were let down to a point higher than the lower deck of the steamer, and when ship and steamer 

got into the trough between the waves, and were close together, the load would be drawn over the steamer and 

rapidly run down until it rested on the deck. 

After I had gone ashore, and had been on guard several days at Shell Island, quite six miles from the ship, I 

had occasion for some reason or other to return on board. While on the Suviah—I think that was the name of 

our vessel—I heard a tremendous racket at the other end of the ship, and much and excited sailor language, 

such as "damn your eyes," etc. In a moment or two the captain, who was an excitable little man, dying with 

consumption, and not weighing much over a hundred pounds, came running out, carrying a sabre nearly as 

large and as heavy as he was, and crying, that his men had mutinied. It was necessary to sustain the captain 

without question, and in a few minutes all the sailors charged with mutiny were in irons. I rather felt for a 

time a wish that I had not gone aboard just then. As the men charged with mutiny submitted to being placed in 

irons without resistance, I always doubted if they knew that they had mutinied until they were told. 

By the time I was ready to leave the ship again I thought I had learned enough of the working of the double 

and single pulley, by which passengers were let down from the upper deck of the ship to the steamer below, 

and determined to let myself down without assistance. Without saying anything of my intentions to any one, I 

mounted the railing, and taking hold of the centre rope, just below the upper block, I put one foot on the hook 

below the lower block, and stepped off just as I did so some one called out "hold on." It was too late. I tried to 

"hold on" with all my might, but my heels went up, and my head went down so rapidly that my hold broke, 

and I plunged head foremost into the water, some twenty-five feet below, with such velocity that it seemed to 

me I never would stop. When I came to the surface again, being a fair swimmer, and not having lost my 

presence of mind, I swam around until a bucket was let down for me, and I was drawn up without a scratch or 

injury. I do not believe there was a man on board who sympathized with me in the least when they found me 

uninjured. I rather enjoyed the joke myself. The captain of the Suviah died of his disease a few months later, 

and I believe before the mutineers were tried. I hope they got clear, because, as before stated, I always thought 

the mutiny was all in the brain of a very weak and sick man. 
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After reaching shore, or Shell Island, the labor of getting to Corpus Christi was slow and tedious. There was, 

if my memory serves me, but one small steamer to transport troops and baggage when the 4th infantry 

arrived. Others were procured later. The distance from Shell Island to Corpus Christi was some sixteen or 

eighteen miles. The channel to the bay was so shallow that the steamer, small as it was, had to be dragged 

over the bottom when loaded. Not more than one trip a day could be effected. Later this was remedied, by 

deepening the channel and increasing the number of vessels suitable to its navigation. 

Corpus Christi is near the head of the bay of the same name, formed by the entrance of the Nueces River into 

tide-water, and is on the west bank of that bay. At the time of its first occupancy by United States troops there 

was a small Mexican hamlet there, containing probably less than one hundred souls. There was, in addition, a 

small American trading post, at which goods were sold to Mexican smugglers. All goods were put up in 

compact packages of about one hundred pounds each, suitable for loading on pack mules. Two of these 

packages made a load for an ordinary Mexican mule, and three for the larger ones. The bulk of the trade was 

in leaf tobacco, and domestic cotton-cloths and calicoes. The Mexicans had, before the arrival of the army, 

but little to offer in exchange except silver. The trade in tobacco was enormous, considering the population to 

be supplied. Almost every Mexican above the age of ten years, and many much younger, smoked the 

cigarette. Nearly every Mexican carried a pouch of leaf tobacco, powdered by rolling in the hands, and a roll 

of corn husks to make wrappers. The cigarettes were made by the smokers as they used them. 

Up to the time of which I write, and for years afterwards—I think until the administration of President 

Juarez—the cultivation, manufacture and sale of tobacco constituted a government monopoly, and paid the 

bulk of the revenue collected from internal sources. The price was enormously high, and made successful 

smuggling very profitable. The difficulty of obtaining tobacco is probably the reason why everybody, male 

and female, used it at that time. I know from my own experience that when I was at West Point, the fact that 

tobacco, in every form, was prohibited, and the mere possession of the weed severely punished, made the 

majority of the cadets, myself included, try to acquire the habit of using it. I failed utterly at the time and for 

many years afterward; but the majority accomplished the object of their youthful ambition. 

Under Spanish rule Mexico was prohibited from producing anything that the mother-country could supply. 

This rule excluded the cultivation of the grape, olive and many other articles to which the soil and climate 

were well adapted. The country was governed for "revenue only;" and tobacco, which cannot be raised in 

Spain, but is indigenous to Mexico, offered a fine instrumentality for securing this prime object of 

government. The native population had been in the habit of using "the weed" from a period, back of any 

recorded history of this continent. Bad habits—if not restrained by law or public opinion—spread more 

rapidly and universally than good ones, and the Spanish colonists adopted the use of tobacco almost as 

generally as the natives. Spain, therefore, in order to secure the largest revenue from this source, prohibited 

the cultivation, except in specified localities—and in these places farmed out the privilege at a very high 

price. The tobacco when raised could only be sold to the government, and the price to the consumer was 

limited only by the avarice of the authorities, and the capacity of the people to pay. 

All laws for the government of the country were enacted in Spain, and the officers for their execution were 

appointed by the Crown, and sent out to the New El Dorado. The Mexicans had been brought up ignorant of 

how to legislate or how to rule. When they gained their independence, after many years of war, it was the 

most natural thing in the world that they should adopt as their own the laws then in existence. The only 

change was, that Mexico became her own executor of the laws and the recipient of the revenues. The tobacco 

tax, yielding so large a revenue under the law as it stood, was one of the last, if not the very last, of the 
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obnoxious imposts to be repealed. Now, the citizens are allowed to cultivate any crops the soil will yield. 

Tobacco is cheap, and every quality can be produced. Its use is by no means so general as when I first visited 

the country. 

Gradually the "Army of Occupation" assembled at Corpus Christi. When it was all together it consisted of 

seven companies of the 2d regiment of dragoons, four companies of light artillery, five regiments of 

infantry—the 3d, 4th, 5th, 7th and 8th—and one regiment of artillery acting as infantry—not more than three 

thousand men in all. General Zachary Taylor commanded the whole. There were troops enough in one body 

to establish a drill and discipline sufficient to fit men and officers for all they were capable of in case of battle. 

The rank and file were composed of men who had enlisted in time of peace, to serve for seven dollars a 

month, and were necessarily inferior as material to the average volunteers enlisted later in the war expressly 

to fight, and also to the volunteers in the war for the preservation of the Union. The men engaged in the 

Mexican war were brave, and the officers of the regular army, from highest to lowest, were educated in their 

profession. A more efficient army for its number and armament, I do not believe ever fought a battle than the 

one commanded by General Taylor in his first two engagements on Mexican—or Texan soil. 

The presence of United States troops on the edge of the disputed territory furthest from the Mexican 

settlements, was not sufficient to provoke hostilities. We were sent to provoke a fight, but it was essential that 

Mexico should commence it. It was very doubtful whether Congress would declare war; but if Mexico should 

attack our troops, the Executive could announce, "Whereas, war exists by the acts of, etc.," and prosecute the 

contest with vigor. Once initiated there were but few public men who would have the courage to oppose it. 

Experience proves that the man who obstructs a war in which his nation is engaged, no matter whether right 

or wrong, occupies no enviable place in life or history. Better for him, individually, to advocate "war, 

pestilence, and famine," than to act as obstructionist to a war already begun. The history of the defeated rebel 

will be honorable hereafter, compared with that of the Northern man who aided him by conspiring against his 

government while protected by it. The most favorable posthumous history the stay-at-home traitor can hope 

for is—oblivion. 

Mexico showing no willingness to come to the Nueces to drive the invaders from her soil, it became 

necessary for the "invaders" to approach to within a convenient distance to be struck. Accordingly, 

preparations were begun for moving the army to the Rio Grande, to a point near Matamoras. It was desirable 

to occupy a position near the largest centre of population possible to reach, without absolutely invading 

territory to which we set up no claim whatever. 

The distance from Corpus Christi to Matamoras is about one hundred and fifty miles. The country does not 

abound in fresh water, and the length of the marches had to be regulated by the distance between water 

supplies. Besides the streams, there were occasional pools, filled during the rainy season, some probably 

made by the traders, who travelled constantly between Corpus Christi and the Rio Grande, and some by the 

buffalo. There was not at that time a single habitation, cultivated field, or herd of domestic animals, between 

Corpus Christi and Matamoras. It was necessary, therefore, to have a wagon train sufficiently large to 

transport the camp and garrison equipage, officers' baggage, rations for the army, and part rations of grain for 

the artillery horses and all the animals taken from the north, where they had been accustomed to having their 

forage furnished them. The army was but indifferently supplied with transportation. Wagons and harness 

could easily be supplied from the north but mules and horses could not so readily be brought. The American 

traders and Mexican smugglers came to the relief. Contracts were made for mules at from eight to eleven 

dollars each. The smugglers furnished the animals, and took their pay in goods of the description before 
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mentioned. I doubt whether the Mexicans received in value from the traders five dollars per head for the 

animals they furnished, and still more, whether they paid anything but their own time in procuring them. Such 

is trade; such is war. The government paid in hard cash to the contractor the stipulated price. 

Between the Rio Grande and the Nueces there was at that time a large band of wild horses feeding; as 

numerous, probably, as the band of buffalo roaming further north was before its rapid extermination 

commenced. The Mexicans used to capture these in large numbers and bring them into the American 

settlements and sell them. A picked animal could be purchased at from eight to twelve dollars, but taken at 

wholesale, they could be bought for thirty-six dollars a dozen. Some of these were purchased for the army, 

and answered a most useful purpose. The horses were generally very strong, formed much like the Norman 

horse, and with very heavy manes and tails. A number of officers supplied themselves with these, and they 

generally rendered as useful service as the northern animal in fact they were much better when grazing was 

the only means of supplying forage. 

There was no need for haste, and some months were consumed in the necessary preparations for a move. In 

the meantime the army was engaged in all the duties pertaining to the officer and the soldier. Twice, that I 

remember, small trains were sent from Corpus Christi, with cavalry escorts, to San Antonio and Austin, with 

paymasters and funds to pay off small detachments of troops stationed at those places. General Taylor 

encouraged officers to accompany these expeditions. I accompanied one of them in December, 1845. The 

distance from Corpus Christi to San Antonio was then computed at one hundred and fifty miles. Now that 

roads exist it is probably less. From San Antonio to Austin we computed the distance at one hundred and ten 

miles, and from the latter place back to Corpus Christi at over two hundred miles. I know the distance now 

from San Antonio to Austin is but little over eighty miles, so that our computation was probably too high. 

There was not at the time an individual living between Corpus Christi and San Antonio until within about 

thirty miles of the latter point, where there were a few scattering Mexican settlements along the San Antonio 

River. The people in at least one of these hamlets lived underground for protection against the Indians. The 

country abounded in game, such as deer and antelope, with abundance of wild turkeys along the streams and 

where there were nut-bearing woods. On the Nueces, about twenty-five miles up from Corpus Christi, were a 

few log cabins, the remains of a town called San Patricio, but the inhabitants had all been massacred by the 

Indians, or driven away. 

San Antonio was about equally divided in population between Americans and Mexicans. From there to Austin 

there was not a single residence except at New Braunfels, on the Guadalupe River. At that point was a 

settlement of Germans who had only that year come into the State. At all events they were living in small 

huts, about such as soldiers would hastily construct for temporary occupation. From Austin to Corpus Christi 

there was only a small settlement at Bastrop, with a few farms along the Colorado River; but after leaving 

that, there were no settlements except the home of one man, with one female slave, at the old town of Goliad. 

Some of the houses were still standing. Goliad had been quite a village for the period and region, but some 

years before there had been a Mexican massacre, in which every inhabitant had been killed or driven away. 

This, with the massacre of the prisoners in the Alamo, San Antonio, about the same time, more than three 

hundred men in all, furnished the strongest justification the Texans had for carrying on the war with so much 

cruelty. In fact, from that time until the Mexican war, the hostilities between Texans and Mexicans was so 

great that neither was safe in the neighborhood of the other who might be in superior numbers or possessed of 

superior arms. The man we found living there seemed like an old friend; he had come from near Fort Jessup, 
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Louisiana, where the officers of the 3d and 4th infantry and the 2d dragoons had known him and his family. 

He had emigrated in advance of his family to build up a home for them. 

Chapter V 

 

Trip to Austin-Promotion to Full Second Lieutenant-Army of Occupation 

When our party left Corpus Christi it was quite large, including the cavalry escort, Paymaster, Major Dix, his 

clerk and the officers who, like myself, were simply on leave; but all the officers on leave, except Lieutenant 

Benjamin—afterwards killed in the valley of Mexico—Lieutenant, now General, Augur, and myself, 

concluded to spend their allotted time at San Antonio and return from there. We were all to be back at Corpus 

Christi by the end of the month. The paymaster was detained in Austin so long that, if we had waited for him, 

we would have exceeded our leave. We concluded, therefore, to start back at once with the animals we had, 

and having to rely principally on grass for their food, it was a good six days' journey. We had to sleep on the 

prairie every night, except at Goliad, and possibly one night on the Colorado, without shelter and with only 

such food as we carried with us, and prepared ourselves. The journey was hazardous on account of Indians, 

and there were white men in Texas whom I would not have cared to meet in a secluded place. Lieutenant 

Augur was taken seriously sick before we reached Goliad and at a distance from any habitation. To add to the 

complication, his horse—a mustang that had probably been captured from the band of wild horses before 

alluded to, and of undoubted longevity at his capture—gave out. It was absolutely necessary to get for ward to 

Goliad to find a shelter for our sick companion. By dint of patience and exceedingly slow movements, Goliad 

was at last reached, and a shelter and bed secured for our patient. We remained over a day, hoping that Augur 

might recover sufficiently to resume his travels. He did not, however, and knowing that Major Dix would be 

along in a few days, with his wagon-train, now empty, and escort, we arranged with our Louisiana friend to 

take the best of care of the sick lieutenant until thus relieved, and went on. 

I had never been a sportsman in my life; had scarcely ever gone in search of game, and rarely seen any when 

looking for it. On this trip there was no minute of time while travelling between San Patricio and the 

settlements on the San Antonio River, from San Antonio to Austin, and again from the Colorado River back 

to San Patricio, when deer or antelope could not be seen in great numbers. Each officer carried a shot-gun, 

and every evening, after going into camp, some would go out and soon return with venison and wild turkeys 

enough for the entire camp. I, however, never went out, and had no occasion to fire my gun; except, being 

detained over a day at Goliad, Benjamin and I concluded to go down to the creek—which was fringed with 

timber, much of it the pecan—and bring back a few turkeys. We had scarcely reached the edge of the timber 

when I heard the flutter of wings overhead, and in an instant I saw two or three turkeys flying away. These 

were soon followed by more, then more, and more, until a flock of twenty or thirty had left from just over my 

head. All this time I stood watching the turkeys to see where they flew—with my gun on my shoulder, and 

never once thought of levelling it at the birds. When I had time to reflect upon the matter, I came to the 

conclusion that as a sportsman I was a failure, and went back to the house. Benjamin remained out, and got as 

many turkeys as he wanted to carry back. 

After the second night at Goliad, Benjamin and I started to make the remainder of the journey alone. We 

reached Corpus Christi just in time to avoid "absence without leave." We met no one not even an Indian—

during the remainder of our journey, except at San Patricio. A new settlement had been started there in our 
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absence of three weeks, induced possibly by the fact that there were houses already built, while the proximity 

of troops gave protection against the Indians. On the evening of the first day out from Goliad we heard the 

most unearthly howling of wolves, directly in our front. The prairie grass was tall and we could not see the 

beasts, but the sound indicated that they were near. To my ear it appeared that there must have been enough of 

them to devour our party, horses and all, at a single meal. The part of Ohio that I hailed from was not thickly 

settled, but wolves had been driven out long before I left. Benjamin was from Indiana, still less populated, 

where the wolf yet roamed over the prairies. He understood the nature of the animal and the capacity of a few 

to make believe there was an unlimited number of them. He kept on towards the noise, unmoved. I followed 

in his trail, lacking moral courage to turn back and join our sick companion. I have no doubt that if Benjamin 

had proposed returning to Goliad, I would not only have "seconded the motion" but have suggested that it was 

very hard-hearted in us to leave Augur sick there in the first place; but Benjamin did not propose turning 

back. When he did speak it was to ask: "Grant, how many wolves do you think there are in that pack?" 

Knowing where he was from, and suspecting that he thought I would over-estimate the number, I determined 

to show my acquaintance with the animal by putting the estimate below what possibly could be correct, and 

answered: "Oh, about twenty," very indifferently. He smiled and rode on. In a minute we were close upon 

them, and before they saw us. There were just TWO of them. Seated upon their haunches, with their mouths 

close together, they had made all the noise we had been hearing for the past ten minutes. I have often thought 

of this incident since when I have heard the noise of a few disappointed politicians who had deserted their 

associates. There are always more of them before they are counted. 

A week or two before leaving Corpus Christi on this trip, I had been promoted from brevet second-lieutenant, 

4th infantry, to full second-lieutenant, 7th infantry. Frank Gardner, [Afterwards General Gardner, C.S.A.] of 

the 7th, was promoted to the 4th in the same orders. We immediately made application to be transferred, so as 

to get back to our old regiments. On my return, I found that our application had been approved at Washington. 

While in the 7th infantry I was in the company of Captain Holmes, afterwards a Lieutenant-general in the 

Confederate army. I never came in contact with him in the war of the Rebellion, nor did he render any very 

conspicuous service in his high rank. My transfer carried me to the company of Captain McCall, who resigned 

from the army after the Mexican war and settled in Philadelphia. He was prompt, however, to volunteer when 

the rebellion broke out, and soon rose to the rank of major-general in the Union army. I was not fortunate 

enough to meet him after he resigned. In the old army he was esteemed very highly as a soldier and 

gentleman. Our relations were always most pleasant. 

The preparations at Corpus Christi for an advance progressed as rapidly in the absence of some twenty or 

more lieutenants as if we had been there. The principal business consisted in securing mules, and getting them 

broken to harness. The process was slow but amusing. The animals sold to the government were all young 

and unbroken, even to the saddle, and were quite as wild as the wild horses of the prairie. Usually a number 

would be brought in by a company of Mexicans, partners in the delivery. The mules were first driven into a 

stockade, called a corral, inclosing an acre or more of ground. The Mexicans,—who were all experienced in 

throwing the lasso,—would go into the corral on horseback, with their lassos attached to the pommels of their 

saddles. Soldiers detailed as teamsters and black smiths would also enter the corral, the former with ropes to 

serve as halters, the latter with branding irons and a fire to keep the irons heated. A lasso was then thrown 

over the neck of a mule, when he would immediately go to the length of his tether, first one end, then the 

other in the air. While he was thus plunging and gyrating, another lasso would be thrown by another Mexican, 

catching the animal by a fore-foot. This would bring the mule to the ground, when he was seized and held by 

the teamsters while the blacksmith put upon him, with hot irons, the initials "U. S." Ropes were then put about 

the neck, with a slipnoose which would tighten around the throat if pulled. With a man on each side holding 

these ropes, the mule was released from his other bindings and allowed to rise. With more or less difficulty he 
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would be conducted to a picket rope outside and fastened there. The delivery of that mule was then complete. 

This process was gone through with every mule and wild horse with the army of occupation. 

The method of breaking them was less cruel and much more amusing. It is a well-known fact that where 

domestic animals are used for specific purposes from generation to generation, the descendants are easily, as a 

rule, subdued to the same uses. At that time in Northern Mexico the mule, or his ancestors, the horse and the 

ass, was seldom used except for the saddle or pack. At all events the Corpus Christi mule resisted the new use 

to which he was being put. The treatment he was subjected to in order to overcome his prejudices was 

summary and effective. 

The soldiers were principally foreigners who had enlisted in our large cities, and, with the exception of a 

chance drayman among them, it is not probable that any of the men who reported themselves as competent 

teamsters had ever driven a mule-team in their lives, or indeed that many had had any previous experience in 

driving any animal whatever to harness. Numbers together can accomplish what twice their number acting 

individually could not perform. Five mules were allotted to each wagon. A teamster would select at the picket 

rope five animals of nearly the same color and general appearance for his team. With a full corps of assistants, 

other teamsters, he would then proceed to get his mules together. In two's the men would approach each 

animal selected, avoiding as far as possible its heels. Two ropes would be put about the neck of each animal, 

with a slip noose, so that he could be choked if too unruly. They were then led out, harnessed by force and 

hitched to the wagon in the position they had to keep ever after. Two men remained on either side of the 

leader, with the lassos about its neck, and one man retained the same restraining influence over each of the 

others. All being ready, the hold would be slackened and the team started. The first motion was generally five 

mules in the air at one time, backs bowed, hind feet extended to the rear. After repeating this movement a few 

times the leaders would start to run. This would bring the breeching tight against the mules at the wheels, 

which these last seemed to regard as a most unwarrantable attempt at coercion and would resist by taking a 

seat, sometimes going so far as to lie down. In time all were broken in to do their duty submissively if not 

cheerfully, but there never was a time during the war when it was safe to let a Mexican mule get entirely 

loose. Their drivers were all teamsters by the time they got through. 

I recollect one case of a mule that had worked in a team under the saddle, not only for some time at Corpus 

Christi, where he was broken, but all the way to the point opposite Matamoras, then to Camargo, where he got 

loose from his fastenings during the night. He did not run away at first, but staid in the neighborhood for a day 

or two, coming up sometimes to the feed trough even; but on the approach of the teamster he always got out 

of the way. At last, growing tired of the constant effort to catch him, he disappeared altogether. Nothing short 

of a Mexican with his lasso could have caught him. Regulations would not have warranted the expenditure of 

a dollar in hiring a man with a lasso to catch that mule; but they did allow the expenditure "of the mule," on a 

certificate that he had run away without any fault of the quartermaster on whose returns he was borne, and 

also the purchase of another to take his place. I am a competent witness, for I was regimental quartermaster at 

the time. 

While at Corpus Christi all the officers who had a fancy for riding kept horses. The animals cost but little in 

the first instance, and when picketed they would get their living without any cost. I had three not long before 

the army moved, but a sad accident bereft me of them all at one time. A colored boy who gave them all the 

attention they got—besides looking after my tent and that of a class-mate and fellow-lieutenant and cooking 

for us, all for about eight dollars per month, was riding one to water and leading the other two. The led horses 

pulled him from his seat and all three ran away. They never were heard of afterwards. Shortly after that some 
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one told Captain Bliss, General Taylor's Adjutant-General, of my misfortune. "Yes; I heard Grant lost five or 

six dollars' worth of horses the other day," he replied. That was a slander; they were broken to the saddle 

when I got them and cost nearly twenty dollars. I never suspected the colored boy of malicious intent in 

letting them get away, because, if they had not escaped, he could have had one of them to ride on the long 

march then in prospect. 

Chapter VI 

 

Advance of the Army-Crossing the Colorado-The Rio Grande 

At last the preparations were complete and orders were issued for the advance to begin on the 8th of March. 

General Taylor had an army of not more than three thousand men. One battery, the siege guns and all the 

convalescent troops were sent on by water to Brazos Santiago, at the mouth of the Rio Grande. A guard was 

left back at Corpus Christi to look after public property and to take care of those who were too sick to be 

removed. The remainder of the army, probably not more than twenty five hundred men, was divided into 

three brigades, with the cavalry independent. Colonel Twiggs, with seven companies of dragoons and a 

battery of light artillery, moved on the 8th. He was followed by the three infantry brigades, with a day's 

interval between the commands. Thus the rear brigade did not move from Corpus Christi until the 11th of 

March. In view of the immense bodies of men moved on the same day over narrow roads, through dense 

forests and across large streams, in our late war, it seems strange now that a body of less than three thousand 

men should have been broken into four columns, separated by a day's march. 

General Taylor was opposed to anything like plundering by the troops, and in this instance, I doubt not, he 

looked upon the enemy as the aggrieved party and was not willing to injure them further than his instructions 

from Washington demanded. His orders to the troops enjoined scrupulous regard for the rights of all 

peaceable persons and the payment of the highest price for all supplies taken for the use of the army. 

All officers of foot regiments who had horses were permitted to ride them on the march when it did not 

interfere with their military duties. As already related, having lost my "five or six dollars' worth of horses" but 

a short time before I determined not to get another, but to make the journey on foot. My company 

commander, Captain McCall, had two good American horses, of considerably more value in that country, 

where native horses were cheap, than they were in the States. He used one himself and wanted the other for 

his servant. He was quite anxious to know whether I did not intend to get me another horse before the march 

began. I told him No; I belonged to a foot regiment. I did not understand the object of his solicitude at the 

time, but, when we were about to start, he said: "There, Grant, is a horse for you." I found that he could not 

bear the idea of his servant riding on a long march while his lieutenant went a-foot. He had found a mustang, 

a three-year old colt only recently captured, which had been purchased by one of the colored servants with the 

regiment for the sum of three dollars. It was probably the only horse at Corpus Christi that could have been 

purchased just then for any reasonable price. Five dollars, sixty-six and two-thirds per cent. advance, induced 

the owner to part with the mustang. I was sorry to take him, because I really felt that, belonging to a foot 

regiment, it was my duty to march with the men. But I saw the Captain's earnestness in the matter, and 

accepted the horse for the trip. The day we started was the first time the horse had ever been under saddle. I 

had, however, but little difficulty in breaking him, though for the first day there were frequent disagreements 

between us as to which way we should go, and sometimes whether we should go at all. At no time during the 
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day could I choose exactly the part of the column I would march with; but after that, I had as tractable a horse 

as any with the army, and there was none that stood the trip better. He never ate a mouthful of food on the 

journey except the grass he could pick within the length of his picket rope. 

A few days out from Corpus Christi, the immense herd of wild horses that ranged at that time between the 

Nueces and the Rio Grande was seen directly in advance of the head of the column and but a few miles off. It 

was the very band from which the horse I was riding had been captured but a few weeks before. The column 

was halted for a rest, and a number of officers, myself among them, rode out two or three miles to the right to 

see the extent of the herd. The country was a rolling prairie, and, from the higher ground, the vision was 

obstructed only by the earth's curvature. As far as the eye could reach to our right, the herd extended. To the 

left, it extended equally. There was no estimating the number of animals in it; I have no idea that they could 

all have been corralled in the State of Rhode Island, or Delaware, at one time. If they had been, they would 

have been so thick that the pasturage would have given out the first day. People who saw the Southern herd of 

buffalo, fifteen or twenty years ago, can appreciate the size of the Texas band of wild horses in 1846. 

At the point where the army struck the Little Colorado River, the stream was quite wide and of sufficient 

depth for navigation. The water was brackish and the banks were fringed with timber. Here the whole army 

concentrated before attempting to cross. The army was not accompanied by a pontoon train, and at that time 

the troops were not instructed in bridge building. To add to the embarrassment of the situation, the army was 

here, for the first time, threatened with opposition. Buglers, concealed from our view by the brush on the 

opposite side, sounded the "assembly," and other military calls. Like the wolves before spoken of, they gave 

the impression that there was a large number of them and that, if the troops were in proportion to the noise, 

they were sufficient to devour General Taylor and his army. There were probably but few troops, and those 

engaged principally in watching the movements of the "invader." A few of our cavalry dashed in, and forded 

and swam the stream, and all opposition was soon dispersed. I do not remember that a single shot was fired. 

The troops waded the stream, which was up to their necks in the deepest part. Teams were crossed by 

attaching a long rope to the end of the wagon tongue passing it between the two swing mules and by the side 

of the leader, hitching his bridle as well as the bridle of the mules in rear to it, and carrying the end to men on 

the opposite shore. The bank down to the water was steep on both sides. A rope long enough to cross the 

river, therefore, was attached to the back axle of the wagon, and men behind would hold the rope to prevent 

the wagon "beating" the mules into the water. This latter rope also served the purpose of bringing the end of 

the forward one back, to be used over again. The water was deep enough for a short distance to swim the little 

Mexican mules which the army was then using, but they, and the wagons, were pulled through so fast by the 

men at the end of the rope ahead, that no time was left them to show their obstinacy. In this manner the 

artillery and transportation of the "army of occupation" crossed the Colorado River. 

About the middle of the month of March the advance of the army reached the Rio Grande and went into camp 

near the banks of the river, opposite the city of Matamoras and almost under the guns of a small fort at the 

lower end of the town. There was not at that time a single habitation from Corpus Christi until the Rio Grande 

was reached. 

The work of fortifying was commenced at once. The fort was laid out by the engineers, but the work was 

done by the soldiers under the supervision of their officers, the chief engineer retaining general directions. 

The Mexicans now became so incensed at our near approach that some of their troops crossed the river above 

us, and made it unsafe for small bodies of men to go far beyond the limits of camp. They captured two 
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companies of dragoons, commanded by Captains Thornton and Hardee. The latter figured as a general in the 

late war, on the Confederate side, and was author of the tactics first used by both armies. Lieutenant Theodric 

Porter, of the 4th infantry, was killed while out with a small detachment; and Major Cross, the assistant 

quartermaster-general, had also been killed not far from camp. 

There was no base of supplies nearer than Point Isabel, on the coast, north of the mouth of the Rio Grande and 

twenty-five miles away. The enemy, if the Mexicans could be called such at this time when no war had been 

declared, hovered about in such numbers that it was not safe to send a wagon train after supplies with any 

escort that could be spared. I have already said that General Taylor's whole command on the Rio Grande 

numbered less than three thousand men. He had, however, a few more troops at Point Isabel or Brazos 

Santiago. The supplies brought from Corpus Christi in wagons were running short. Work was therefore 

pushed with great vigor on the defences, to enable the minimum number of troops to hold the fort. All the 

men who could be employed, were kept at work from early dawn until darkness closed the labors of the day. 

With all this the fort was not completed until the supplies grew so short that further delay in obtaining more 

could not be thought of. By the latter part of April the work was in a partially defensible condition, and the 

7th infantry, Major Jacob Brown commanding, was marched in to garrison it, with some few pieces of 

artillery. All the supplies on hand, with the exception of enough to carry the rest of the army to Point Isabel, 

were left with the garrison, and the march was commenced with the remainder of the command, every wagon 

being taken with the army. Early on the second day after starting the force reached its destination, without 

opposition from the Mexicans. There was some delay in getting supplies ashore from vessels at anchor in the 

open roadstead. 
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This sinister question—at least, it was meant to sound sinister—headlined the advertising copy for The 480, a 

1964 novel by Eugene Burdick. His previous best sellers, The Ugly American and Fail-Safe, had caused 

sensations in political circles, and the new one promised to do the same. Its jacket featured the image of a 

punched card. The title referred to 480 categories of voter, defined by region, religion, age, and other 

demographic characteristics, such as “Midwestern, rural, Protestant, lower income, female.” Many readers 

recoiled from the notion of being sorted into one of these boxes. The New York Times’s reviewer called The 

480 a “shock novel” and found it implausible. 

What was so shocking? What was implausible? The idea that a company might use computer technology and 

behavioral science to gather and crunch data on American citizens, with the nefarious goal of influencing a 

presidential election. 

In the 1950s and 1960s this seemed like science fiction. Actually, The 480 was a thinly disguised roman à 

clef, based on a real-life company called Simulmatics, which had secretly worked for the 1960 campaign of 

John F. Kennedy. Burdick had been a political operative himself and knew the Simulmatics founders well. 

The company’s confidential reports and memoranda went straight into his prose. And the 480 categories—

listed in an appendix to the novel—were the real Simulmatics voter types, the creation of what one of its 

founders called “a kind of Manhattan Project gamble in politics.” 

Simulmatics was founded in 1959 and lasted eleven years. Jill Lepore mentioned its involvement in the 

Kennedy campaign in These Truths (2018), her monumental history of the United States; she was already on 

the trail of the story she tells in her new book, If Then. Lepore is a brilliant and prolific historian with an eye 

for unusual and revealing stories, and this one is a remarkable saga, sometimes comical, sometimes ominous: 

a “shadow history of the 1960s,” as she writes, because Simulmatics stumbled through the decade as a bit 

player, onstage for the Vietnam War, the civil rights movement, the Great Society, the riots and protests. It 

began with grand ambitions to invent a new kind of predictive behavioral science, in a research environment 

increasingly tied to a rising defense establishment amid the anxiety of the cold war. It ended ignominiously, in 

embarrassment and bankruptcy. 

Irving Kristol, the future architect of neoconservativism, dismissed Simulmatics in 1964 as “a struggling little 

company which, despite the fact that it worked on a few problems for the Kennedy organization in 1960, has 

since had a difficult time making ends meet,” and he wasn’t wrong. Today it is almost completely forgotten. 

Yet Lepore finds in it a plausible untold origin story for our current panopticon: a world of constant 

surveillance, if not by the state then by megacorporations that make vast fortunes by predicting and 

manipulating our behavior—including, most insidiously, our behavior as voters. 

The name “Simulmatics”—a mashup of “simulation” and “automatic”—was the kind of faux-sophisticated 

compound that tech startups favored (Teledyne, Biotronik, Microsoft), before a 1990s countertrend led to 

names like Yahoo, Google, and Twitter. Simulmatics’s creator and president was a former Madison Avenue 

advertising and public relations executive, Edward L. Greenfield—a glad-handing, scotch-drinking, Pall 

Mall–smoking huckster, as Lepore describes him. Greenfield saw national politics as virgin territory for a 

scientifically minded advertising business. 

This was a fairly new idea. In 1952 the eloquent and erudite Democratic nominee, Adlai Stevenson, objected 

to paying professionals for tools of mass persuasion, while Dwight D. Eisenhower became the first 

presidential candidate ever to appear in television commercials. A word on people’s lips that year was 
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“brainwashing,” coined by Edward Hunter, the rabidly anti-Communist author of Brain-Washing in Red 

China: The Calculated Destruction of Men’s Minds (1951). Stevenson wanted no part of that. Republicans 

spent $1.5 million on television advertising, which seems like a pittance until you learn that the Democrats 

spent $77,000. 

Computers at the time were house-sized machines built from thousands of vacuum tubes, with tanks of liquid 

mercury serving as “memory.” The largest computer in the world, produced by the Remington Rand 

corporation for the Census Bureau, was UNIVAC. CBS News hired it for election night—Walter Cronkite 

called it “that miracle of the modern age, the electronic brain.” It was not just going to tally the numbers as 

they came in; it was meant to predict the outcome before the final results were known. “This is not a joke or a 

trick,” said his colleague Charles Collingwood. “It’s an experiment, and we think it’s going to work. We don’t 

know, we hope it will work.” Collingwood referred to the computer as “he”: “He’s sitting there in his corner, 

humming away. A few minutes ago I asked him what his prediction was, and he sent me back a very caustic 

answer.” In fact, UNIVAC’s operators saw early in the evening that Eisenhower seemed to be winning in a 

landslide, but they weren’t brave enough to trust their computer. 

The pioneers of computing had a dream application for a machine capable of performing rapid calculations on 

large amounts of data: weather forecasting. Atmospheric behavior is just physics, and the relevant equations 

were well known. At the Institute for Advanced Study in Princeton, John von Neumann argued that 

computers would soon enable humans not only to predict the weather but to control it. He believed in a degree 

of perfection that we now know is unreachable, because the weather is a chaotic system, but the methods he 

invented are used in the supercomputers that run nonstop at all the world’s meteorological centers. Computers 

predict the weather by simulating it: by creating models and letting them run. 

Ed Greenfield, the ad man, saw no reason not to try the same approach with the behavior of people. He 

created a Social Science Division in his company, with the idea of simulating the entire electorate and selling 

voting predictions to campaigns. He hired a computer guy and a social scientist, Bill McPhee and Ithiel de 

Sola Pool, and Eugene Burdick, then a political scientist. All of them grew obsessed in one way or another 

with the possibility of mathematizing human behavior. McPhee was ebullient about programming: “The 

computers (Univac, Manniac + ‘Johnniac’—I work on Johnniac) are just like big electric trains for grown-up 

boys.” Pool was working on a theory of “social networks.” He had a notion that “any two Americans, of any 

sort, can be linked by a chain of six acquaintanceships or less”—six degrees of separation, one might say. 

Who were these people? “They were midcentury white liberals in an era when white liberals were not 

expected to understand people who weren’t white or liberal,” Lepore says. She calls them—they sometimes 

called themselves—the What-If Men. Deeply researched, written with elegance and passion, If Then gives a 

vivid picture of their lives, including their often miserable wives, suffering “the bad bargains of the middle-

class marriages of the 1950s.” In The 480, Burdick describes the Simulmatics men as a “new underworld”: 

Innocent and well-intentioned people who work with slide rules and calculating machines and computers…. 

Most of these people are highly educated, many of them are Ph.D.s, and none that I have met have malignant 

political designs on the American public. They may, however, radically reconstruct the American political 

system, build a new politics, and even modify revered and venerable American institutions—facts of which 

they are blissfully innocent. 
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Greenfield wanted to build a “Voting Behavior Machine.” He also called it a “People Machine.” It would treat 

voters as “discrete units at the ‘microscopic’ level,” and it would create a “macroscopic picture of how, when 

it is all put together, the aggregate system works.” For the first time, large quantities of data had been 

gathered through the booming business of political polling. When Greenfield and his team formed 

Simulmatics in advance of the 1960 election, they bought the results of Gallup polls from the past four 

national elections, 100,000 surveys on punched cards. They sorted the questions into fifty “issue attitudes,” 

and they sorted the people into demographic boxes. 

First they tried selling their services to Stevenson, their favorite among the potential Democratic candidates. 

They proposed to test policy positions in the machine before revealing them to actual voters. Should the 

candidate speak out for civil rights in the South? “We will, from our model, be able to predict what such a 

speech would mean to each of 1,000 sub-groups of the population…and consequently to pinpoint the state 

where it could affect the electoral vote,” Greenfield wrote. This was liable to strike some as cynical or sneaky. 

It should strike us as a description of what every technically astute political consultant offers today. 

When the nomination went instead to Kennedy, they sent their pitch to his campaign. It went like this: 

With speed, accuracy, precision, and efficiency, simulation provides a unique test tube for the political 

strategist. Before he acts, it tells him what would be the effect of his handling of certain issues on the voting 

behavior of the electorate. 

And like this: 

The relationship between such current intelligence and a simulation model developed out of historical data is 

analogous to the relationship between current weather information and a climatological model. 

The Kennedy team commissioned three reports—urgently, because, for the first time, the rival candidates had 

agreed to televised debates, and the dates were approaching. 

The Simulmatics men worked fast. No one can say now how much of their advice came from the computer, 

an IBM 704 at Columbia University, and how much was old-fashioned political savvy. “There’s a lot of 

bluster and nonsense in the archival trail left behind by flimflam men,” as Lepore says. But the advice seems 

to have been good. Black voters were grossly underrepresented in the 480 categories because George Gallup 

and other pollsters had avoided surveying them—meekly accepting the reality of Jim Crow voter suppression 

and kowtowing to southern newspaper owners who expressly did not want Blacks polled. But Simulmatics 

counted them and made the case that Democrats could not win without supporting the civil rights movement. 

They also advised the candidate to speak out frankly about the anti-Catholicism that dogged his campaign. 

And they urged him to treat the debates as an opportunity: “The danger to Nixon is that Kennedy can make 

use of his more personable traits—including a range of emotions such as fervor, humor, friendship, and 

spirituality.” Kennedy did everything Simulmatics suggested, and when he carried off his narrow victory in 

November, the What-If Men were sure they deserved the credit. 

And that was it. The sum total of Simulmatics’s intervention in this (or any) political campaign amounted to a 

few bits of advice, ostensibly computer-generated but really, at most, computer-assisted. No voters were 

manipulated or deceived. No one’s privacy was invaded. 
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The Kennedy team thought they had bought confidential research reports, but the Simulmatics people were 

desperate for publicity. One of them, Thomas B. Morgan—a friend of Ed Greenfield who had helped him edit 

the three reports—approached Harper’s pretending to be a disinterested journalist, and the magazine featured 

his sensational account in January 1961, the month of Kennedy’s inauguration. “The People-Machine,” 

screamed the headline. “The First Report on a Computing Device Secretly Designed for the Democratic 

Presidential Campaign—and on Its Consequences for Political Strategy.” It was a puff piece posing as an 

exposé. It quoted another Greenfield friend, the Yale political scientist Harold Lasswell, as saying, “This is 

the A-bomb of the social sciences.” 

All hell broke loose. United Press International reported: 

A secretly designed robot campaign strategist nicknamed a “people-machine” was said today to have been put 

to work by President-Elect John F. Kennedy’s top advisers to suggest alternative methods of influencing 

voters. 

The New York Herald Tribune said Kennedy’s “secret weapon” had been “a big, bulky monster called a 

‘Simulmatics.’” An Oregon paper editorialized, “The voters—you, me, Mrs. Jones next door, and Professor 

Smith at the university” were reduced “to little holes in punch cards, or whatever device our new Ruler uses.” 

The Kennedy people panicked and tried to deny the whole thing. 

These still unfamiliar machines—thinking machines—scared people, for good reasons and bad. Machines 

couldn’t really think, by any definition. They were hardly monsters or robots. They might or might not be 

threatening to take jobs from people: Kennedy himself had warned on the campaign trail of “the growing 

crisis of automation—the replacement of men by machines.” Even so, reliance on computers seemed an attack 

on human agency: you and me, reduced “to little holes in punch cards.” Simulmatics hyped its own power and 

prowess but also tried to dampen these fears with boilerplate reassurances: “Machines can do nothing but 

speed up communication.” By doing so, “they restore the possibility of ready discourse about important 

matters in large societies.” Nowadays, that sounds naive. The same kind of hopeful innocence was heard 

again three decades later, with the rise of the Internet. 

Computers were, of course, poised to grow in speed and power more rapidly than the most optimistic What-If 

Man could have dreamed. For Simulmatics, the promise of computing and the hope of predicting human 

behavior were tied together. “The scientists of the Simulmatics Corporation acted on the proposition that if 

they could collect enough data about enough people and feed it into a machine,” Lepore writes, “everything, 

one day, might be predictable, and everyone, every human mind, simulated, each act anticipated, 

automatically, and even driven and directed, by targeted messages as unerring as missiles.” For Simulmatics, 

Bill McPhee wrote down what he called “a set of rules of thinking” to “reproduce or better simulate the 

thinking behavior of voters.” (That he wrote the rules from inside the psychiatric ward of Bellevue Hospital, 

where his wife had temporarily committed him, is the kind of detail a novelist might be ashamed to invent.) 

Around the same time, the science-fiction writer Isaac Asimov began his Foundation series of novels, 

premised on the idea of a science of psychohistory. The sages who mastered this science could predict the rise 

and fall of empires: “Psychohistory was the quintessence of sociology; it was the science of human behavior 

reduced to mathematical equations.”1 Asimov’s fictional future didn’t need computers to predict its future—

just geniuses, making magic with their formulas. The difference between Asimov and Simulmatics was that 

Asimov knew he was spinning a fantasy. People do not behave as predictably as billiard balls or water 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/simulating-democracy/#fn-1
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molecules. Atmospheric simulation relies on variables like temperature, pressure, and humidity; the science of 

psychology has discovered no mental or social quantities that can be defined as simply or measured as 

precisely. No matter how powerful our computers are, we have no scientific laws of behavior to feed them. 

Having begun the 1960s with a storm of publicity, Simulmatics set out to expand its reach from campaign 

politics to consumer marketing. The company pitched projects to film studios and music labels, along with 

advertising agencies—anyone they thought might buy the notion of simulating the needs and wants of masses 

of consumers. It offered, Lepore writes, “a simulated population, a miniature United States, consisting of 

three thousand perfectly representative but entirely imaginary people.” Punch, the British satirical magazine, 

mocked this new approach to reading society’s mind: “Punch proposed that Simulmatics’ Media-Mix add a 

few more categories,” Lepore writes, 

including “dog-lover, flat-earther, doughnut dunker, milk-in-firster,” so as to be able to determine, for 

instance, whether a new, seventy-five-cent pink ballpoint pen ink refill would be desired by consumers who 

shop on Wednesdays, have Republican sympathies, “fruit-juice breakfasts, bouts of depression, slight 

astigmatism, fitted carpets, thick eyebrows, and one or more cousins in the armed forces.” 

Which is all very amusing, and exactly what Facebook, Amazon, and Google do today. 

The company also pursued government contracts. Its social scientist, Pool, now chairing MIT’s new political 

science department, got the Defense Department’s Advanced Research Project Agency to finance a foray into 

psychological warfare to be called Project ComCom, for Communist Communications. As the United States 

committed itself more and more deeply to the war in Vietnam, Simulmatics went there, too. After all, 

psychological warfare was just political persuasion militarized, and here was fertile new territory. “Vietnam is 

the greatest social-science laboratory we have ever had!” Pool told a colleague. Robert McNamara, the 

numerically oriented secretary of defense, wanted to win hearts and minds, and along with the soldiers he 

brought in behavioral scientists as civilian contractors. 

Simulmatics and its much larger competitor, the RAND Corporation, set up shop in nearby Saigon villas. One 

of RAND’s analysts was a former marine named Daniel Ellsberg, who later helped write and then leaked the 

devastating secret report known as the Pentagon Papers. These researchers were an odd presence in a bloody 

war. “Young men from RAND and Simulmatics bounded about the countryside in Land Rovers studying 

‘upward mobility among village elites’ or ‘the interrelationship of land reform with peasant political 

motivation,’” wrote Frances FitzGerald in her prize-winning history Fire in the Lake. Twenty-six years old 

when she arrived in Vietnam, she thought they were remarkably naive. 

By Lepore’s account, the Simulmatics operation was something of a clown show. Its staffers, who spoke little 

or no Vietnamese, got their fingers into various pieces of the US adventure, including the notorious 

pacification program as well as a psychological warfare project known as Chieu Hoi. These relied more on 

old-fashioned propaganda methods—and brutal coercion—than anything involving special data analysis. Ed 

Greenfield arrived in 1966 with a plan to set up a “paramilitary action research center.” But the Pentagon was 

realizing how much the company had overpromised and how little it had done, and at the end of 1967 the 

team was sent home. 
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On their way to obscurity, the Simulmatics people played minor parts in major events, appearing Zelig-like at 

crucial moments of 1960s history. After race riots in Detroit, Los Angeles, and other cities, Simulmatics 

conducted a study for the Kerner Commission, established by Lyndon Johnson to investigate the riots and 

their causes. One sociologist told the commission, “Until we can predict riots with at least as much reliability 

as the weather forecast predicts rain or snow, it will be very difficult rationally to devise policies of control.” 

That was a last gasp. In 1968 the company shut down for good, bankrupt. It stiffed its last consultants, 

including future senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan. It had accomplished nothing. 

What seemed frightening and even immoral fifty years ago we now mostly take for granted. We shouldn’t. 

Facebook places its billions of customers into many more than 480 categories, based not on voluntary surveys 

but on pervasive surveillance. Machine-learning techniques intuit cultural “affinities” and political 

preferences. The algorithms sort users by location, education level, languages, financial standing, property 

ownership, occupation, age, gender, sexual preference, and relationship status. They track almost everything 

you buy, read, or watch. Facebook knows who is connected to, related to, and interested in whom. 

Everyone knows about Facebook. Hardly anyone had heard of Cambridge Analytica four years ago, when it 

helped elect Donald Trump. Established in London by two wealthy conservatives, Robert Mercer and Steve 

Bannon, it pitched itself as a behavioral research and political consultancy, “operating through different 

vehicles, in the shadows.” It offered “psychographics.” It secretly harvested personal Facebook data from 

more than 50 million Americans, ostensibly in violation of Facebook’s policies. 

Through Cambridge Analytica and Trump’s separate digital operation, run by Brad Parscale, users of 

Facebook, Google, Twitter, Snapchat, and others were targeted with thousands of messages, many of them 

false, continually updated and tweaked. “We bombarded them through blogs, websites, articles, videos, ads, 

every platform you can imagine,” said one Cambridge Analytica executive: 

Until they saw the world the way we wanted them to. Until they voted for our candidate. It’s like a 

boomerang: you send your data out, it gets analyzed, and it comes back at you as targeted messaging to 

change your behavior. 

The Trump campaign designed negative ads to inhibit at least three categories of voter: African-Americans, 

former Sanders supporters, and young women who might resent Bill Clinton. Apart from all that, Trump’s 

sometime campaign manager Paul Manafort is known to have shared sensitive polling data with his associate 

Konstantin Kilimnik, who has been identified by the Senate Intelligence Committee as a Russian intelligence 

officer. 

That was 2016. This fall, a new barrage of campaign messaging is well under way, as covert and hydra-

headed as ever. Cambridge Analytica is gone, but Facebook has only grown more powerful. In September, its 

founder and chief executive, Mark Zuckerberg, announced that the company would refuse new political 

advertisements in the final week before the election—a token gesture that served mainly to highlight the 

extraordinary control one man exercises over the core communications platforms serving the United States 

and most of the world. Zuckerberg continues to allow, for example, videos and photographs falsified by the 

Trump campaign to depict Joe Biden as a dotard. Officially Facebook bars “misinformation,” but the rules 

don’t apply to political advertising. 
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Jaron Lanier, a virtual-reality pioneer who has become a forceful critic of social media, describes this as a 

“mass behavior modification machine.”2 Its power comes from a feedback loop: algorithms choose what 

information to present each user at each moment, aiming to catch and hold the user’s attention; the user, by 

viewing or “liking” particular shiny objects, trains the algorithm to perform better and better. Fueling anger 

and outrage has proved especially effective. The machine may not be a monster, but it brings out the monsters 

in us. Truthfulness is of no interest to the algorithm. Facebook’s goal is to get everyone addicted to Facebook, 

but the company also sells its manipulation services to companies with different goals. “For instance,” Lanier 

says, 

if you’re reading on a device, your reading behaviors will be correlated with those of multitudes of other 

people. If someone who has a reading pattern similar to yours bought something after it was pitched in a 

particular way, then the odds become higher that you will get the same pitch. You might be targeted before an 

election with weird posts that have proven to bring out the inner cynic in people who are similar to you, in 

order to reduce the chances that you’ll vote. 

Lepore’s What-If Men didn’t cause any of this, of course. One of them saw it coming, though, with unusual 

prescience. In 1968 Ithiel de Sola Pool contributed an essay to Toward the Year 2018, a book of “amazing 

predictions of what life will be like 50 years from today.” Everything now filed on paper will be stored in 

computers, he said: “Tax returns, social security records, census forms, military records, perhaps a criminal 

record, hospital records, security clearance files, school transcripts…bank statements, credit ratings, job 

records.” And so? 

By 2018 the researcher sitting at his console will be able to compile a cross-tabulation of consumer purchases 

(from store records) by people of low IQ (from school records) who have an unemployed member of the 

family (from social security records). That is, he will have the technological capability to do this. Will he have 

the legal right? 

Fifty years later, we can answer Pool’s question. Yes, the researcher—and the world’s most powerful 

corporations—have the legal right to compile these dossiers. They also have the legal right to feed us a diet of 

misinformation, conspiracy theories, and clickbait for the benefit of marketers and unscrupulous politicians. 

It didn’t have to be this way. That is Lepore’s final message: history is not inevitable. “Plainly, all of this 

might have gone differently,” she says. “Plenty of people believed at the time that a people machine was 

entirely and utterly amoral.” The Internet was born in an ethos of free-market utopia and contempt for 

centralized authority. 

Previously, radio and then television broadcasters had submitted to federal regulation. The Federal 

Communications Commission had the difficult responsibility of balancing issues of free speech, fairness, and 

truth in advertising. But when people’s personal computers gained the ability to communicate with one 

another as if by magic, across a worldwide web, hardly anyone wanted the government to lay its heavy hand 

on this free-wheeling, decentralized, individualistic phenomenon. And hardly anyone wanted to pay for 

information, even if it came from newspapers or books—which meant that corporate entrepreneurs turned 

instead to advertising and personal-data collection as sources of revenue. 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/simulating-democracy/#fn-2
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“The new Internet followed no rules but many mantras,” Lepore writes scornfully. “Content must be free. 

Media solves all problems. Data drives predictions.” To this day the government has failed to establish 

effective rules and standards to safeguard the ownership, collection, and marketing of personal information. 

Facebook, Google, and Amazon all lobby hard to prevent that. 

When Eugene Burdick walked away from the Simulmatics Corporation, he did leave us a warning. “This may 

or may not result in evil,” he wrote. “Certainly it will result in the end of politics as Americans have known 

it.” 

1. 1 

Second Foundation (1953; Bantam, 1991), p. 1. ↩ 

2. 2 

Ten Arguments for Deleting Your Social Media Accounts Right Now (Henry Holt, 2018), p. 33. ↩ 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/simulating-democracy/  
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Ancestors 

by Jeffrey Yang 

Issue no. 231 (Winter 2019) 

Chance progression 

Genomic drift 

Split-apart generations  

of the uprooted tree 

abandoned the tablets for another ethos 

Ancestors 

never spoke of our ancestors 

watching over through  

the great-great-void 

behind the incense and flowers 

brought us here 

In this quiet room 

to learn from the old and make the new 

Hakgojae 學古齋 

Gallery, east of the Joseon  

Palace of Shining Happiness 

          young and old stroll in hanbok cosplay 

          under full autumn sun 

          coco capitán mirrors herself outside west gate 

          fi lee inks the stillness rite on a Buamdong hill 

          siren eun young jung channels the yeo-  

          song gukgeuk with anomalous fantasies 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=5497698828&e=d538c8f2e0
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her reinventions of the forgotten 1950s women’s theater, lost  

memories performed through dance and song, her impulse 

Hakgojae 

a practice of living art  

as a dream of a living 

presence 

          Drawn into the wood 

                    across the sea of stone 

one approaches 

as if to recognize 

the unexpected 

spark and hesitation  

underground 

double-track spotlights 

on the five wood figures, octagon universe 

They look out from the ghostly grain  

of the tall tablet doorway, two- 

and-a-half vertical planks, dark altar portrait  

painted on wood, mounted pieces of wood  

shades move in seasons, eyes in the tree 

the eldest sits in a chair, painted white, cutout 

          raised body, hanbok strips, mountainous roots  

          dress floats past the doorway plane, 

          head straight, her half-smiling face 

the youngest sits cross-legged on the ground, brown dress,  

          head tilts right, hair in a bun, gentle face anther ear,  

          half-moon smile, her body curves beyond 

          the door, strong hands cuddle a fuzzy white dog  

above her in dusty red, she sits higher 

          than the eldest, head tilts left, folded  

          hands unpainted knot, side curls of hair,  

          eyes bright lotus petals, line nose to brow 

at the center the second eldest stands tallest, cutout head  

          straight to collar, blouse white, a quarter of her face  

          sliced clean against rings, her lower body unpainted  

          wood wrinkles, waves, mouth small serious face 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 538  october 2020 

 

64 

next to her in fading forest green she stands shorter  

          behind the eldest, body cropped at the left  

          shoulder down the door’s edge, head tilts right  

          cutout wood piece to chest, oval face wavy hair 

No figure whole, the youngest closest to wholeness 

simplest gestures of line and ink, faces  

manifest the inner essence 

of the salvaged wood, pith to heart-  

wood, sapwood dies to heartwood, spiral  

mysteries, half-deities 

                                        And behind them 

                                                                the falls  

                                        of a teal-blue curtain  

                                        heaven-scent drifts 

                                                                red  

                                        earth pools on the floor  

                                        in front of them, low 

                                        wood hills, flat clouds 

                                                      a rock, a flame 

After the two hanji portraits framed on the walls  

at the room’s entrance—preparatory or ancillary  

to the wood incarnation—the same women posed 

with variations, one interior: yellow umber backdrop  

          brown ground, light yellow three-plank tablet tree  

          rings swirl up twice as high behind them— 

the other exterior: on a lotus field, they float 

          on huge lotus leaves, self-cleansing lotus  

          stems strong bud to flower, grow from mud  

          into purity, summer family dreaming 

          in a situation of oppression 

          Vibrant minhwa colors of the people, pictures  

anonymous artisans made for everyday dream 

and longevity, happiness and harmony, springing out  

from the literati and court tradition into ch’aekkori  

“look at the shelves of books, paper, brushes,”  

hwajodo flowers and birds, hodo tigers (smiling),  

yongdo dragon on the front gate, kirin and dog, fish  

and crab, rooster on the inner gate illuminates 

the night, totemic decoy guards and protects 
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minhwa blessings 

for the miraculous order of the universe 

Ancestors 

follow ancestors  

through the changes 

          nature’s renewal 

source and being 

hidden energies  

exist 

through her We are 

a matrilineal family 

Yun Suknam 

          transformed  

into the image 

of the vision in the wood 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-
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An Essay on Children’s Games 

by Iman Mersal 

Issue no. 225 (Summer 2018) 

Many children’s games depend on a physical handicap. Hopscotch, for ¬example, requires a skillful player to 

hop from square to square on one leg while the other merely dangles in the air, as though amputated so long 

ago he had time to practice jumping without it. 

Maybe I’m here on this continent simply to walk by myself for days, or years, as if no one there needed me, 

waited for me, asked about me, loved me, missed me, worried about me. 

But hopscotch isn’t the right metaphor because in fact, while I’m here, I do need all those people I wake up 

without and go to sleep without. Distance doesn’t lessen the sense of guilt. Guilt, the word rings out inside me 

every time I remember that I’m from there. I’ve become more and more from there ever since I left. And guilt 

has been eating at me ever since I arrived, just yesterday, in this city perched over an ocean, to read some 

poems in some big theater, to drink good wine with first-rate writers who aren’t from there. 

What does a person do who’s come here to read some poems about there to people not from there, a person 

eaten by guilt even as she stands, as I do, on the balcony of a five-star hotel, lighting a cigarette and 

screaming or muttering curses in hopes the police will haul her off to prison, in hopes that something will 

happen to stop her from throwing herself off the seventh floor—and then, when there’s a knock at the door, 

jumping under the bedcovers as though playing blindman’s bluff? 

In blindman’s bluff, a player loses his sight and has to tag the others by guessing their movements or by 

sniffing them out. 

When a mother hides her face behind her headscarf, the infant believes, for one terrifying moment, that he’s 

lost her forever. In most cases, fortunately, the mother quickly shows her face again, and in most cases, the 

infant laughs louder and louder with each renewal of terror. I never did that with my children, maybe because 

when my mother died I was still in love with that game and kept waiting for her face to reappear. 

It would be funny to think that my relationship with children’s games was determined by my mother’s 

absence, and terrible to think her death is the reason I’m here, thirty years later, as though playing a game of 

peekaboo with everyone I want to be with. 

My son would lie on his bed and put his hands over his eyes, lying still and imagining he was invisible. He 

waited as long as he could, then took his hands away, ready for the surprise that, strangely, never dulled with 

repetition. He laughed at the success of his disappearing act, which never actually happened. Maybe I’m only 

here to wait for the expert player who will suddenly grab me and—to my surprise and delight—drag me back 

to where I belong. 
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When children playing games pretend to be adults, there’s always at least one child who takes charge and 

assigns roles. He doesn’t need to play the father or the math teacher. He might play a municipal bus driver 

and decide which child shall be a rider, or which one will make a good patient when he’s the doctor.  

I don’t remember playing any of those roles. I had one role that never changed, like the oracles in ancient 

temples—that of the blind girl. A blind girl in math class, where my task was not to go up to the imaginary 

blackboard but to recite the multiplication tables from my seat on a bale of straw, whose task was to be a 

school bench. A blind woman, reciting the Quran at funerals and singing at festivities. A blind woman who 

doesn’t play at blindman’s bluff, who doesn’t want to catch anyone so that she might keep seeing no one as 

long as possible. A blind woman in every game of make-believe—the role no one wanted except me. 

—Translated from the Arabic by Robyn Creswell 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-
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Personal Memoirs of U.S. Grant 

by Ulysses S. Grant 

 

Chapter VII 

 

The Mexican War-The Battle of Palo Alto-The Battle of Resaca de la Palma-Army of Invasion-General 

Taylor-Movement on Camargo 

While General Taylor was away with the bulk of his army, the little garrison up the river was besieged. As we 

lay in our tents upon the sea-shore, the artillery at the fort on the Rio Grande could be distinctly heard. 

The war had begun. 

There were no possible means of obtaining news from the garrison, and information from outside could not be 

otherwise than unfavorable. What General Taylor's feelings were during this suspense I do not know; but for 

myself, a young second-lieutenant who had never heard a hostile gun before, I felt sorry that I had enlisted. A 

great many men, when they smell battle afar off, chafe to get into the fray. When they say so themselves they 

generally fail to convince their hearers that they are as anxious as they would like to make believe, and as they 

approach danger they become more subdued. This rule is not universal, for I have known a few men who 

were always aching for a fight when there was no enemy near, who were as good as their word when the 

battle did come. But the number of such men is small. 

On the 7th of May the wagons were all loaded and General Taylor started on his return, with his army 

reinforced at Point Isabel, but still less than three thousand strong, to relieve the garrison on the Rio Grande. 

The road from Point Isabel to Matamoras is over an open, rolling, treeless prairie, until the timber that borders 

the bank of the Rio Grande is reached. This river, like the Mississippi, flows through a rich alluvial valley in 

the most meandering manner, running towards all points of the compass at times within a few miles. Formerly 

the river ran by Resaca de la Palma, some four or five miles east of the present channel. The old bed of the 

river at Resaca had become filled at places, leaving a succession of little lakes. The timber that had formerly 

grown upon both banks, and for a considerable distance out, was still standing. This timber was struck six or 

eight miles out from the besieged garrison, at a point known as Palo Alto—"Tall trees" or "woods." 

Early in the forenoon of the 8th of May as Palo Alto was approached, an army, certainly outnumbering our 

little force, was seen, drawn up in line of battle just in front of the timber. Their bayonets and spearheads 

glistened in the sunlight formidably. The force was composed largely of cavalry armed with lances. Where we 

were the grass was tall, reaching nearly to the shoulders of the men, very stiff, and each stock was pointed at 

the top, and hard and almost as sharp as a darning-needle. General Taylor halted his army before the head of 

column came in range of the artillery of the Mexicans. He then formed a line of battle, facing the enemy. His 

artillery, two batteries and two eighteen-pounder iron guns, drawn by oxen, were placed in position at 

intervals along the line. A battalion was thrown to the rear, commanded by Lieutenant-Colonel Childs, of the 

https://americanliterature.com/author/ulysses-s-grant/book/personal-memoirs-of-us-grant/summary
https://americanliterature.com/author/ulysses-s-grant


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 538  october 2020 

 

69 

artillery, as reserves. These preparations completed, orders were given for a platoon of each company to stack 

arms and go to a stream off to the right of the command, to fill their canteens and also those of the rest of their 

respective companies. When the men were all back in their places in line, the command to advance was given. 

As I looked down that long line of about three thousand armed men, advancing towards a larger force also 

armed, I thought what a fearful responsibility General Taylor must feel, commanding such a host and so far 

away from friends. The Mexicans immediately opened fire upon us, first with artillery and then with infantry. 

At first their shots did not reach us, and the advance was continued. As we got nearer, the cannon balls 

commenced going through the ranks. They hurt no one, however, during this advance, because they would 

strike the ground long before they reached our line, and ricochetted through the tall grass so slowly that the 

men would see them and open ranks and let them pass. When we got to a point where the artillery could be 

used with effect, a halt was called, and the battle opened on both sides. 

The infantry under General Taylor was armed with flint-lock muskets, and paper cartridges charged with 

powder, buck-shot and ball. At the distance of a few hundred yards a man might fire at you all day without 

your finding it out. The artillery was generally six-pounder brass guns throwing only solid shot; but General 

Taylor had with him three or four twelve-pounder howitzers throwing shell, besides his eighteen-pounders 

before spoken of, that had a long range. This made a powerful armament. The Mexicans were armed about as 

we were so far as their infantry was concerned, but their artillery only fired solid shot. We had greatly the 

advantage in this arm. 

The artillery was advanced a rod or two in front of the line, and opened fire. The infantry stood at order arms 

as spectators, watching the effect of our shots upon the enemy, and watching his shots so as to step out of 

their way. It could be seen that the eighteen-pounders and the howitzers did a great deal of execution. On our 

side there was little or no loss while we occupied this position. During the battle Major Ringgold, an 

accomplished and brave artillery officer, was mortally wounded, and Lieutenant Luther, also of the artillery, 

was struck. During the day several advances were made, and just at dusk it became evident that the Mexicans 

were falling back. We again advanced, and occupied at the close of the battle substantially the ground held by 

the enemy at the beginning. In this last move there was a brisk fire upon our troops, and some execution was 

done. One cannon-ball passed through our ranks, not far from me. It took off the head of an enlisted man, and 

the under jaw of Captain Page of my regiment, while the splinters from the musket of the killed soldier, and 

his brains and bones, knocked down two or three others, including one officer, Lieutenant Wallen,—hurting 

them more or less. Our casualties for the day were nine killed and forty-seven wounded. 

At the break of day on the 9th, the army under Taylor was ready to renew the battle; but an advance showed 

that the enemy had entirely left our front during the night. The chaparral before us was impenetrable except 

where there were roads or trails, with occasionally clear or bare spots of small dimensions. A body of men 

penetrating it might easily be ambushed. It was better to have a few men caught in this way than the whole 

army, yet it was necessary that the garrison at the river should be relieved. To get to them the chaparral had to 

be passed. Thus I assume General Taylor reasoned. He halted the army not far in advance of the ground 

occupied by the Mexicans the day before, and selected Captain C. F. Smith, of the artillery, and Captain 

McCall, of my company, to take one hundred and fifty picked men each and find where the enemy had gone. 

This left me in command of the company, an honor and responsibility I thought very great. 

Smith and McCall found no obstruction in the way of their advance until they came up to the succession of 

ponds, before describes, at Resaca. The Mexicans had passed them and formed their lines on the opposite 

bank. This position they had strengthened a little by throwing up dead trees and brush in their front, and by 
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placing artillery to cover the approaches and open places. Smith and McCall deployed on each side of the 

road as well as they could, and engaged the enemy at long range. Word was sent back, and the advance of the 

whole army was at once commenced. As we came up we were deployed in like manner. I was with the right 

wing, and led my company through the thicket wherever a penetrable place could be found, taking advantage 

of any clear spot that would carry me towards the enemy. At last I got pretty close up without knowing it. The 

balls commenced to whistle very thick overhead, cutting the limbs of the chaparral right and left. We could 

not see the enemy, so I ordered my men to lie down, an order that did not have to be enforced. We kept our 

position until it became evident that the enemy were not firing at us, and then withdrew to find better ground 

to advance upon. 

By this time some progress had been made on our left. A section of artillery had been captured by the cavalry, 

and some prisoners had been taken. The Mexicans were giving way all along the line, and many of them had, 

no doubt, left early. I at last found a clear space separating two ponds. There seemed to be a few men in front 

and I charged upon them with my company. 

There was no resistance, and we captured a Mexican colonel, who had been wounded, and a few men. Just as 

I was sending them to the rear with a guard of two or three men, a private came from the front bringing back 

one of our officers, who had been badly wounded in advance of where I was. The ground had been charged 

over before. My exploit was equal to that of the soldier who boasted that he had cut off the leg of one of the 

enemy. When asked why he did not cut off his head, he replied: "Some one had done that before." This left no 

doubt in my mind but that the battle of Resaca de la Palma would have been won, just as it was, if I had not 

been there. There was no further resistance. The evening of the 9th the army was encamped on its old ground 

near the Fort, and the garrison was relieved. The siege had lasted a number of days, but the casualties were 

few in number. Major Jacob Brown, of the 7th infantry, the commanding officer, had been killed, and in his 

honor the fort was named. Since then a town of considerable importance has sprung up on the ground 

occupied by the fort and troops, which has also taken his name. 

The battles of Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma seemed to us engaged, as pretty important affairs; but we had 

only a faint conception of their magnitude until they were fought over in the North by the Press and the 

reports came back to us. At the same time, or about the same time, we learned that war existed between the 

United States and Mexico, by the acts of the latter country. On learning this fact General Taylor transferred 

our camps to the south or west bank of the river, and Matamoras was occupied. We then became the "Army of 

Invasion." 

Up to this time Taylor had none but regular troops in his command; but now that invasion had already taken 

place, volunteers for one year commenced arriving. The army remained at Matamoras until sufficiently 

reinforced to warrant a movement into the interior. General Taylor was not an officer to trouble the 

administration much with his demands, but was inclined to do the best he could with the means given him. He 

felt his responsibility as going no further. If he had thought that he was sent to perform an impossibility with 

the means given him, he would probably have informed the authorities of his opinion and left them to 

determine what should be done. If the judgment was against him he would have gone on and done the best he 

could with the means at hand without parading his grievance before the public. No soldier could face either 

danger or responsibility more calmly than he. These are qualities more rarely found than genius or physical 

courage. 
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General Taylor never made any great show or parade, either of uniform or retinue. In dress he was possibly 

too plain, rarely wearing anything in the field to indicate his rank, or even that he was an officer; but he was 

known to every soldier in his army, and was respected by all. I can call to mind only one instance when I saw 

him in uniform, and one other when I heard of his wearing it, On both occasions he was unfortunate. The first 

was at Corpus Christi. He had concluded to review his army before starting on the march and gave orders 

accordingly. Colonel Twiggs was then second in rank with the army, and to him was given the command of 

the review. Colonel and Brevet Brigadier-General Worth, a far different soldier from Taylor in the use of the 

uniform, was next to Twiggs in rank, and claimed superiority by virtue of his brevet rank when the accidents 

of service threw them where one or the other had to command. Worth declined to attend the review as 

subordinate to Twiggs until the question was settled by the highest authority. This broke up the review, and 

the question was referred to Washington for final decision. 

General Taylor was himself only a colonel, in real rank, at that time, and a brigadier-general by brevet. He 

was assigned to duty, however, by the President, with the rank which his brevet gave him. Worth was not so 

assigned, but by virtue of commanding a division he must, under the army regulations of that day, have drawn 

the pay of his brevet rank. The question was submitted to Washington, and no response was received until 

after the army had reached the Rio Grande. It was decided against General Worth, who at once tendered his 

resignation and left the army, going north, no doubt, by the same vessel that carried it. This kept him out of 

the battles of Palo Alto and Resaca de la Palma. Either the resignation was not accepted, or General Worth 

withdrew it before action had been taken. At all events he returned to the army in time to command his 

division in the battle of Monterey, and served with it to the end of the war. 

The second occasion on which General Taylor was said to have donned his uniform, was in order to receive a 

visit from the Flag Officer of the naval squadron off the mouth of the Rio Grande. While the army was on that 

river the Flag Officer sent word that he would call on the General to pay his respects on a certain day. General 

Taylor, knowing that naval officers habitually wore all the uniform the "law allowed" on all occasions of 

ceremony, thought it would be only civil to receive his guest in the same style. His uniform was therefore got 

out, brushed up, and put on, in advance of the visit. The Flag Officer, knowing General Taylor's aversion to 

the wearing of the uniform, and feeling that it would be regarded as a compliment should he meet him in 

civilian's dress, left off his uniform for this occasion. The meeting was said to have been embarrassing to 

both, and the conversation was principally apologetic. 

The time was whiled away pleasantly enough at Matamoras, while we were waiting for volunteers. It is 

probable that all the most important people of the territory occupied by our army left their homes before we 

got there, but with those remaining the best of relations apparently existed. It was the policy of the 

Commanding General to allow no pillaging, no taking of private property for public or individual use without 

satisfactory compensation, so that a better market was afforded than the people had ever known before. 

Among the troops that joined us at Matamoras was an Ohio regiment, of which Thomas L. Hamer, the 

Member of Congress who had given me my appointment to West Point, was major. He told me then that he 

could have had the colonelcy, but that as he knew he was to be appointed a brigadier-general, he preferred at 

first to take the lower grade. I have said before that Hamer was one of the ablest men Ohio ever produced. At 

that time he was in the prime of life, being less than fifty years of age, and possessed an admirable physique, 

promising long life. But he was taken sick before Monterey, and died within a few days. I have always 

believed that had his life been spared, he would have been President of the United States during the term 

filled by President Pierce. Had Hamer filled that office his partiality for me was such, there is but little doubt I 
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should have been appointed to one of the staff corps of the army—the Pay Department probably—and would 

therefore now be preparing to retire. Neither of these speculations is unreasonable, and they are mentioned to 

show how little men control their own destiny. 

Reinforcements having arrived, in the month of August the movement commenced from Matamoras to 

Camargo, the head of navigation on the Rio Grande. The line of the Rio Grande was all that was necessary to 

hold, unless it was intended to invade Mexico from the North. In that case the most natural route to take was 

the one which General Taylor selected. It entered a pass in the Sierra Madre Mountains, at Monterey, through 

which the main road runs to the City of Mexico. Monterey itself was a good point to hold, even if the line of 

the Rio Grande covered all the territory we desired to occupy at that time. It is built on a plain two thousand 

feet above tide water, where the air is bracing and the situation healthy. 

On the 19th of August the army started for Monterey, leaving a small garrison at Matamoras. The troops, with 

the exception of the artillery, cavalry, and the brigade to which I belonged, were moved up the river to 

Camargo on steamers. As there were but two or three of these, the boats had to make a number of trips before 

the last of the troops were up. Those who marched did so by the south side of the river. Lieutenant-Colonel 

Garland, of the 4th infantry, was the brigade commander, and on this occasion commanded the entire 

marching force. One day out convinced him that marching by day in that latitude, in the month of August, 

was not a beneficial sanitary measure, particularly for Northern men. The order of marching was changed and 

night marches were substituted with the best results. 

When Camargo was reached, we found a city of tents outside the Mexican hamlet. I was detailed to act as 

quartermaster and commissary to the regiment. The teams that had proven abundantly sufficient to transport 

all supplies from Corpus Christi to the Rio Grande over the level prairies of Texas, were entirely inadequate 

to the needs of the reinforced army in a mountainous country. To obviate the deficiency, pack mules were 

hired, with Mexicans to pack and drive them. I had charge of the few wagons allotted to the 4th infantry and 

of the pack train to supplement them. There were not men enough in the army to manage that train without the 

help of Mexicans who had learned how. As it was the difficulty was great enough. The troops would take up 

their march at an early hour each day. After they had started, the tents and cooking utensils had to be made 

into packages, so that they could be lashed to the backs of the mules. Sheet-iron kettles, tent-poles and mess 

chests were inconvenient articles to transport in that way. It took several hours to get ready to start each 

morning, and by the time we were ready some of the mules first loaded would be tired of standing so long 

with their loads on their backs. Sometimes one would start to run, bowing his back and kicking up until he 

scattered his load; others would lie down and try to disarrange their loads by attempting to get on the top of 

them by rolling on them; others with tent-poles for part of their loads would manage to run a tent-pole on one 

side of a sapling while they would take the other. I am not aware of ever having used a profane expletive in 

my life; but I would have the charity to excuse those who may have done so, if they were in charge of a train 

of Mexican pack mules at the time. 

Advance of Monterey-The Black Fort--The Battle of Monterey-Surrender of the City 

The advance from Camargo was commenced on the 5th of September. The army was divided into four 

columns, separated from each other by one day's march. The advance reached Cerralvo in four days and 

halted for the remainder of the troops to come up. By the 13th the rear-guard had arrived, and the same day 

the advance resumed its march, followed as before, a day separating the divisions. The forward division 

halted again at Marin, twenty-four miles from Monterey. Both this place and Cerralvo were nearly deserted, 
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and men, women and children were seen running and scattered over the hills as we approached; but when the 

people returned they found all their abandoned property safe, which must have given them a favorable 

opinion of Los Grengos—"the Yankees." From Marin the movement was in mass. On the 19th General 

Taylor, with is army, was encamped at Walnut Springs, within three miles of Monterey. 

The town is on a small stream coming out of the mountain-pass, and is backed by a range of hills of moderate 

elevation. To the north, between the city and Walnut Springs, stretches an extensive plain. On this plain, and 

entirely outside of the last houses of the city, stood a strong fort, enclosed on all sides, to which our army 

gave the name of "Black Fort." Its guns commanded the approaches to the city to the full extent of their range. 

There were two detached spurs of hills or mountains to the north and northwest of the city, which were also 

fortified. On one of these stood the Bishop's Palace. The road to Saltillo leaves the upper or western end of the 

city under the fire of the guns from these heights. The lower or eastern end was defended by two or three 

small detached works, armed with artillery and infantry. To the south was the mountain stream before 

mentioned, and back of that the range of foot-hills. The plaza in the centre of the city was the citadel, properly 

speaking. All the streets leading from it were swept by artillery, cannon being intrenched behind temporary 

parapets. The house-tops near the plaza were converted into infantry fortifications by the use of sand-bags for 

parapets. Such were the defences of Monterey in September, 1847. General Ampudia, with a force of 

certainly ten thousand men, was in command. 

General Taylor's force was about six thousand five hundred strong, in three divisions, under Generals Butler, 

Twiggs and Worth. The troops went into camp at Walnut Springs, while the engineer officers, under Major 

Mansfield—a General in the late war—commenced their reconnoissance. Major Mansfield found that it 

would be practicable to get troops around, out of range of the Black Fort and the works on the detached hills 

to the north-west of the city, to the Saltillo road. With this road in our possession, the enemy would be cut off 

from receiving further supplies, if not from all communication with the interior. General Worth, with his 

division somewhat reinforced, was given the task of gaining possession of the Saltillo road, and of carrying 

the detached works outside the city, in that quarter. He started on his march early in the afternoon of the 20th. 

The divisions under Generals Butler and Twiggs were drawn up to threaten the east and north sides of the city 

and the works on those fronts, in support of the movement under General Worth. Worth's was regarded as the 

main attack on Monterey, and all other operations were in support of it. His march this day was uninterrupted; 

but the enemy was seen to reinforce heavily about the Bishop's Palace and the other outside fortifications on 

their left. General Worth reached a defensible position just out of range of the enemy's guns on the heights 

north-west of the city, and bivouacked for the night. The engineer officers with him—Captain Sanders and 

Lieutenant George G. Meade, afterwards the commander of the victorious National army at the battle of 

Gettysburg—made a reconnoissance to the Saltillo road under cover of night. 

During the night of the 20th General Taylor had established a battery, consisting of two twenty-four-pounder 

howitzers and a ten inch mortar, at a point from which they could play upon Black Fort. A natural depression 

in the plain, sufficiently deep to protect men standing in it from the fire from the fort, was selected and the 

battery established on the crest nearest the enemy. The 4th infantry, then consisting of but six reduced 

companies, was ordered to support the artillerists while they were intrenching themselves and their guns. I 

was regimental quartermaster at the time and was ordered to remain in charge of camp and the public property 

at Walnut Springs. It was supposed that the regiment would return to its camp in the morning. 

The point for establishing the siege battery was reached and the work performed without attracting the 

attention of the enemy. At daylight the next morning fire was opened on both sides and continued with, what 
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seemed to me at that day, great fury. My curiosity got the better of my judgment, and I mounted a horse and 

rode to the front to see what was going on. I had been there but a short time when an order to charge was 

given, and lacking the moral courage to return to camp—where I had been ordered to stay—I charged with 

the regiment As soon as the troops were out of the depression they came under the fire of Black Fort. As they 

advanced they got under fire from batteries guarding the east, or lower, end of the city, and of musketry. 

About one-third of the men engaged in the charge were killed or wounded in the space of a few minutes. We 

retreated to get out of fire, not backward, but eastward and perpendicular to the direct road running into the 

city from Walnut Springs. I was, I believe, the only person in the 4th infantry in the charge who was on 

horseback. When we got to a lace of safety the regiment halted and drew itself together—what was left of it. 

The adjutant of the regiment, Lieutenant Hoskins, who was not in robust health, found himself very much 

fatigued from running on foot in the charge and retreat, and, seeing me on horseback, expressed a wish that he 

could be mounted also. I offered him my horse and he accepted the offer. A few minutes later I saw a soldier, 

a quartermaster's man, mounted, not far away. I ran to him, took his horse and was back with the regiment in 

a few minutes. In a short time we were off again; and the next place of safety from the shots of the enemy that 

I recollect of being in, was a field of cane or corn to the north-east of the lower batteries. The adjutant to 

whom I had loaned my horse was killed, and I was designated to act in his place. 

This charge was ill-conceived, or badly executed. We belonged to the brigade commanded by Lieutenant-

Colonel Garland, and he had received orders to charge the lower batteries of the city, and carry them if he 

could without too much loss, for the purpose of creating a diversion in favor of Worth, who was conducting 

the movement which it was intended should be decisive. By a movement by the left flank Garland could have 

led his men beyond the range of the fire from Black Fort and advanced towards the northeast angle of the city, 

as well covered from fire as could be expected. There was no undue loss of life in reaching the lower end of 

Monterey, except that sustained by Garland's command. 

Meanwhile Quitman's brigade, conducted by an officer of engineers, had reached the eastern end of the city, 

and was placed under cover of the houses without much loss. Colonel Garland's brigade also arrived at the 

suburbs, and, by the assistance of some of our troops that had reached house-tops from which they could fire 

into a little battery covering the approaches to the lower end of the city, the battery was speedily captured and 

its guns were turned upon another work of the enemy. An entrance into the east end of the city was now 

secured, and the houses protected our troops so long as they were inactive. On the west General Worth had 

reached the Saltillo road after some fighting but without heavy loss. He turned from his new position and 

captured the forts on both heights in that quarter. This gave him possession of the upper or west end of 

Monterey. Troops from both Twiggs's and Butler's divisions were in possession of the east end of the town, 

but the Black Fort to the north of the town and the plaza in the centre were still in the possession of the 

enemy. Our camps at Walnut Springs, three miles away, were guarded by a company from each regiment. A 

regiment of Kentucky volunteers guarded the mortars and howitzers engaged against Black Fort. Practically 

Monterey was invested. 

There was nothing done on the 22d by the United States troops; but the enemy kept up a harmless fire upon us 

from Black Fort and the batteries still in their possession at the east end of the city. During the night they 

evacuated these; so that on the morning of the 23d we held undisputed possession of the east end of 

Monterey. 

Twiggs's division was at the lower end of the city, and well covered from the fire of the enemy. But the streets 

leading to the plaza—all Spanish or Spanish-American towns have near their centres a square called a plaza—
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were commanded from all directions by artillery. The houses were flat-roofed and but one or two stories high, 

and about the plaza the roofs were manned with infantry, the troops being protected from our fire by parapets 

made of sand-bags. All advances into the city were thus attended with much danger. While moving along 

streets which did not lead to the plaza, our men were protected from the fire, and from the view, of the enemy 

except at the crossings; but at these a volley of musketry and a discharge of grape-shot were invariably 

encountered. The 3d and 4th regiments of infantry made an advance nearly to the plaza in this way and with 

heavy loss. The loss of the 3d infantry in commissioned officers was especially severe. There were only five 

companies of the regiment and not over twelve officers present, and five of these officers were killed. When 

within a square of the plaza this small command, ten companies in all, was brought to a halt. Placing 

themselves under cover from the shots of the enemy, the men would watch to detect a head above the sand-

bags on the neighboring houses. The exposure of a single head would bring a volley from our soldiers. 

We had not occupied this position long when it was discovered that our ammunition was growing low. I 

volunteered to go back to the point we had started from, report our position to General Twiggs, and ask for 

ammunition to be forwarded. 

[General Garland expressed a wish to get a message back to General Twiggs, his division commander, or 

General Taylor, to the effect that he was nearly out of ammunition and must have more sent to him, or 

otherwise be reinforced. Deeming the return dangerous he did not like to order any one to carry it, so he 

called for a volunteer. Lieutenant Grant offered his services, which were accepted.—PUBLISHERS.] 

We were at this time occupying ground off from the street, in rear of the houses. My ride back was an 

exposed one. Before starting I adjusted myself on the side of my horse furthest from the enemy, and with only 

one foot holding to the cantle of the saddle, and an arm over the neck of the horse exposed, I started at full 

run. It was only at street crossings that my horse was under fire, but these I crossed at such a flying rate that 

generally I was past and under cover of the next block of houses before the enemy fired. I got out safely 

without a scratch. 

At one place on my ride, I saw a sentry walking in front of a house, and stopped to inquire what he was doing 

there. Finding that the house was full of wounded American officers and soldiers, I dismounted and went in. I 

found there Captain Williams, of the Engineer Corps, wounded in the head, probably fatally, and Lieutenant 

Territt, also badly wounded his bowels protruding from his wound. There were quite a number of soldiers 

also. Promising them to report their situation, I left, readjusted myself to my horse, recommenced the run, and 

was soon with the troops at the east end. Before ammunition could be collected, the two regiments I had been 

with were seen returning, running the same gauntlet in getting out that they had passed in going in, but with 

comparatively little loss. The movement was countermanded and the troops were withdrawn. The poor 

wounded officers and men I had found, fell into the hands of the enemy during the night, and died. 

While this was going on at the east, General Worth, with a small division of troops, was advancing towards 

the plaza from the opposite end of the city. He resorted to a better expedient for getting to the plaza—the 

citadel—than we did on the east. Instead of moving by the open streets, he advanced through the houses, 

cutting passageways from one to another. Without much loss of life, he got so near the plaza during the night 

that before morning, Ampudia, the Mexican commander, made overtures for the surrender of the city and 

garrison. This stopped all further hostilities. The terms of surrender were soon agreed upon. The prisoners 

were paroled and permitted to take their horses and personal property with them. 
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My pity was aroused by the sight of the Mexican garrison of Monterey marching out of town as prisoners, and 

no doubt the same feeling was experienced by most of our army who witnessed it. Many of the prisoners were 

cavalry, armed with lances, and mounted on miserable little half-starved horses that did not look as if they 

could carry their riders out of town. The men looked in but little better condition. I thought how little interest 

the men before me had in the results of the war, and how little knowledge they had of "what it was all about." 

After the surrender of the garrison of Monterey a quiet camp life was led until midwinter. As had been the 

case on the Rio Grande, the people who remained at their homes fraternized with the "Yankees" in the 

pleasantest manner. In fact, under the humane policy of our commander, I question whether the great majority 

of the Mexican people did not regret our departure as much as they had regretted our coming. Property and 

person were thoroughly protected, and a market was afforded for all the products of the country such as the 

people had never enjoyed before. The educated and wealthy portion of the population here, as elsewhere, 

abandoned their homes and remained away from them as long as they were in the possession of the invaders; 

but this class formed a very small percentage of the whole population. 

Political Intrigue-Buena Vista-Movement Against Vera Cruz-Seize and Capture of Vera Cruz 

The Mexican war was a political war, and the administration conducting it desired to make party capital out of 

it. General Scott was at the head of the army, and, being a soldier of acknowledged professional capacity, his 

claim to the command of the forces in the field was almost indisputable and does not seem to have been 

denied by President Polk, or Marcy, his Secretary of War. Scott was a Whig and the administration was 

democratic. General Scott was also known to have political aspirations, and nothing so popularizes a 

candidate for high civil positions as military victories. It would not do therefore to give him command of the 

"army of conquest." The plans submitted by Scott for a campaign in Mexico were disapproved by the 

administration, and he replied, in a tone possibly a little disrespectful, to the effect that, if a soldier's plans 

were not to be supported by the administration, success could not be expected. This was on the 27th of May, 

1846. Four days later General Scott was notified that he need not go to Mexico. General Gaines was next in 

rank, but he was too old and feeble to take the field. Colonel Zachary Taylor—a brigadier-general by brevet—

was therefore left in command. He, too, was a Whig, but was not supposed to entertain any political 

ambitions; nor did he; but after the fall of Monterey, his third battle and third complete victory, the Whig 

papers at home began to speak of him as the candidate of their party for the Presidency. Something had to be 

done to neutralize his growing popularity. He could not be relieved from duty in the field where all his battles 

had been victories: the design would have been too transparent. It was finally decided to send General Scott to 

Mexico in chief command, and to authorize him to carry out his own original plan: that is, capture Vera Cruz 

and march upon the capital of the country. It was no doubt supposed that Scott's ambition would lead him to 

slaughter Taylor or destroy his chances for the Presidency, and yet it was hoped that he would not make 

sufficient capital himself to secure the prize. 

The administration had indeed a most embarrassing problem to solve. It was engaged in a war of conquest 

which must be carried to a successful issue, or the political object would be unattained. Yet all the capable 

officers of the requisite rank belonged to the opposition, and the man selected for his lack of political 

ambition had himself become a prominent candidate for the Presidency. It was necessary to destroy his 

chances promptly. The problem was to do this without the loss of conquest and without permitting another 

general of the same political party to acquire like popularity. The fact is, the administration of Mr. Polk made 

every preparation to disgrace Scott, or, to speak more correctly, to drive him to such desperation that he 

would disgrace himself. 
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General Scott had opposed conquest by the way of the Rio Grande, Matamoras and Saltillo from the first. 

Now that he was in command of all the forces in Mexico, he withdrew from Taylor most of his regular troops 

and left him only enough volunteers, as he thought, to hold the line then in possession of the invading army. 

Indeed Scott did not deem it important to hold anything beyond the Rio Grande, and authorized Taylor to fall 

back to that line if he chose. General Taylor protested against the depletion of his army, and his subsequent 

movement upon Buena Vista would indicate that he did not share the views of his chief in regard to the 

unimportance of conquest beyond the Rio Grande. 

Scott had estimated the men and material that would be required to capture Vera Cruz and to march on the 

capital of the country, two hundred and sixty miles in the interior. He was promised all he asked and seemed 

to have not only the confidence of the President, but his sincere good wishes. The promises were all broken. 

Only about half the troops were furnished that had been pledged, other war material was withheld and Scott 

had scarcely started for Mexico before the President undertook to supersede him by the appointment of 

Senator Thomas H. Benton as lieutenant-general. This being refused by Congress, the President asked 

legislative authority to place a junior over a senior of the same grade, with the view of appointing Benton to 

the rank of major-general and then placing him in command of the army, but Congress failed to accede to this 

proposition as well, and Scott remained in command: but every general appointed to serve under him was 

politically opposed to the chief, and several were personally hostile. 

General Scott reached Brazos Santiago or Point Isabel, at the mouth of the Rio Grande, late in December, 

1846, and proceeded at once up the river to Camargo, where he had written General Taylor to meet him. 

Taylor, however, had gone to, or towards Tampico, for the purpose of establishing a post there. He had started 

on this march before he was aware of General Scott being in the country. Under these circumstances Scott had 

to issue his orders designating the troops to be withdrawn from Taylor, without the personal consultation he 

had expected to hold with his subordinate. 

General Taylor's victory at Buena Vista, February 22d, 23d, and 24th, 1847, with an army composed almost 

entirely of volunteers who had not been in battle before, and over a vastly superior force numerically, made 

his nomination for the Presidency by the Whigs a foregone conclusion. He was nominated and elected in 

1848. I believe that he sincerely regretted this turn in his fortunes, preferring the peace afforded by a quiet life 

free from abuse to the honor of filling the highest office in the gift of any people, the Presidency of the United 

States. 

When General Scott assumed command of the army of invasion, I was in the division of General David 

Twiggs, in Taylor's command; but under the new orders my regiment was transferred to the division of 

General William Worth, in which I served to the close of the war. The troops withdrawn from Taylor to form 

part of the forces to operate against Vera Cruz, were assembled at the mouth of the Rio Grande preparatory to 

embarkation for their destination. I found General Worth a different man from any I had before served 

directly under. He was nervous, impatient and restless on the march, or when important or responsible duty 

confronted him. There was not the least reason for haste on the march, for it was known that it would take 

weeks to assemble shipping enough at the point of our embarkation to carry the army, but General Worth 

moved his division with a rapidity that would have been commendable had he been going to the relief of a 

beleaguered garrison. The length of the marches was regulated by the distances between places affording a 

supply of water for the troops, and these distances were sometimes long and sometimes short. General Worth 

on one occasion at least, after having made the full distance intended for the day, and after the troops were in 

camp and preparing their food, ordered tents struck and made the march that night which had been intended 
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for the next day. Some commanders can move troops so as to get the maximum distance out of them without 

fatigue, while others can wear them out in a few days without accomplishing so much. General Worth 

belonged to this latter class. He enjoyed, however, a fine reputation for his fighting qualities, and thus 

attached his officers and men to him. 

The army lay in camp upon the sand-beach in the neighborhood of the mouth of the Rio Grande for several 

weeks, awaiting the arrival of transports to carry it to its new field of operations. The transports were all 

sailing vessels. The passage was a tedious one, and many of the troops were on shipboard over thirty days 

from the embarkation at the mouth of the Rio Grande to the time of debarkation south of Vera Cruz. The trip 

was a comfortless one for officers and men. The transports used were built for carrying freight and possessed 

but limited accommodations for passengers, and the climate added to the discomfort of all. 

The transports with troops were assembled in the harbor of Anton Lizardo, some sixteen miles south of Vera 

Cruz, as they arrived, and there awaited the remainder of the fleet, bringing artillery, ammunition and supplies 

of all kinds from the North. With the fleet there was a little steam propeller dispatch-boat—the first vessel of 

the kind I had ever seen, and probably the first of its kind ever seen by any one then with the army. At that 

day ocean steamers were rare, and what there were were sidewheelers. This little vessel, going through the 

fleet so fast, so noiselessly and with its propeller under water out of view, attracted a great deal of attention. I 

recollect that Lieutenant Sidney Smith, of the 4th infantry, by whom I happened to be standing on the deck of 

a vessel when this propeller was passing, exclaimed, "Why, the thing looks as if it was propelled by the force 

of circumstances." 

Finally on the 7th of March, 1847, the little army of ten or twelve thousand men, given Scott to invade a 

country with a population of seven or eight millions, a mountainous country affording the greatest possible 

natural advantages for defence, was all assembled and ready to commence the perilous task of landing from 

vessels lying in the open sea. 

The debarkation took place inside of the little island of Sacrificios, some three miles south of Vera Cruz. The 

vessels could not get anywhere near shore, so that everything had to be landed in lighters or surf-boats; 

General Scott had provided these before leaving the North. The breakers were sometimes high, so that the 

landing was tedious. The men were got ashore rapidly, because they could wade when they came to shallow 

water; but the camp and garrison equipage, provisions, ammunition and all stores had to be protected from the 

salt water, and therefore their landing took several days. The Mexicans were very kind to us, however, and 

threw no obstacles in the way of our landing except an occasional shot from their nearest fort. During the 

debarkation one shot took off the head of Major Albertis. No other, I believe, reached anywhere near the same 

distance. On the 9th of March the troops were landed and the investment of Vera Cruz, from the Gulf of 

Mexico south of the city to the Gulf again on the north, was soon and easily effected. The landing of stores 

was continued until everything was got ashore. 

Vera Cruz, at the time of which I write and up to 1880, was a walled city. The wall extended from the water's 

edge south of the town to the water again on the north. There were fortifications at intervals along the line and 

at the angles. In front of the city, and on an island half a mile out in the Gulf, stands San Juan de Ulloa, an 

enclosed fortification of large dimensions and great strength for that period. Against artillery of the present 

day the land forts and walls would prove elements of weakness rather than strength. After the invading army 

had established their camps out of range of the fire from the city, batteries were established, under cover of 

night, far to the front of the line where the troops lay. These batteries were intrenched and the approaches 
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sufficiently protected. If a sortie had been made at any time by the Mexicans, the men serving the batteries 

could have been quickly reinforced without great exposure to the fire from the enemy's main line. No serious 

attempt was made to capture the batteries or to drive our troops away. 

The siege continued with brisk firing on our side till the 27th of March, by which time a considerable breach 

had been made in the wall surrounding the city. Upon this General Morales, who was Governor of both the 

city and of San Juan de Ulloa, commenced a correspondence with General Scott looking to the surrender of 

the town, forts and garrison. On the 29th Vera Cruz and San Juan de Ulloa were occupied by Scott's army. 

About five thousand prisoners and four hundred pieces of artillery, besides large amounts of small arms and 

ammunition, fell into the hands of the victorious force. The casualties on our side during the siege amounted 

to sixty-four officers and men, killed and wounded. 

Chapter X 

 

March to Jalapa-Battle of Cerra Gordo-Perote-Puebla-Scott and Taylor 

General Scott had less than twelve thousand men at Vera Cruz. He had been promised by the administration a 

very much larger force, or claimed that he had, and he was a man of veracity. Twelve thousand was a very 

small army with which to penetrate two hundred and sixty miles into an enemy's country, and to besiege the 

capital; a city, at that time, of largely over one hundred thousand inhabitants. Then, too, any line of march that 

could be selected led through mountain passes easily defended. In fact, there were at that time but two roads 

from Vera Cruz to the City of Mexico that could be taken by an army; one by Jalapa and Perote, the other by 

Cordova and Orizaba, the two coming together on the great plain which extends to the City of Mexico after 

the range of mountains is passed. 

It was very important to get the army away from Vera Cruz as soon as possible, in order to avoid the yellow 

fever, or vomito, which usually visits that city early in the year, and is very fatal to persons not acclimated; 

but transportation, which was expected from the North, was arriving very slowly. It was absolutely necessary 

to have enough to supply the army to Jalapa, sixty-five miles in the interior and above the fevers of the coast. 

At that point the country is fertile, and an army of the size of General Scott's could subsist there for an 

indefinite period. Not counting the sick, the weak and the garrisons for the captured city and fort, the moving 

column was now less than ten thousand strong. This force was composed of three divisions, under Generals 

Twiggs, Patterson, and Worth. The importance of escaping the vomito was so great that as soon as 

transportation enough could be got together to move a division the advance was commenced. On the 8th of 

April, Twiggs's division started for Jalapa. He was followed very soon by Patterson, with his division. 

General Worth was to bring up the rear with his command as soon as transportation enough was assembled to 

carry six days' rations for his troops with the necessary ammunition and camp and garrison equipage. It was 

the 13th of April before this division left Vera Cruz. 

The leading division ran against the enemy at Cerro Gordo, some fifty miles west, on the road to Jalapa, and 

went into camp at Plan del Rio, about three miles from the fortifications. General Patterson reached Plan del 

Rio with his division soon after Twiggs arrived. The two were then secure against an attack from Santa Anna, 

who commanded the Mexican forces. At all events they confronted the enemy without reinforcements and 
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without molestation, until the 18th of April. General Scott had remained at Vera Cruz to hasten preparations 

for the field; but on the 12th, learning the situation at the front, he hastened on to take personal supervision. 

He at once commenced his preparations for the capture of the position held by Santa Anna and of the troops 

holding it. 

Cerro Gordo is one of the higher spurs of the mountains some twelve to fifteen miles east of Jalapa, and Santa 

Anna had selected this point as the easiest to defend against an invading army. The road, said to have been 

built by Cortez, zigzags around the mountain-side and was defended at every turn by artillery. On either side 

were deep chasms or mountain walls. A direct attack along the road was an impossibility. A flank movement 

seemed equally impossible. After the arrival of the commanding-general upon the scene, reconnoissances 

were sent out to find, or to make, a road by which the rear of the enemy's works might be reached without a 

front attack. These reconnoissances were made under the supervision of Captain Robert E. Lee, assisted by 

Lieutenants P. G. T. Beauregard, Isaac I. Stevens, Z. B. Tower, G. W. Smith, George B. McClellan, and J. G. 

Foster, of the corps of engineers, all officers who attained rank and fame, on one side or the other, in the great 

conflict for the preservation of the unity of the nation. The reconnoissance was completed, and the labor of 

cutting out and making roads by the flank of the enemy was effected by the 17th of the month. This was 

accomplished without the knowledge of Santa Anna or his army, and over ground where he supposed it 

impossible. On the same day General Scott issued his order for the attack on the 18th. 

The attack was made as ordered, and perhaps there was not a battle of the Mexican war, or of any other, 

where orders issued before an engagement were nearer being a correct report of what afterwards took place. 

Under the supervision of the engineers, roadways had been opened over chasms to the right where the walls 

were so steep that men could barely climb them. Animals could not. These had been opened under cover of 

night, without attracting the notice of the enemy. The engineers, who had directed the opening, led the way 

and the troops followed. Artillery was let down the steep slopes by hand, the men engaged attaching a strong 

rope to the rear axle and letting the guns down, a piece at a time, while the men at the ropes kept their ground 

on top, paying out gradually, while a few at the front directed the course of the piece. In like manner the guns 

were drawn by hand up the opposite slopes. In this way Scott's troops reached their assigned position in rear 

of most of the intrenchments of the enemy, unobserved. The attack was made, the Mexican reserves behind 

the works beat a hasty retreat, and those occupying them surrendered. On the left General Pillow's command 

made a formidable demonstration, which doubtless held a part of the enemy in his front and contributed to the 

victory. I am not pretending to give full details of all the battles fought, but of the portion that I saw. There 

were troops engaged on both sides at other points in which both sustained losses; but the battle was won as 

here narrated. 

The surprise of the enemy was complete, the victory overwhelming; some three thousand prisoners fell into 

Scott's hands, also a large amount of ordnance and ordnance stores. The prisoners were paroled, the artillery 

parked and the small arms and ammunition destroyed. The battle of Buena Vista was probably very important 

to the success of General Scott at Cerro Gordo and in his entire campaign from Vera Cruz to the great plains 

reaching to the City of Mexico. The only army Santa Anna had to protect his capital and the mountain passes 

west of Vera Cruz, was the one he had with him confronting General Taylor. It is not likely that he would 

have gone as far north as Monterey to attack the United States troops when he knew his country was 

threatened with invasion further south. When Taylor moved to Saltillo and then advanced on to Buena Vista, 

Santa Anna crossed the desert confronting the invading army, hoping no doubt to crush it and get back in time 

to meet General Scott in the mountain passes west of Vera Cruz. His attack on Taylor was disastrous to the 

Mexican army, but, notwithstanding this, he marched his army to Cerro Gordo, a distance not much short of 
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one thousand miles by the line he had to travel, in time to intrench himself well before Scott got there. If he 

had been successful at Buena Vista his troops would no doubt have made a more stubborn resistance at Cerro 

Gordo. Had the battle of Buena Vista not been fought Santa Anna would have had time to move leisurely to 

meet the invader further south and with an army not demoralized nor depleted by defeat. 

After the battle the victorious army moved on to Jalapa, where it was in a beautiful, productive and healthy 

country, far above the fevers of the coast. Jalapa, however, is still in the mountains, and between there and the 

great plain the whole line of the road is easy of defence. It was important, therefore, to get possession of the 

great highway between the sea-coast and the capital up to the point where it leaves the mountains, before the 

enemy could have time to re-organize and fortify in our front. Worth's division was selected to go forward to 

secure this result. The division marched to Perote on the great plain, not far from where the road debouches 

from the mountains. There is a low, strong fort on the plain in front of the town, known as the Castle of 

Perote. This, however, offered no resistance and fell into our hands, with its armament. 

General Scott having now only nine or ten thousand men west of Vera Cruz, and the time of some four 

thousand of them being about to expire, a long delay was the consequence. The troops were in a healthy 

climate, and where they could subsist for an indefinite period even if their line back to Vera Cruz should be 

cut off. It being ascertained that the men whose time would expire before the City of Mexico could possibly 

fall into the hands of the American army, would not remain beyond the term for which they had volunteered, 

the commanding-general determined to discharge them at once, for a delay until the expiration of their time 

would have compelled them to pass through Vera Cruz during the season of the vomito. This reduced Scott's 

force in the field to about five thousand men. 

Early in May, Worth, with his division, left Perote and marched on to Puebla. The roads were wide and the 

country open except through one pass in a spur of mountains coming up from the south, through which the 

road runs. Notwithstanding this the small column was divided into two bodies, moving a day apart. Nothing 

occurred on the march of special note, except that while lying at the town of Amozoque—an easy day's march 

east of Puebla—a body of the enemy's cavalry, two or three thousand strong, was seen to our right, not more 

than a mile away. A battery or two, with two or three infantry regiments, was sent against them and they soon 

disappeared. On the 15th of May we entered the city of Puebla. 

General Worth was in command at Puebla until the latter end of May, when General Scott arrived. Here, as 

well as on the march up, his restlessness, particularly under responsibilities, showed itself. During his brief 

command he had the enemy hovering around near the city, in vastly superior numbers to his own. The brigade 

to which I was attached changed quarters three different times in about a week, occupying at first quarters 

near the plaza, in the heart of the city; then at the western entrance; then at the extreme east. On one occasion 

General Worth had the troops in line, under arms, all day, with three days' cooked rations in their haversacks. 

He galloped from one command to another proclaiming the near proximity of Santa Anna with an army vastly 

superior to his own. General Scott arrived upon the scene the latter part of the month, and nothing more was 

heard of Santa Anna and his myriads. There were, of course, bodies of mounted Mexicans hovering around to 

watch our movements and to pick up stragglers, or small bodies of troops, if they ventured too far out. These 

always withdrew on the approach of any considerable number of our soldiers. After the arrival of General 

Scott I was sent, as quartermaster, with a large train of wagons, back two days' march at least, to procure 

forage. We had less than a thousand men as escort, and never thought of danger. We procured full loads for 

our entire train at two plantations, which could easily have furnished as much more. 
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There had been great delay in obtaining the authority of Congress for the raising of the troops asked for by the 

administration. A bill was before the National Legislature from early in the session of 1846-7, authorizing the 

creation of ten additional regiments for the war to be attached to the regular army, but it was the middle of 

February before it became a law. Appointments of commissioned officers had then to be made; men had to be 

enlisted, the regiments equipped and the whole transported to Mexico. It was August before General Scott 

received reinforcement sufficient to warrant an advance. His moving column, not even now more than ten 

thousand strong, was in four divisions, commanded by Generals Twiggs, Worth, Pillow and Quitman. There 

was also a cavalry corps under General Harney, composed of detachments of the 1st, 2d, and 3d dragoons. 

The advance commenced on the 7th of August with Twiggs's division in front. The remaining three divisions 

followed, with an interval of a day between. The marches were short, to make concentration easier in case of 

attack. 

I had now been in battle with the two leading commanders conducting armies in a foreign land. The contrast 

between the two was very marked. General Taylor never wore uniform, but dressed himself entirely for 

comfort. He moved about the field in which he was operating to see through his own eyes the situation. Often 

he would be without staff officers, and when he was accompanied by them there was no prescribed order in 

which they followed. He was very much given to sit his horse side-ways—with both feet on one side—

particularly on the battlefield. General Scott was the reverse in all these particulars. He always wore all the 

uniform prescribed or allowed by law when he inspected his lines; word would be sent to all division and 

brigade commanders in advance, notifying them of the hour when the commanding general might be 

expected. This was done so that all the army might be under arms to salute their chief as he passed. On these 

occasions he wore his dress uniform, cocked hat, aiguillettes, sabre and spurs. His staff proper, besides all 

officers constructively on his staff—engineers, inspectors, quartermasters, etc., that could be spared—

followed, also in uniform and in prescribed order. Orders were prepared with great care and evidently with the 

view that they should be a history of what followed. 

In their modes of expressing thought, these two generals contrasted quite as strongly as in their other 

characteristics. General Scott was precise in language, cultivated a style peculiarly his own; was proud of his 

rhetoric; not averse to speaking of himself, often in the third person, and he could bestow praise upon the 

person he was talking about without the least embarrassment. Taylor was not a conversationalist, but on paper 

he could put his meaning so plainly that there could be no mistaking it. He knew how to express what he 

wanted to say in the fewest well-chosen words, but would not sacrifice meaning to the construction of high-

sounding sentences. But with their opposite characteristics both were great and successful soldiers; both were 

true, patriotic and upright in all their dealings. Both were pleasant to serve under—Taylor was pleasant to 

serve with. Scott saw more through the eyes of his staff officers than through his own. His plans were 

deliberately prepared, and fully expressed in orders. Taylor saw for himself, and gave orders to meet the 

emergency without reference to how they would read in history. 

Chapter XI 
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Advance on the City of Mexico-Battle of Contreras-Assault at Churubusco-Negotiations for Peace-

Battle of Molino del Rey-Storming of Chapultepec-San Cosme-Evacuation of the City-Halls of the 

Montezumas 

The route followed by the army from Puebla to the City of Mexico was over Rio Frio mountain, the road 

leading over which, at the highest point, is about eleven thousand feet above tide water. The pass through this 

mountain might have been easily defended, but it was not; and the advanced division reached the summit in 

three days after leaving Puebla. The City of Mexico lies west of Rio Frio mountain, on a plain backed by 

another mountain six miles farther west, with others still nearer on the north and south. Between the western 

base of Rio Frio and the City of Mexico there are three lakes, Chalco and Xochimilco on the left and Texcoco 

on the right, extending to the east end of the City of Mexico. Chalco and Texcoco are divided by a narrow 

strip of land over which the direct road to the city runs. Xochimilco is also to the left of the road, but at a 

considerable distance south of it, and is connected with Lake Chalco by a narrow channel. There is a high 

rocky mound, called El Penon, on the right of the road, springing up from the low flat ground dividing the 

lakes. This mound was strengthened by intrenchments at its base and summit, and rendered a direct attack 

impracticable. 

Scott's army was rapidly concentrated about Ayotla and other points near the eastern end of Lake Chalco. 

Reconnoissances were made up to within gun-shot of El Penon, while engineers were seeking a route by the 

south side of Lake Chalco to flank the city, and come upon it from the south and south-west. A way was 

found around the lake, and by the 18th of August troops were in St. Augustin Tlalpam, a town about eleven 

miles due south from the plaza of the capital. Between St. Augustin Tlalpam and the city lie the hacienda of 

San Antonio and the village of Churubusco, and south-west of them is Contreras. All these points, except St. 

Augustin Tlalpam, were intrenched and strongly garrisoned. Contreras is situated on the side of a mountain, 

near its base, where volcanic rocks are piled in great confusion, reaching nearly to San Antonio. This made 

the approach to the city from the south very difficult. 

The brigade to which I was attached—Garland's, of Worth's division—was sent to confront San Antonio, two 

or three miles from St. Augustin Tlalpam, on the road to Churubusco and the City of Mexico. The ground on 

which San Antonio stands is completely in the valley, and the surface of the land is only a little above the 

level of the lakes, and, except to the south-west, it was cut up by deep ditches filled with water. To the south-

west is the Pedregal—the volcanic rock before spoken of—over which cavalry or artillery could not be 

passed, and infantry would make but poor progress if confronted by an enemy. From the position occupied by 

Garland's brigade, therefore, no movement could be made against the defences of San Antonio except to the 

front, and by a narrow causeway, over perfectly level ground, every inch of which was commanded by the 

enemy's artillery and infantry. If Contreras, some three miles west and south, should fall into our hands, 

troops from there could move to the right flank of all the positions held by the enemy between us and the city. 

Under these circumstances General Scott directed the holding of the front of the enemy without making an 

attack until further orders. 

On the 18th of August, the day of reaching San Augustin Tlalpam, Garland's brigade secured a position 

within easy range of the advanced intrenchments of San Antonio, but where his troops were protected by an 

artificial embankment that had been thrown up for some other purpose than defense. General Scott at once set 

his engineers reconnoitring the works about Contreras, and on the 19th movements were commenced to get 

troops into positions from which an assault could be made upon the force occupying that place. The Pedregal 

on the north and north-east, and the mountain on the south, made the passage by either flank of the enemy's 
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defences difficult, for their work stood exactly between those natural bulwarks; but a road was completed 

during the day and night of the 19th, and troops were got to the north and west of the enemy. 

This affair, like that of Cerro Gordo, was an engagement in which the officers of the engineer corps won 

special distinction. In fact, in both cases, tasks which seemed difficult at first sight were made easier for the 

troops that had to execute them than they would have been on an ordinary field. The very strength of each of 

these positions was, by the skill of the engineers, converted into a defence for the assaulting parties while 

securing their positions for final attack. All the troops with General Scott in the valley of Mexico, except a 

part of the division of General Quitman at San Augustin Tlalpam and the brigade of Garland (Worth's 

division) at San Antonio, were engaged at the battle of Contreras, or were on their way, in obedience to the 

orders of their chief, to reinforce those who were engaged. The assault was made on the morning of the 20th, 

and in less than half an hour from the sound of the advance the position was in our hands, with many 

prisoners and large quantities of ordnance and other stores. The brigade commanded by General Riley was 

from its position the most conspicuous in the final assault, but all did well, volunteers and regulars. 

From the point occupied by Garland's brigade we could see the progress made at Contreras and the movement 

of troops toward the flank and rear of the enemy opposing us. The Mexicans all the way back to the city could 

see the same thing, and their conduct showed plainly that they did not enjoy the sight. We moved out at once, 

and found them gone from our immediate front. Clarke's brigade of Worth's division now moved west over 

the point of the Pedregal, and after having passed to the north sufficiently to clear San Antonio, turned east 

and got on the causeway leading to Churubusco and the City of Mexico. When he approached Churubusco his 

left, under Colonel Hoffman, attacked a tete-de-pont at that place and brought on an engagement. About an 

hour after, Garland was ordered to advance directly along the causeway, and got up in time to take part in the 

engagement. San Antonio was found evacuated, the evacuation having probably taken place immediately 

upon the enemy seeing the stars and stripes waving over Contreras. 

The troops that had been engaged at Contreras, and even then on their way to that battle-field, were moved by 

a causeway west of, and parallel to the one by way of San Antonio and Churubusco. It was expected by the 

commanding general that these troops would move north sufficiently far to flank the enemy out of his position 

at Churubusco, before turning east to reach the San Antonio road, but they did not succeed in this, and 

Churubusco proved to be about the severest battle fought in the valley of Mexico. General Scott coming upon 

the battle-field about this juncture, ordered two brigades, under Shields, to move north and turn the right of 

the enemy. This Shields did, but not without hard fighting and heavy loss. The enemy finally gave way, 

leaving in our hands prisoners, artillery and small arms. The balance of the causeway held by the enemy, up 

to the very gates of the city, fell in like manner. I recollect at this place that some of the gunners who had 

stood their ground, were deserters from General Taylor's army on the Rio Grande. 

Both the strategy and tactics displayed by General Scott in these various engagements of the 20th of August, 

1847, were faultless as I look upon them now, after the lapse of so many years. As before stated, the work of 

the engineer officers who made the reconnoissances and led the different commands to their destinations, was 

so perfect that the chief was able to give his orders to his various subordinates with all the precision he could 

use on an ordinary march. I mean, up to the points from which the attack was to commence. After that point is 

reached the enemy often induces a change of orders not before contemplated. The enemy outside the city 

outnumbered our soldiery quite three to one, but they had become so demoralized by the succession of defeats 

this day, that the City of Mexico could have been entered without much further bloodshed. In fact, Captain 

Philip Kearney—afterwards a general in the war of the rebellion—rode with a squadron of cavalry to the very 
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gates of the city, and would no doubt have entered with his little force, only at that point he was badly 

wounded, as were several of his officers. He had not heard the call for a halt. 

General Franklin Pierce had joined the army in Mexico, at Puebla, a short time before the advance upon the 

capital commenced. He had consequently not been in any of the engagements of the war up to the battle of 

Contreras. By an unfortunate fall of his horse on the afternoon of the 19th he was painfully injured. The next 

day, when his brigade, with the other troops engaged on the same field, was ordered against the flank and rear 

of the enemy guarding the different points of the road from San Augustin Tlalpam to the city, General Pierce 

attempted to accompany them. He was not sufficiently recovered to do so, and fainted. This circumstance 

gave rise to exceedingly unfair and unjust criticisms of him when he became a candidate for the Presidency. 

Whatever General Pierce's qualifications may have been for the Presidency, he was a gentleman and a man of 

courage. I was not a supporter of him politically, but I knew him more intimately than I did any other of the 

volunteer generals. 

General Scott abstained from entering the city at this time, because Mr. Nicholas P. Trist, the commissioner 

on the part of the United States to negotiate a treaty of peace with Mexico, was with the army, and either he or 

General Scott thought—probably both of them—that a treaty would be more possible while the Mexican 

government was in possession of the capital than if it was scattered and the capital in the hands of an invader. 

Be this as it may, we did not enter at that time. The army took up positions along the slopes of the mountains 

south of the city, as far west as Tacubaya. Negotiations were at once entered into with Santa Anna, who was 

then practically THE GOVERNMENT and the immediate commander of all the troops engaged in defence of 

the country. A truce was signed which denied to either party the right to strengthen its position, or to receive 

reinforcements during the continuance of the armistices, but authorized General Scott to draw supplies for his 

army from the city in the meantime. 

Negotiations were commenced at once and were kept up vigorously between Mr. Trist and the commissioners 

appointed on the part of Mexico, until the 2d of September. At that time Mr. Trist handed in his ultimatum. 

Texas was to be given up absolutely by Mexico, and New Mexico and California ceded to the United States 

for a stipulated sum to be afterwards determined. I do not suppose Mr. Trist had any discretion whatever in 

regard to boundaries. The war was one of conquest, in the interest of an institution, and the probabilities are 

that private instructions were for the acquisition of territory out of which new States might be carved. At all 

events the Mexicans felt so outraged at the terms proposed that they commenced preparations for defence, 

without giving notice of the termination of the armistice. The terms of the truce had been violated before, 

when teams had been sent into the city to bring out supplies for the army. The first train entering the city was 

very severely threatened by a mob. This, however, was apologized for by the authorities and all responsibility 

for it denied; and thereafter, to avoid exciting the Mexican people and soldiery, our teams with their escorts 

were sent in at night, when the troops were in barracks and the citizens in bed. The circumstance was 

overlooked and negotiations continued. As soon as the news reached General Scott of the second violation of 

the armistice, about the 4th of September, he wrote a vigorous note to President Santa Anna, calling his 

attention to it, and, receiving an unsatisfactory reply, declared the armistice at an end. 

General Scott, with Worth's division, was now occupying Tacubaya, a village some four miles south-west of 

the City of Mexico, and extending from the base up the mountain-side for the distance of half a mile. More 

than a mile west, and also a little above the plain, stands Molino del Rey. The mill is a long stone structure, 

one story high and several hundred feet in length. At the period of which I speak General Scott supposed a 

portion of the mill to be used as a foundry for the casting of guns. This, however, proved to be a mistake. It 
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was valuable to the Mexicans because of the quantity of grain it contained. The building is flat roofed, and a 

line of sand-bags over the outer walls rendered the top quite a formidable defence for infantry. Chapultepec is 

a mound springing up from the plain to the height of probably three hundred feet, and almost in a direct line 

between Molino del Rey and the western part of the city. It was fortified both on the top and on the rocky and 

precipitous sides. 

The City of Mexico is supplied with water by two aqueducts, resting on strong stone arches. One of these 

aqueducts draws its supply of water from a mountain stream coming into it at or near Molino del Rey, and 

runs north close to the west base of Chapultepec; thence along the centre of a wide road, until it reaches the 

road running east into the city by the Garita San Cosme; from which point the aqueduct and road both run east 

to the city. The second aqueduct starts from the east base of Chapultepec, where it is fed by a spring, and runs 

north-east to the city. This aqueduct, like the other, runs in the middle of a broad road-way, thus leaving a 

space on each side. The arches supporting the aqueduct afforded protection for advancing troops as well as to 

those engaged defensively. At points on the San Cosme road parapets were thrown across, with an embrasure 

for a single piece of artillery in each. At the point where both road and aqueduct turn at right angles from 

north to east, there was not only one of these parapets supplied by one gun and infantry supports, but the 

houses to the north of the San Cosme road, facing south and commanding a view of the road back to 

Chapultepec, were covered with infantry, protected by parapets made of sandbags. The roads leading to 

garitas (the gates) San Cosme and Belen, by which these aqueducts enter the city, were strongly intrenched. 

Deep, wide ditches, filled with water, lined the sides of both roads. Such were the defences of the City of 

Mexico in September, 1847, on the routes over which General Scott entered. 

Prior to the Mexican war General Scott had been very partial to General Worth—indeed he continued so up to 

the close of hostilities—but, for some reason, Worth had become estranged from his chief. Scott evidently 

took this coldness somewhat to heart. He did not retaliate, however, but on the contrary showed every 

disposition to appease his subordinate. It was understood at the time that he gave Worth authority to plan and 

execute the battle of Molino del Rey without dictation or interference from any one, for the very purpose of 

restoring their former relations. The effort failed, and the two generals remained ever after cold and 

indifferent towards each other, if not actually hostile. 

The battle of Molino del Rey was fought on the 8th of September. The night of the 7th, Worth sent for his 

brigade and regimental commanders, with their staffs, to come to his quarters to receive instructions for the 

morrow. These orders contemplated a movement up to within striking distance of the Mills before daylight. 

The engineers had reconnoitred the ground as well as possible, and had acquired all the information necessary 

to base proper orders both for approach and attack. 

By daylight on the morning of the 8th, the troops to be engaged at Molino were all at the places designated. 

The ground in front of the Mills, to the south, was commanded by the artillery from the summit of 

Chapultepec as well as by the lighter batteries at hand; but a charge was made, and soon all was over. Worth's 

troops entered the Mills by every door, and the enemy beat a hasty retreat back to Chapultepec. Had this 

victory been followed up promptly, no doubt Americans and Mexicans would have gone over the defences of 

Chapultepec so near together that the place would have fallen into our hands without further loss. The 

defenders of the works could not have fired upon us without endangering their own men. This was not done, 

and five days later more valuable lives were sacrificed to carry works which had been so nearly in our 

possession on the 8th. I do not criticise the failure to capture Chapultepec at this time. The result that followed 

the first assault could not possibly have been foreseen, and to profit by the unexpected advantage, the 
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commanding general must have been on the spot and given the necessary instructions at the moment, or the 

troops must have kept on without orders. It is always, however, in order to follow a retreating foe, unless 

stopped or otherwise directed. The loss on our side at Molino del Rey was severe for the numbers engaged. It 

was especially so among commissioned officers. 

I was with the earliest of the troops to enter the Mills. In passing through to the north side, looking towards 

Chapultepec, I happened to notice that there were armed Mexicans still on top of the building, only a few feet 

from many of our men. Not seeing any stairway or ladder reaching to the top of the building, I took a few 

soldiers, and had a cart that happened to be standing near brought up, and, placing the shafts against the wall 

and chocking the wheels so that the cart could not back, used the shafts as a sort of ladder extending to within 

three or four feet of the top. By this I climbed to the roof of the building, followed by a few men, but found a 

private soldier had preceded me by some other way. There were still quite a number of Mexicans on the roof, 

among them a major and five or six officers of lower grades, who had not succeeded in getting away before 

our troops occupied the building. They still had their arms, while the soldier before mentioned was walking as 

sentry, guarding the prisoners he had SURROUNDED, all by himself. I halted the sentinel, received the 

swords from the commissioned officers, and proceeded, with the assistance of the soldiers now with me, to 

disable the muskets by striking them against the edge of the wall, and throw them to the ground below. 

Molino del Rey was now captured, and the troops engaged, with the exception of an appropriate guard over 

the captured position and property, were marched back to their quarters in Tacubaya. The engagement did not 

last many minutes, but the killed and wounded were numerous for the number of troops engaged. 

During the night of the 11th batteries were established which could play upon the fortifications of 

Chapultepec. The bombardment commenced early on the morning of the 12th, but there was no further 

engagement during this day than that of the artillery. General Scott assigned the capture of Chapultepec to 

General Pillow, but did not leave the details to his judgment. Two assaulting columns, two hundred and fifty 

men each, composed of volunteers for the occasion, were formed. They were commanded by Captains 

McKinzie and Casey respectively. The assault was successful, but bloody. 

In later years, if not at the time, the battles of Molino del Rey and Chapultepec have seemed to me to have 

been wholly unnecessary. When the assaults upon the garitas of San Cosme and Belen were determined upon, 

the road running east to the former gate could have been reached easily, without an engagement, by moving 

along south of the Mills until west of them sufficiently far to be out of range, thence north to the road above 

mentioned; or, if desirable to keep the two attacking columns nearer together, the troops could have been 

turned east so as to come on the aqueduct road out of range of the guns from Chapultepec. In like manner, the 

troops designated to act against Belen could have kept east of Chapultepec, out of range, and come on to the 

aqueduct, also out of range of Chapultepec. Molino del Rey and Chapultepec would both have been 

necessarily evacuated if this course had been pursued, for they would have been turned. 

General Quitman, a volunteer from the State of Mississippi, who stood well with the army both as a soldier 

and as a man, commanded the column acting against Belen. General Worth commanded the column against 

San Cosme. When Chapultepec fell the advance commenced along the two aqueduct roads. I was on the road 

to San Cosme, and witnessed most that took place on that route. When opposition was encountered our troops 

sheltered themselves by keeping under the arches supporting the aqueduct, advancing an arch at a time. We 

encountered no serious obstruction until within gun-shot of the point where the road we were on intersects 

that running east to the city, the point where the aqueduct turns at a right angle. I have described the defences 
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of this position before. There were but three commissioned officers besides myself, that I can now call to 

mind, with the advance when the above position was reached. One of these officers was a Lieutenant 

Semmes, of the Marine Corps. I think Captain Gore, and Lieutenant Judah, of the 4th infantry, were the 

others. Our progress was stopped for the time by the single piece of artillery at the angle of the roads and the 

infantry occupying the house-tops back from it. 

West of the road from where we were, stood a house occupying the south-west angle made by the San Cosme 

road and the road we were moving upon. A stone wall ran from the house along each of these roads for a 

considerable distance and thence back until it joined, enclosing quite a yard about the house. I watched my 

opportunity and skipped across the road and behind the south wall. Proceeding cautiously to the west corner 

of the enclosure, I peeped around and seeing nobody, continued, still cautiously, until the road running east 

and west was reached. I then returned to the troops, and called for volunteers. All that were close to me, or 

that heard me, about a dozen, offered their services. Commanding them to carry their arms at a trail, I watched 

our opportunity and got them across the road and under cover of the wall beyond, before the enemy had a shot 

at us. Our men under cover of the arches kept a close watch on the intrenchments that crossed our path and 

the house-tops beyond, and whenever a head showed itself above the parapets they would fire at it. Our 

crossing was thus made practicable without loss. 

When we reached a safe position I instructed my little command again to carry their arms at a trail, not to fire 

at the enemy until they were ordered, and to move very cautiously following me until the San Cosme road 

was reached; we would then be on the flank of the men serving the gun on the road, and with no obstruction 

between us and them. When we reached the south-west corner of the enclosure before described, I saw some 

United States troops pushing north through a shallow ditch near by, who had come up since my 

reconnaissance. This was the company of Captain Horace Brooks, of the artillery, acting as infantry. I 

explained to Brooks briefly what I had discovered and what I was about to do. He said, as I knew the ground 

and he did not, I might go on and he would follow. As soon as we got on the road leading to the city the 

troops serving the gun on the parapet retreated, and those on the house-tops near by followed; our men went 

after them in such close pursuit—the troops we had left under the arches joining—that a second line across 

the road, about half-way between the first and the garita, was carried. No reinforcements had yet come up 

except Brooks's company, and the position we had taken was too advanced to be held by so small a force. It 

was given up, but retaken later in the day, with some loss. 

Worth's command gradually advanced to the front now open to it. Later in the day in reconnoitring I found a 

church off to the south of the road, which looked to me as if the belfry would command the ground back of 

the garita San Cosme. I got an officer of the voltigeurs, with a mountain howitzer and men to work it, to go 

with me. The road being in possession of the enemy, we had to take the field to the south to reach the church. 

This took us over several ditches breast deep in water and grown up with water plants. These ditches, 

however, were not over eight or ten feet in width. The howitzer was taken to pieces and carried by the men to 

its destination. When I knocked for admission a priest came to the door who, while extremely polite, declined 

to admit us. With the little Spanish then at my command, I explained to him that he might save property by 

opening the door, and he certainly would save himself from becoming a prisoner, for a time at least; and 

besides, I intended to go in whether he consented or not. He began to see his duty in the same light that I did, 

and opened the door, though he did not look as if it gave him special pleasure to do so. The gun was carried to 

the belfry and put together. We were not more than two or three hundred yards from San Cosme. The shots 

from our little gun dropped in upon the enemy and created great confusion. Why they did not send out a small 

party and capture us, I do not know. We had no infantry or other defences besides our one gun. 
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The effect of this gun upon the troops about the gate of the city was so marked that General Worth saw it 

from his position. 

[Mentioned in the reports of Major Lee, Colonel Garland and General Worth.—PUBLISHERS.] 

He was so pleased that he sent a staff officer, Lieutenant Pemberton—later Lieutenant-General commanding 

the defences of Vicksburg—to bring me to him. He expressed his gratification at the services the howitzer in 

the church steeple was doing, saying that every shot was effective, and ordered a captain of voltigeurs to 

report to me with another howitzer to be placed along with the one already rendering so much service. I could 

not tell the General that there was not room enough in the steeple for another gun, because he probably would 

have looked upon such a statement as a contradiction from a second lieutenant. I took the captain with me, but 

did not use his gun. 

The night of the 13th of September was spent by the troops under General Worth in the houses near San 

Cosme, and in line confronting the general line of the enemy across to Belen. The troops that I was with were 

in the houses north of the road leading into the city, and were engaged during the night in cutting passage-

ways from one house to another towards the town. During the night Santa Anna, with his army—except the 

deserters—left the city. He liberated all the convicts confined in the town, hoping, no doubt, that they would 

inflict upon us some injury before daylight; but several hours after Santa Anna was out of the way, the city 

authorities sent a delegation to General Scott to ask—if not demand—an armistice, respecting church 

property, the rights of citizens and the supremacy of the city government in the management of municipal 

affairs. General Scott declined to trammel himself with conditions, but gave assurances that those who chose 

to remain within our lines would be protected so long as they behaved themselves properly. 

General Quitman had advanced along his line very successfully on the 13th, so that at night his command 

occupied nearly the same position at Belen that Worth's troops did about San Cosme. After the interview 

above related between General Scott and the city council, orders were issued for the cautious entry of both 

columns in the morning. The troops under Worth were to stop at the Alameda, a park near the west end of the 

city. Quitman was to go directly to the Plaza, and take possession of the Palace—a mass of buildings on the 

east side in which Congress has its sessions, the national courts are held, the public offices are all located, the 

President resides, and much room is left for museums, receptions, etc. This is the building generally 

designated as the "Halls of the Montezumas." 

Chapter XII 

 

Promotion to First Lieutenant-Capture of the City of Mexico-The Army-Mexican Solders-Peace 

Negotiations 

On entering the city the troops were fired upon by the released convicts, and possibly by deserters and hostile 

citizens. The streets were deserted, and the place presented the appearance of a "city of the dead," except for 

this firing by unseen persons from house-tops, windows, and around corners. In this firing the lieutenant-

colonel of my regiment, Garland, was badly wounded, Lieutenant Sidney Smith, of the 4th infantry, was also 

wounded mortally. He died a few days after, and by his death I was promoted to the grade of first lieutenant. I 
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had gone into the battle of Palo Alto in May, 1846, a second lieutenant, and I entered the city of Mexico 

sixteen months later with the same rank, after having been in all the engagements possible for any one man 

and in a regiment that lost more officers during the war than it ever had present at any one engagement. My 

regiment lost four commissioned officers, all senior to me, by steamboat explosions during the Mexican war. 

The Mexicans were not so discriminating. They sometimes picked off my juniors. 

General Scott soon followed the troops into the city, in state. I wonder that he was not fired upon, but I 

believe he was not; at all events he was not hurt. He took quarters at first in the "Halls of the Montezumas," 

and from there issued his wise and discreet orders for the government of a conquered city, and for suppressing 

the hostile acts of liberated convicts already spoken of—orders which challenge the respect of all who study 

them. Lawlessness was soon suppressed, and the City of Mexico settled down into a quiet, law-abiding place. 

The people began to make their appearance upon the streets without fear of the invaders. Shortly afterwards 

the bulk of the troops were sent from the city to the villages at the foot of the mountains, four or five miles to 

the south and south-west. 

NOTE.—It had been a favorite idea with General Scott for a great many years before the Mexican war to 

have established in the United States a soldiers' home, patterned after something of the kind abroad, 

particularly, I believe, in France. He recommended this uniformly, or at least frequently, in his annual reports 

to the Secretary of War, but never got any hearing. Now, as he had conquered the state, he made assessments 

upon the different large towns and cities occupied by our troops, in proportion to their capacity to pay, and 

appointed officers to receive the money. In addition to the sum thus realized he had derived, through capture 

at Cerro Gordo, sales of captured government tobacco, etc., sums which swelled the fund to a total of about 

$220,000. Portions of this fund were distributed among the rank and file, given to the wounded in hospital, or 

applied in other ways, leaving a balance of some $118,000 remaining unapplied at the close of the war. After 

the war was over and the troops all home, General Scott applied to have this money, which had never been 

turned into the Treasury of the United States, expended in establishing such homes as he had previously 

recommended. This fund was the foundation of the Soldiers' Home at Washington City, and also one at 

Harrodsburgh, Kentucky. The latter went into disuse many years ago. In fact it never had many soldiers in it, 

and was, I believe, finally sold.] 

Whether General Scott approved of the Mexican war and the manner in which it was brought about, I have no 

means of knowing. His orders to troops indicate only a soldierly spirit, with probably a little regard for the 

perpetuation of his own fame. On the other hand, General Taylor's, I think, indicate that he considered the 

administration accountable for the war, and felt no responsibility resting on himself further than for the 

faithful performance of his duties. Both generals deserve the commendations of their countrymen and to live 

in the grateful memory of this people to the latest generation. 

Earlier in this narrative I have stated that the plain, reached after passing the mountains east of Perote, extends 

to the cities of Puebla and Mexico. The route travelled by the army before reaching Puebla, goes over a pass 

in a spur of mountain coming up from the south. This pass is very susceptible of defence by a smaller against 

a larger force. Again, the highest point of the road-bed between Vera Cruz and the City of Mexico is over Rio 

Frio mountain, which also might have been successfully defended by an inferior against a superior force. But 

by moving north of the mountains, and about thirty miles north of Puebla, both of these passes would have 

been avoided. The road from Perote to the City of Mexico, by this latter route, is as level as the prairies in our 

West. Arriving due north from Puebla, troops could have been detached to take possession of that place, and 

then proceeding west with the rest of the army no mountain would have been encountered before reaching the 
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City of Mexico. It is true this road would have brought troops in by Guadalupe—a town, church and detached 

spur of mountain about two miles north of the capital, all bearing the same general name—and at this point 

Lake Texcoco comes near to the mountain, which was fortified both at the base and on the sides: but troops 

could have passed north of the mountain and come in only a few miles to the north-west, and so flanked the 

position, as they actually did on the south. 

It has always seemed to me that this northern route to the City of Mexico, would have been the better one to 

have taken. But my later experience has taught me two lessons: first, that things are seen plainer after the 

events have occurred; second, that the most confident critics are generally those who know the least about the 

matter criticised. I know just enough about the Mexican war to approve heartily of most of the generalship, 

but to differ with a little of it. It is natural that an important city like Puebla should not have been passed with 

contempt; it may be natural that the direct road to it should have been taken; but it could have been passed, its 

evacuation insured and possession acquired without danger of encountering the enemy in intricate mountain 

defiles. In this same way the City of Mexico could have been approached without any danger of opposition, 

except in the open field. 

But General Scott's successes are an answer to all criticism. He invaded a populous country, penetrating two 

hundred and sixty miles into the interior, with a force at no time equal to one-half of that opposed to him; he 

was without a base; the enemy was always intrenched, always on the defensive; yet he won every battle, he 

captured the capital, and conquered the government. Credit is due to the troops engaged, it is true, but the 

plans and the strategy were the general's. 

I had now made marches and been in battle under both General Scott and General Taylor. The former divided 

his force of 10,500 men into four columns, starting a day apart, in moving from Puebla to the capital of the 

nation, when it was known that an army more than twice as large as his own stood ready to resist his coming. 

The road was broad and the country open except in crossing the Rio Frio mountain. General Taylor pursued 

the same course in marching toward an enemy. He moved even in smaller bodies. I never thought at the time 

to doubt the infallibility of these two generals in all matters pertaining to their profession. I supposed they 

moved in small bodies because more men could not be passed over a single road on the same day with their 

artillery and necessary trains. Later I found the fallacy of this belief. The rebellion, which followed as a 

sequence to the Mexican war, never could have been suppressed if larger bodies of men could not have been 

moved at the same time than was the custom under Scott and Taylor. 

The victories in Mexico were, in every instance, over vastly superior numbers. There were two reasons for 

this. Both General Scott and General Taylor had such armies as are not often got together. At the battles of 

Palo Alto and Resaca-de-la-Palma, General Taylor had a small army, but it was composed exclusively of 

regular troops, under the best of drill and discipline. Every officer, from the highest to the lowest, was 

educated in his profession, not at West Point necessarily, but in the camp, in garrison, and many of them in 

Indian wars. The rank and file were probably inferior, as material out of which to make an army, to the 

volunteers that participated in all the later battles of the war; but they were brave men, and then drill and 

discipline brought out all there was in them. A better army, man for man, probably never faced an enemy than 

the one commanded by General Taylor in the earliest two engagements of the Mexican war. The volunteers 

who followed were of better material, but without drill or discipline at the start. They were associated with so 

many disciplined men and professionally educated officers, that when they went into engagements it was with 

a confidence they would not have felt otherwise. They became soldiers themselves almost at once. All these 

conditions we would enjoy again in case of war. 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 538  october 2020 

 

93 

The Mexican army of that day was hardly an organization. The private soldier was picked up from the lower 

class of the inhabitants when wanted; his consent was not asked; he was poorly clothed, worse fed, and 

seldom paid. He was turned adrift when no longer wanted. The officers of the lower grades were but little 

superior to the men. With all this I have seen as brave stands made by some of these men as I have ever seen 

made by soldiers. Now Mexico has a standing army larger than that of the United States. They have a military 

school modelled after West Point. Their officers are educated and, no doubt, generally brave. The Mexican 

war of 1846-8 would be an impossibility in this generation. 

The Mexicans have shown a patriotism which it would be well if we would imitate in part, but with more 

regard to truth. They celebrate the anniversaries of Chapultepec and Molino del Rey as of very great victories. 

The anniversaries are recognized as national holidays. At these two battles, while the United States troops 

were victorious, it was at very great sacrifice of life compared with what the Mexicans suffered. The 

Mexicans, as on many other occasions, stood up as well as any troops ever did. The trouble seemed to be the 

lack of experience among the officers, which led them after a certain time to simply quit, without being 

particularly whipped, but because they had fought enough. Their authorities of the present day grow 

enthusiastic over their theme when telling of these victories, and speak with pride of the large sum of money 

they forced us to pay in the end. With us, now twenty years after the close of the most stupendous war ever 

known, we have writers—who profess devotion to the nation—engaged in trying to prove that the Union 

forces were not victorious; practically, they say, we were slashed around from Donelson to Vicksburg and to 

Chattanooga; and in the East from Gettysburg to Appomattox, when the physical rebellion gave out from 

sheer exhaustion. There is no difference in the amount of romance in the two stories. 

I would not have the anniversaries of our victories celebrated, nor those of our defeats made fast days and 

spent in humiliation and prayer; but I would like to see truthful history written. Such history will do full credit 

to the courage, endurance and soldierly ability of the American citizen, no matter what section of the country 

he hailed from, or in what ranks he fought. The justice of the cause which in the end prevailed, will, I doubt 

not, come to be acknowledged by every citizen of the land, in time. For the present, and so long as there are 

living witnesses of the great war of sections, there will be people who will not be consoled for the loss of a 

cause which they believed to be holy. As time passes, people, even of the South, will begin to wonder how it 

was possible that their ancestors ever fought for or justified institutions which acknowledged the right of 

property in man. 

After the fall of the capital and the dispersal of the government of Mexico, it looked very much as if military 

occupation of the country for a long time might be necessary. General Scott at once began the preparation of 

orders, regulations and laws in view of this contingency. He contemplated making the country pay all the 

expenses of the occupation, without the army becoming a perceptible burden upon the people. His plan was to 

levy a direct tax upon the separate states, and collect, at the ports left open to trade, a duty on all imports. 

From the beginning of the war private property had not been taken, either for the use of the army or of 

individuals, without full compensation. This policy was to be pursued. There were not troops enough in the 

valley of Mexico to occupy many points, but now that there was no organized army of the enemy of any size, 

reinforcements could be got from the Rio Grande, and there were also new volunteers arriving from time to 

time, all by way of Vera Cruz. Military possession was taken of Cuernavaca, fifty miles south of the City of 

Mexico; of Toluca, nearly as far west, and of Pachuca, a mining town of great importance, some sixty miles to 

the north-east. Vera Cruz, Jalapa, Orizaba, and Puebla were already in our possession. 
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Meanwhile the Mexican government had departed in the person of Santa Anna, and it looked doubtful for a 

time whether the United States commissioner, Mr. Trist, would find anybody to negotiate with. A temporary 

government, however, was soon established at Queretaro, and Trist began negotiations for a conclusion of the 

war. Before terms were finally agreed upon he was ordered back to Washington, but General Scott prevailed 

upon him to remain, as an arrangement had been so nearly reached, and the administration must approve his 

acts if he succeeded in making such a treaty as had been contemplated in his instructions. The treaty was 

finally signed the 2d of February, 1848, and accepted by the government at Washington. It is that known as 

the "Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo," and secured to the United States the Rio Grande as the boundary of 

Texas, and the whole territory then included in New Mexico and Upper California, for the sum of 

$15,000,000. 

Soon after entering the city of Mexico, the opposition of Generals Pillow, Worth and Colonel Duncan to 

General Scott became very marked. Scott claimed that they had demanded of the President his removal. I do 

not know whether this is so or not, but I do know of their unconcealed hostility to their chief. At last he placed 

them in arrest, and preferred charges against them of insubordination and disrespect. This act brought on a 

crisis in the career of the general commanding. He had asserted from the beginning that the administration 

was hostile to him; that it had failed in its promises of men and war material; that the President himself had 

shown duplicity if not treachery in the endeavor to procure the appointment of Benton: and the administration 

now gave open evidence of its enmity. About the middle of February orders came convening a court of 

inquiry, composed of Brevet Brigadier-General Towson, the paymaster-general of the army, Brigadier-

General Cushing and Colonel Belknap, to inquire into the conduct of the accused and the accuser, and shortly 

afterwards orders were received from Washington, relieving Scott of the command of the army in the field 

and assigning Major-General William O. Butler of Kentucky to the place. This order also released Pillow, 

Worth and Duncan from arrest. 

If a change was to be made the selection of General Butler was agreeable to every one concerned, so far as I 

remember to have heard expressions on the subject. There were many who regarded the treatment of General 

Scott as harsh and unjust. It is quite possible that the vanity of the General had led him to say and do things 

that afforded a plausible pretext to the administration for doing just what it did and what it had wanted to do 

from the start. The court tried the accuser quite as much as the accused. It was adjourned before completing 

its labors, to meet in Frederick, Maryland. General Scott left the country, and never after had more than the 

nominal command of the army until early in 1861. He certainly was not sustained in his efforts to maintain 

discipline in high places. 

The efforts to kill off politically the two successful generals, made them both candidates for the Presidency. 

General Taylor was nominated in 1848, and was elected. Four years later General Scott received the 

nomination but was badly beaten, and the party nominating him died with his defeat. 

[The Mexican war made three presidential candidates, Scott, Taylor and Pierce—and any number of aspirants 

for that high office. It made also governors of States, members of the cabinet, foreign ministers and other 

officers of high rank both in state and nation. The rebellion, which contained more war in a single day, at 

some critical periods, than the whole Mexican war in two years, has not been so fruitful of political results to 

those engaged on the Union side. On the other side, the side of the South, nearly every man who holds office 

of any sort whatever, either in the state or in the nation, was a Confederate soldier, but this is easily accounted 

for from the fact that the South was a military camp, and there were very few people of a suitable age to be in 

the army who were not in it.] 
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Chapter XIII 

 

Treaty of Peace-Mexican Bull Fights-Regimental Quartermaster-Trip to Popocatapetl-Trip to the 

Caves of Mexico 

The treaty of peace between the two countries was signed by the commissioners of each side early in 

February, 1848. It took a considerable time for it to reach Washington, receive the approval of the 

administration, and be finally ratified by the Senate. It was naturally supposed by the army that there would 

be no more fighting, and officers and men were of course anxious to get home, but knowing there must be 

delay they contented themselves as best they could. Every Sunday there was a bull fight for the amusement of 

those who would pay their fifty cents. I attended one of them—just one—not wishing to leave the country 

without having witnessed the national sport. The sight to me was sickening. I could not see how human 

beings could enjoy the sufferings of beasts, and often of men, as they seemed to do on these occasions. 

At these sports there are usually from four to six bulls sacrificed. The audience occupies seats around the ring 

in which the exhibition is given, each seat but the foremost rising higher than the one in front, so that every 

one can get a full view of the sport. When all is ready a bull is turned into the ring. Three or four men come 

in, mounted on the merest skeletons of horses blind or blind-folded and so weak that they could not make a 

sudden turn with their riders without danger of falling down. The men are armed with spears having a point as 

sharp as a needle. Other men enter the arena on foot, armed with red flags and explosives about the size of a 

musket cartridge. To each of these explosives is fastened a barbed needle which serves the purpose of 

attaching them to the bull by running the needle into the skin. Before the animal is turned loose a lot of these 

explosives are attached to him. The pain from the pricking of the skin by the needles is exasperating; but 

when the explosions of the cartridges commence the animal becomes frantic. As he makes a lunge towards 

one horseman, another runs a spear into him. He turns towards his last tormentor when a man on foot holds 

out a red flag; the bull rushes for this and is allowed to take it on his horns. The flag drops and covers the eyes 

of the animal so that he is at a loss what to do; it is jerked from him and the torment is renewed. When the 

animal is worked into an uncontrollable frenzy, the horsemen withdraw, and the matadores—literally 

murderers—enter, armed with knives having blades twelve or eighteen inches long, and sharp. The trick is to 

dodge an attack from the animal and stab him to the heart as he passes. If these efforts fail the bull is finally 

lassoed, held fast and killed by driving a knife blade into the spinal column just back of the horns. He is then 

dragged out by horses or mules, another is let into the ring, and the same performance is renewed. 

On the occasion when I was present one of the bulls was not turned aside by the attacks in the rear, the 

presentations of the red flag, etc., etc., but kept right on, and placing his horns under the flanks of a horse 

threw him and his rider to the ground with great force. The horse was killed and the rider lay prostrate as if 

dead. The bull was then lassoed and killed in the manner above described. Men came in and carried the dead 

man off in a litter. When the slaughtered bull and horse were dragged out, a fresh bull was turned into the 

ring. Conspicuous among the spectators was the man who had been carried out on a litter but a few minutes 

before. He was only dead so far as that performance went; but the corpse was so lively that it could not forego 

the chance of witnessing the discomfiture of some of his brethren who might not be so fortunate. There was a 

feeling of disgust manifested by the audience to find that he had come to life again. I confess that I felt sorry 

to see the cruelty to the bull and the horse. I did not stay for the conclusion of the performance; but while I did 

stay, there was not a bull killed in the prescribed way. 
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Bull fights are now prohibited in the Federal District—embracing a territory around the City of Mexico, 

somewhat larger than the District of Columbia—and they are not an institution in any part of the country. 

During one of my recent visits to Mexico, bull fights were got up in my honor at Puebla and at Pachuca. I was 

not notified in advance so as to be able to decline and thus prevent the performance; but in both cases I civilly 

declined to attend. 

Another amusement of the people of Mexico of that day, and one which nearly all indulged in, male and 

female, old and young, priest and layman, was Monte playing. Regular feast weeks were held every year at 

what was then known as St. Augustin Tlalpam, eleven miles out of town. There were dealers to suit every 

class and condition of people. In many of the booths tlackos—the copper coin of the country, four of them 

making six and a quarter cents of our money—were piled up in great quantities, with some silver, to 

accommodate the people who could not bet more than a few pennies at a time. In other booths silver formed 

the bulk of the capital of the bank, with a few doubloons to be changed if there should be a run of luck against 

the bank. In some there was no coin except gold. Here the rich were said to bet away their entire estates in a 

single day. All this is stopped now. 

For myself, I was kept somewhat busy during the winter of 1847-8. My regiment was stationed in Tacubaya. I 

was regimental quartermaster and commissary. General Scott had been unable to get clothing for the troops 

from the North. The men were becoming—well, they needed clothing. Material had to be purchased, such as 

could be obtained, and people employed to make it up into "Yankee uniforms." A quartermaster in the city 

was designated to attend to this special duty; but clothing was so much needed that it was seized as fast as 

made up. A regiment was glad to get a dozen suits at a time. I had to look after this matter for the 4th infantry. 

Then our regimental fund had run down and some of the musicians in the band had been without their extra 

pay for a number of months. 

The regimental bands at that day were kept up partly by pay from the government, and partly by pay from the 

regimental fund. There was authority of law for enlisting a certain number of men as musicians. So many 

could receive the pay of non-commissioned officers of the various grades, and the remainder the pay of 

privates. This would not secure a band leader, nor good players on certain instruments. In garrison there are 

various ways of keeping up a regimental fund sufficient to give extra pay to musicians, establish libraries and 

ten-pin alleys, subscribe to magazines and furnish many extra comforts to the men. The best device for 

supplying the fund is to issue bread to the soldiers instead of flour. The ration used to be eighteen ounces per 

day of either flour or bread; and one hundred pounds of flour will make one hundred and forty pounds of 

bread. This saving was purchased by the commissary for the benefit of the fund. In the emergency the 4th 

infantry was laboring under, I rented a bakery in the city, hired bakers—Mexicans—bought fuel and whatever 

was necessary, and I also got a contract from the chief commissary of the army for baking a large amount of 

hard bread. In two months I made more money for the fund than my pay amounted to during the entire war. 

While stationed at Monterey I had relieved the post fund in the same way. There, however, was no profit 

except in the saving of flour by converting it into bread. 

In the spring of 1848 a party of officers obtained leave to visit Popocatapetl, the highest volcano in America, 

and to take an escort. I went with the party, many of whom afterwards occupied conspicuous positions before 

the country. Of those who "went south," and attained high rank, there was Lieutenant Richard Anderson, who 

commanded a corps at Spottsylvania; Captain Sibley, a major-general, and, after the war, for a number of 

years in the employ of the Khedive of Egypt; Captain George Crittenden, a rebel general; S. B. Buckner, who 

surrendered Fort Donelson; and Mansfield Lovell, who commanded at New Orleans before that city fell into 
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the hands of the National troops. Of those who remained on our side there were Captain Andrew Porter, 

Lieutenant C. P. Stone and Lieutenant Z. B. Tower. There were quite a number of other officers, whose 

names I cannot recollect. 

At a little village (Ozumba) near the base of Popocatapetl, where we purposed to commence the ascent, we 

procured guides and two pack mules with forage for our horses. High up on the mountain there was a deserted 

house of one room, called the Vaqueria, which had been occupied years before by men in charge of cattle 

ranging on the mountain. The pasturage up there was very fine when we saw it, and there were still some 

cattle, descendants of the former domestic herd, which had now become wild. It was possible to go on 

horseback as far as the Vaqueria, though the road was somewhat hazardous in places. Sometimes it was very 

narrow with a yawning precipice on one side, hundreds of feet down to a roaring mountain torrent below, and 

almost perpendicular walls on the other side. At one of these places one of our mules loaded with two sacks of 

barley, one on each side, the two about as big as he was, struck his load against the mountain-side and was 

precipitated to the bottom. The descent was steep but not perpendicular. The mule rolled over and over until 

the bottom was reached, and we supposed of course the poor animal was dashed to pieces. What was our 

surprise, not long after we had gone into bivouac, to see the lost mule, cargo and owner coming up the ascent. 

The load had protected the animal from serious injury; and his owner had gone after him and found a way 

back to the path leading up to the hut where we were to stay. 

The night at the Vaqueria was one of the most unpleasant I ever knew. It was very cold and the rain fell in 

torrents. A little higher up the rain ceased and snow began. The wind blew with great velocity. The log-cabin 

we were in had lost the roof entirely on one side, and on the other it was hardly better then a sieve. There was 

little or no sleep that night. As soon as it was light the next morning, we started to make the ascent to the 

summit. The wind continued to blow with violence and the weather was still cloudy, but there was neither 

rain nor snow. The clouds, however, concealed from our view the country below us, except at times a 

momentary glimpse could be got through a clear space between them. The wind carried the loose snow 

around the mountain-sides in such volumes as to make it almost impossible to stand up against it. We labored 

on and on, until it became evident that the top could not be reached before night, if at all in such a storm, and 

we concluded to return. The descent was easy and rapid, though dangerous, until we got below the snow line. 

At the cabin we mounted our horses, and by night were at Ozumba. 

The fatigues of the day and the loss of sleep the night before drove us to bed early. Our beds consisted of a 

place on the dirt-floor with a blanket under us. Soon all were asleep; but long before morning first one and 

then another of our party began to cry out with excruciating pain in the eyes. Not one escaped it. By morning 

the eyes of half the party were so swollen that they were entirely closed. The others suffered pain equally. The 

feeling was about what might be expected from the prick of a sharp needle at a white heat. We remained in 

quarters until the afternoon bathing our eyes in cold water. This relieved us very much, and before night the 

pain had entirely left. The swelling, however, continued, and about half the party still had their eyes entirely 

closed; but we concluded to make a start back, those who could see a little leading the horses of those who 

could not see at all. We moved back to the village of Ameca Ameca, some six miles, and stopped again for 

the night. The next morning all were entirely well and free from pain. The weather was clear and Popocatapetl 

stood out in all its beauty, the top looking as if not a mile away, and inviting us to return. About half the party 

were anxious to try the ascent again, and concluded to do so. The remainder—I was with the remainder—

concluded that we had got all the pleasure there was to be had out of mountain climbing, and that we would 

visit the great caves of Mexico, some ninety miles from where we then were, on the road to Acapulco. 
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The party that ascended the mountain the second time succeeded in reaching the crater at the top, with but 

little of the labor they encountered in their first attempt. Three of them—Anderson, Stone and Buckner—

wrote accounts of their journey, which were published at the time. I made no notes of this excursion, and have 

read nothing about it since, but it seems to me that I can see the whole of it as vividly as if it were but 

yesterday. I have been back at Ameca Ameca, and the village beyond, twice in the last five years. The scene 

had not changed materially from my recollection of it. 

The party which I was with moved south down the valley to the town of Cuantla, some forty miles from 

Ameca Ameca. The latter stands on the plain at the foot of Popocatapetl, at an elevation of about eight 

thousand feet above tide water. The slope down is gradual as the traveller moves south, but one would not 

judge that, in going to Cuantla, descent enough had been made to occasion a material change in the climate 

and productions of the soil; but such is the case. In the morning we left a temperate climate where the cereals 

and fruits are those common to the United States, we halted in the evening in a tropical climate where the 

orange and banana, the coffee and the sugar-cane were flourishing. We had been travelling, apparently, on a 

plain all day, but in the direction of the flow of water. 

Soon after the capture of the City of Mexico an armistice had been agreed to, designating the limits beyond 

which troops of the respective armies were not to go during its continuance. Our party knew nothing about 

these limits. As we approached Cuantla bugles sounded the assembly, and soldiers rushed from the guard-

house in the edge of the town towards us. Our party halted, and I tied a white pocket handkerchief to a stick 

and, using it as a flag of truce, proceeded on to the town. Captains Sibley and Porter followed a few hundred 

yards behind. I was detained at the guard-house until a messenger could be dispatched to the quarters of the 

commanding general, who authorized that I should be conducted to him. I had been with the general but a few 

minutes when the two officers following announced themselves. The Mexican general reminded us that it was 

a violation of the truce for us to be there. However, as we had no special authority from our own commanding 

general, and as we knew nothing about the terms of the truce, we were permitted to occupy a vacant house 

outside the guard for the night, with the promise of a guide to put us on the road to Cuernavaca the next 

morning. 

Cuernavaca is a town west of Guantla. The country through which we passed, between these two towns, is 

tropical in climate and productions and rich in scenery. At one point, about half-way between the two places, 

the road goes over a low pass in the mountains in which there is a very quaint old town, the inhabitants of 

which at that day were nearly all full-blooded Indians. Very few of them even spoke Spanish. The houses 

were built of stone and generally only one story high. The streets were narrow, and had probably been paved 

before Cortez visited the country. They had not been graded, but the paving had been done on the natural 

surface. We had with us one vehicle, a cart, which was probably the first wheeled vehicle that had ever passed 

through that town. 

On a hill overlooking this town stands the tomb of an ancient king; and it was understood that the inhabitants 

venerated this tomb very highly, as well as the memory of the ruler who was supposed to be buried in it. We 

ascended the mountain and surveyed the tomb; but it showed no particular marks of architectural taste, 

mechanical skill or advanced civilization. The next day we went into Cuernavaca. 

After a day's rest at Cuernavaca our party set out again on the journey to the great caves of Mexico. We had 

proceeded but a few miles when we were stopped, as before, by a guard and notified that the terms of the 

existing armistice did not permit us to go further in that direction. Upon convincing the guard that we were a 
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mere party of pleasure seekers desirous of visiting the great natural curiosities of the country which we 

expected soon to leave, we were conducted to a large hacienda near by, and directed to remain there until the 

commanding general of that department could be communicated with and his decision obtained as to whether 

we should be permitted to pursue our journey. The guard promised to send a messenger at once, and expected 

a reply by night. At night there was no response from the commanding general, but the captain of the guard 

was sure he would have a reply by morning. Again in the morning there was no reply. The second evening the 

same thing happened, and finally we learned that the guard had sent no message or messenger to the 

department commander. We determined therefore to go on unless stopped by a force sufficient to compel 

obedience. 

After a few hours' travel we came to a town where a scene similar to the one at Cuantia occurred. The 

commanding officer sent a guide to conduct our party around the village and to put us upon our road again. 

This was the last interruption: that night we rested at a large coffee plantation, some eight miles from the cave 

we were on the way to visit. It must have been a Saturday night; the peons had been paid off, and spent part of 

the night in gambling away their scanty week's earnings. Their coin was principally copper, and I do not 

believe there was a man among them who had received as much as twenty-five cents in money. They were as 

much excited, however, as if they had been staking thousands. I recollect one poor fellow, who had lost his 

last tlacko, pulled off his shirt and, in the most excited manner, put that up on the turn of a card. Monte was 

the game played, the place out of doors, near the window of the room occupied by the officers of our party. 

The next morning we were at the mouth of the cave at an early hour, provided with guides, candles and 

rockets. We explored to a distance of about three miles from the entrance, and found a succession of 

chambers of great dimensions and of great beauty when lit up with our rockets. Stalactites and stalagmites of 

all sizes were discovered. Some of the former were many feet in diameter and extended from ceiling to floor; 

some of the latter were but a few feet high from the floor; but the formation is going on constantly, and many 

centuries hence these stalagmites will extend to the ceiling and become complete columns. The stalagmites 

were all a little concave, and the cavities were filled with water. The water percolates through the roof, a drop 

at a time—often the drops several minutes apart—and more or less charged with mineral matter. Evaporation 

goes on slowly, leaving the mineral behind. This in time makes the immense columns, many of them 

thousands of tons in weight, which serve to support the roofs over the vast chambers. I recollect that at one 

point in the cave one of these columns is of such huge proportions that there is only a narrow passage left on 

either side of it. Some of our party became satisfied with their explorations before we had reached the point to 

which the guides were accustomed to take explorers, and started back without guides. Coming to the large 

column spoken of, they followed it entirely around, and commenced retracing their steps into the bowels of 

the mountain, without being aware of the fact. When the rest of us had completed our explorations, we started 

out with our guides, but had not gone far before we saw the torches of an approaching party. We could not 

conceive who these could be, for all of us had come in together, and there were none but ourselves at the 

entrance when we started in. Very soon we found it was our friends. It took them some time to conceive how 

they had got where they were. They were sure they had kept straight on for the mouth of the cave, and had 

gone about far enough to have reached it. 

Chapter XIV 
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Return of the Army-Marriage-Ordered to the Pacific Coast-Crossing the Isthmus-Arrival at San 

Francisco 

My experience in the Mexican war was of great advantage to me afterwards. Besides the many practical 

lessons it taught, the war brought nearly all the officers of the regular army together so as to make them 

personally acquainted. It also brought them in contact with volunteers, many of whom served in the war of the 

rebellion afterwards. Then, in my particular case, I had been at West Point at about the right time to meet 

most of the graduates who were of a suitable age at the breaking out of the rebellion to be trusted with large 

commands. Graduating in 1843, I was at the military academy from one to four years with all cadets who 

graduated between 1840 and 1846—seven classes. These classes embraced more than fifty officers who 

afterwards became generals on one side or the other in the rebellion, many of them holding high commands. 

All the older officers, who became conspicuous in the rebellion, I had also served with and known in Mexico: 

Lee, J. E. Johnston, A. S. Johnston, Holmes, Hebert and a number of others on the Confederate side; McCall, 

Mansfield, Phil. Kearney and others on the National side. The acquaintance thus formed was of immense 

service to me in the war of the rebellion—I mean what I learned of the characters of those to whom I was 

afterwards opposed. I do not pretend to say that all movements, or even many of them, were made with 

special reference to the characteristics of the commander against whom they were directed. But my 

appreciation of my enemies was certainly affected by this knowledge. The natural disposition of most people 

is to clothe a commander of a large army whom they do not know, with almost superhuman abilities. A large 

part of the National army, for instance, and most of the press of the country, clothed General Lee with just 

such qualities, but I had known him personally, and knew that he was mortal; and it was just as well that I felt 

this. 

The treaty of peace was at last ratified, and the evacuation of Mexico by United States troops was ordered. 

Early in June the troops in the City of Mexico began to move out. Many of them, including the brigade to 

which I belonged, were assembled at Jalapa, above the vomito, to await the arrival of transports at Vera Cruz: 

but with all this precaution my regiment and others were in camp on the sand beach in a July sun, for about a 

week before embarking, while the fever raged with great virulence in Vera Cruz, not two miles away. I can 

call to mind only one person, an officer, who died of the disease. My regiment was sent to Pascagoula, 

Mississippi, to spend the summer. As soon as it was settled in camp I obtained a leave of absence for four 

months and proceeded to St. Louis. On the 22d of August, 1848, I was married to Miss Julia Dent, the lady of 

whom I have before spoken. We visited my parents and relations in Ohio, and, at the end of my leave, 

proceeded to my post at Sackett's Harbor, New York. In April following I was ordered to Detroit, Michigan, 

where two years were spent with but few important incidents. 

The present constitution of the State of Michigan was ratified during this time. By the terms of one of its 

provisions, all citizens of the United States residing within the State at the time of the ratification became 

citizens of Michigan also. During my stay in Detroit there was an election for city officers. Mr. Zachariah 

Chandler was the candidate of the Whigs for the office of Mayor, and was elected, although the city was then 

reckoned democratic. All the officers stationed there at the time who offered their votes were permitted to cast 

them. I did not offer mine, however, as I did not wish to consider myself a citizen of Michigan. This was Mr. 

Chandler's first entry into politics, a career he followed ever after with great success, and in which he died 

enjoying the friendship, esteem and love of his countrymen. 

In the spring of 1851 the garrison at Detroit was transferred to Sackett's Harbor, and in the following spring 

the entire 4th infantry was ordered to the Pacific Coast. It was decided that Mrs. Grant should visit my parents 
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at first for a few months, and then remain with her own family at their St. Louis home until an opportunity 

offered of sending for her. In the month of April the regiment was assembled at Governor's Island, New York 

Harbor, and on the 5th of July eight companies sailed for Aspinwall. We numbered a little over seven hundred 

persons, including the families of officers and soldiers. Passage was secured for us on the old steamer Ohio, 

commanded at the time by Captain Schenck, of the navy. It had not been determined, until a day or two before 

starting, that the 4th infantry should go by the Ohio; consequently, a complement of passengers had already 

been secured. The addition of over seven hundred to this list crowded the steamer most uncomfortably, 

especially for the tropics in July. 

In eight days Aspinwall was reached. At that time the streets of the town were eight or ten inches under water, 

and foot passengers passed from place to place on raised foot-walks. July is at the height of the wet season, on 

the Isthmus. At intervals the rain would pour down in streams, followed in not many minutes by a blazing, 

tropical summer's sun. These alternate changes, from rain to sunshine, were continuous in the afternoons. I 

wondered how any person could live many months in Aspinwall, and wondered still more why any one tried. 

In the summer of 1852 the Panama railroad was completed only to the point where it now crosses the Chagres 

River. From there passengers were carried by boats to Gorgona, at which place they took mules for Panama, 

some twenty-five miles further. Those who travelled over the Isthmus in those days will remember that boats 

on the Chagres River were propelled by natives not inconveniently burdened with clothing. These boats 

carried thirty to forty passengers each. The crews consisted of six men to a boat, armed with long poles. There 

were planks wide enough for a man to walk on conveniently, running along the sides of each boat from end to 

end. The men would start from the bow, place one end of their poles against the river bottom, brace their 

shoulders against the other end, and then walk to the stern as rapidly as they could. In this way from a mile to 

a mile and a half an hour could be made, against the current of the river. 

I, as regimental quartermaster, had charge of the public property and had also to look after the transportation. 

A contract had been entered into with the steamship company in New York for the transportation of the 

regiment to California, including the Isthmus transit. A certain amount of baggage was allowed per man, and 

saddle animals were to be furnished to commissioned officers and to all disabled persons. The regiment, with 

the exception of one company left as guards to the public property—camp and garrison equipage 

principally—and the soldiers with families, took boats, propelled as above described, for Gorgona. From this 

place they marched to Panama, and were soon comfortably on the steamer anchored in the bay, some three or 

four miles from the town. I, with one company of troops and all the soldiers with families, all the tents, mess 

chests and camp kettles, was sent to Cruces, a town a few miles higher up the Chagres River than Gorgona. 

There I found an impecunious American who had taken the contract to furnish transportation for the regiment 

at a stipulated price per hundred pounds for the freight and so much for each saddle animal. But when we 

reached Cruces there was not a mule, either for pack or saddle, in the place. The contractor promised that the 

animals should be on hand in the morning. In the morning he said that they were on the way from some 

imaginary place, and would arrive in the course of the day. This went on until I saw that he could not procure 

the animals at all at the price he had promised to furnish them for. The unusual number of passengers that had 

come over on the steamer, and the large amount of freight to pack, had created an unprecedented demand for 

mules. Some of the passengers paid as high as forty dollars for the use of a mule to ride twenty-five miles, 

when the mule would not have sold for ten dollars in that market at other times. Meanwhile the cholera had 

broken out, and men were dying every hour. To diminish the food for the disease, I permitted the company 

detailed with me to proceed to Panama. The captain and the doctors accompanied the men, and I was left 

alone with the sick and the soldiers who had families. The regiment at Panama was also affected with the 
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disease; but there were better accommodations for the well on the steamer, and a hospital, for those taken with 

the disease, on an old hulk anchored a mile off. There were also hospital tents on shore on the island of 

Flamingo, which stands in the bay. 

I was about a week at Cruces before transportation began to come in. About one-third of the people with me 

died, either at Cruces or on the way to Panama. There was no agent of the transportation company at Cruces 

to consult, or to take the responsibility of procuring transportation at a price which would secure it. I therefore 

myself dismissed the contractor and made a new contract with a native, at more than double the original price. 

Thus we finally reached Panama. The steamer, however, could not proceed until the cholera abated, and the 

regiment was detained still longer. Altogether, on the Isthmus and on the Pacific side, we were delayed six 

weeks. About one-seventh of those who left New York harbor with the 4th infantry on the 5th of July, now lie 

buried on the Isthmus of Panama or on Flamingo island in Panama Bay. 

One amusing circumstance occurred while we were lying at anchor in Panama Bay. In the regiment there was 

a Lieutenant Slaughter who was very liable to sea-sickness. It almost made him sick to see the wave of a 

table-cloth when the servants were spreading it. Soon after his graduation, Slaughter was ordered to California 

and took passage by a sailing vessel going around Cape Horn. The vessel was seven months making the 

voyage, and Slaughter was sick every moment of the time, never more so than while lying at anchor after 

reaching his place of destination. On landing in California he found orders which had come by the Isthmus, 

notifying him of a mistake in his assignment; he should have been ordered to the northern lakes. He started 

back by the Isthmus route and was sick all the way. But when he arrived at the East he was again ordered to 

California, this time definitely, and at this date was making his third trip. He was as sick as ever, and had been 

so for more than a month while lying at anchor in the bay. I remember him well, seated with his elbows on the 

table in front of him, his chin between his hands, and looking the picture of despair. At last he broke out, "I 

wish I had taken my father's advice; he wanted me to go into the navy; if I had done so, I should not have had 

to go to sea so much." Poor Slaughter! it was his last sea voyage. He was killed by Indians in Oregon. 

By the last of August the cholera had so abated that it was deemed safe to start. The disease did not break out 

again on the way to California, and we reached San Francisco early in September. 

Chapter XV 

 

SAN FRANCISCO—EARLY CALIFORNIA EXPERIENCES—LIFE ON THE PACIFIC COAST—

PROMOTED CAPTAIN—FLUSH TIMES IN CALIFORNIA. 

San Francisco at that day was a lively place. Gold, or placer digging as it was called, was at its height. 

Steamers plied daily between San Francisco and both Stockton and Sacramento. Passengers and gold from the 

southern mines came by the Stockton boat; from the northern mines by Sacramento. In the evening when 

these boats arrived, Long Wharf—there was but one wharf in San Francisco in 1852—was alive with people 

crowding to meet the miners as they came down to sell their "dust" and to "have a time." Of these some were 

runners for hotels, boarding houses or restaurants; others belonged to a class of impecunious adventurers, of 

good manners and good presence, who were ever on the alert to make the acquaintance of people with some 

ready means, in the hope of being asked to take a meal at a restaurant. Many were young men of good family, 
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good education and gentlemanly instincts. Their parents had been able to support them during their minority, 

and to give them good educations, but not to maintain them afterwards. From 1849 to 1853 there was a rush 

of people to the Pacific coast, of the class described. All thought that fortunes were to be picked up, without 

effort, in the gold fields on the Pacific. Some realized more than their most sanguine expectations; but for one 

such there were hundreds disappointed, many of whom now fill unknown graves; others died wrecks of their 

former selves, and many, without a vicious instinct, became criminals and outcasts. Many of the real scenes in 

early California life exceed in strangeness and interest any of the mere products of the brain of the novelist. 

Those early days in California brought out character. It was a long way off then, and the journey was 

expensive. The fortunate could go by Cape Horn or by the Isthmus of Panama; but the mass of pioneers 

crossed the plains with their ox-teams. This took an entire summer. They were very lucky when they got 

through with a yoke of worn-out cattle. All other means were exhausted in procuring the outfit on the 

Missouri River. The immigrant, on arriving, found himself a stranger, in a strange land, far from friends. Time 

pressed, for the little means that could be realized from the sale of what was left of the outfit would not 

support a man long at California prices. Many became discouraged. Others would take off their coats and look 

for a job, no matter what it might be. These succeeded as a rule. There were many young men who had 

studied professions before they went to California, and who had never done a day's manual labor in their 

lives, who took in the situation at once and went to work to make a start at anything they could get to do. 

Some supplied carpenters and masons with material—carrying plank, brick, or mortar, as the case might be; 

others drove stages, drays, or baggage wagons, until they could do better. More became discouraged early and 

spent their time looking up people who would "treat," or lounging about restaurants and gambling houses 

where free lunches were furnished daily. They were welcomed at these places because they often brought in 

miners who proved good customers. 

My regiment spent a few weeks at Benicia barracks, and then was ordered to Fort Vancouver, on the 

Columbia River, then in Oregon Territory. During the winter of 1852-3 the territory was divided, all north of 

the Columbia River being taken from Oregon to make Washington Territory. 

Prices for all kinds of supplies were so high on the Pacific coast from 1849 until at least 1853—that it would 

have been impossible for officers of the army to exist upon their pay, if it had not been that authority was 

given them to purchase from the commissary such supplies as he kept, at New Orleans wholesale prices. A 

cook could not be hired for the pay of a captain. The cook could do better. At Benicia, in 1852, flour was 25 

cents per pound; potatoes were 16 cents; beets, turnips and cabbage, 6 cents; onions, 37 1/2 cents; meat and 

other articles in proportion. In 1853 at Vancouver vegetables were a little lower. I with three other officers 

concluded that we would raise a crop for ourselves, and by selling the surplus realize something handsome. I 

bought a pair of horses that had crossed the plains that summer and were very poor. They recuperated rapidly, 

however, and proved a good team to break up the ground with. I performed all the labor of breaking up the 

ground while the other officers planted the potatoes. Our crop was enormous. Luckily for us the Columbia 

River rose to a great height from the melting of the snow in the mountains in June, and overflowed and killed 

most of our crop. This saved digging it up, for everybody on the Pacific coast seemed to have come to the 

conclusion at the same time that agriculture would be profitable. In 1853 more than three-quarters of the 

potatoes raised were permitted to rot in the ground, or had to be thrown away. The only potatoes we sold were 

to our own mess. 

While I was stationed on the Pacific coast we were free from Indian wars. There were quite a number of 

remnants of tribes in the vicinity of Portland in Oregon, and of Fort Vancouver in Washington Territory. They 
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had generally acquired some of the vices of civilization, but none of the virtues, except in individual cases. 

The Hudson's Bay Company had held the North-west with their trading posts for many years before the 

United States was represented on the Pacific coast. They still retained posts along the Columbia River and one 

at Fort Vancouver, when I was there. Their treatment of the Indians had brought out the better qualities of the 

savages. Farming had been undertaken by the company to supply the Indians with bread and vegetables; they 

raised some cattle and horses; and they had now taught the Indians to do the labor of the farm and herd. They 

always compensated them for their labor, and always gave them goods of uniform quality and at uniform 

price. 

Before the advent of the American, the medium of exchange between the Indian and the white man was pelts. 

Afterward it was silver coin. If an Indian received in the sale of a horse a fifty dollar gold piece, not an 

infrequent occurrence, the first thing he did was to exchange it for American half dollars. These he could 

count. He would then commence his purchases, paying for each article separately, as he got it. He would not 

trust any one to add up the bill and pay it all at once. At that day fifty dollar gold pieces, not the issue of the 

government, were common on the Pacific coast. They were called slugs. 

The Indians, along the lower Columbia as far as the Cascades and on the lower Willamette, died off very fast 

during the year I spent in that section; for besides acquiring the vices of the white people they had acquired 

also their diseases. The measles and the small-pox were both amazingly fatal. In their wild state, before the 

appearance of the white man among them, the principal complaints they were subject to were those produced 

by long involuntary fasting, violent exercise in pursuit of game, and over-eating. Instinct more than reason 

had taught them a remedy for these ills. It was the steam bath. Something like a bake-oven was built, large 

enough to admit a man lying down. Bushes were stuck in the ground in two rows, about six feet long and 

some two or three feet apart; other bushes connected the rows at one end. The tops of the bushes were drawn 

together to interlace, and confined in that position; the whole was then plastered over with wet clay until 

every opening was filled. Just inside the open end of the oven the floor was scooped out so as to make a hole 

that would hold a bucket or two of water. These ovens were always built on the banks of a stream, a big 

spring, or pool of water. When a patient required a bath, a fire was built near the oven and a pile of stones put 

upon it. The cavity at the front was then filled with water. When the stones were sufficiently heated, the 

patient would draw himself into the oven; a blanket would be thrown over the open end, and hot stones put 

into the water until the patient could stand it no longer. He was then withdrawn from his steam bath and 

doused into the cold stream near by. This treatment may have answered with the early ailments of the Indians. 

With the measles or small-pox it would kill every time. 

During my year on the Columbia River, the small-pox exterminated one small remnant of a band of Indians 

entirely, and reduced others materially. I do not think there was a case of recovery among them, until the 

doctor with the Hudson Bay Company took the matter in hand and established a hospital. Nearly every case 

he treated recovered. I never, myself, saw the treatment described in the preceding paragraph, but have heard 

it described by persons who have witnessed it. The decimation among the Indians I knew of personally, and 

the hospital, established for their benefit, was a Hudson's Bay building not a stone's throw from my own 

quarters. 

The death of Colonel Bliss, of the Adjutant General's department, which occurred July 5th, 1853, promoted 

me to the captaincy of a company then stationed at Humboldt Bay, California. The notice reached me in 

September of the same year, and I very soon started to join my new command. There was no way of reaching 

Humboldt at that time except to take passage on a San Francisco sailing vessel going after lumber. Red wood, 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 538  october 2020 

 

105 

a species of cedar, which on the Pacific coast takes the place filled by white pine in the East, then abounded 

on the banks of Humboldt Bay. There were extensive saw-mills engaged in preparing this lumber for the San 

Francisco market, and sailing vessels, used in getting it to market, furnished the only means of 

communication between Humboldt and the balance of the world. 

I was obliged to remain in San Francisco for several days before I found a vessel. This gave me a good 

opportunity of comparing the San Francisco of 1852 with that of 1853. As before stated, there had been but 

one wharf in front of the city in 1852—Long Wharf. In 1853 the town had grown out into the bay beyond 

what was the end of this wharf when I first saw it. Streets and houses had been built out on piles where the 

year before the largest vessels visiting the port lay at anchor or tied to the wharf. There was no filling under 

the streets or houses. San Francisco presented the same general appearance as the year before; that is, eating, 

drinking and gambling houses were conspicuous for their number and publicity. They were on the first floor, 

with doors wide open. At all hours of the day and night in walking the streets, the eye was regaled, on every 

block near the water front, by the sight of players at faro. Often broken places were found in the street, large 

enough to let a man down into the water below. I have but little doubt that many of the people who went to 

the Pacific coast in the early days of the gold excitement, and have never been heard from since, or who were 

heard from for a time and then ceased to write, found watery graves beneath the houses or streets built over 

San Francisco Bay. 

Besides the gambling in cards there was gambling on a larger scale in city lots. These were sold "On Change," 

much as stocks are now sold on Wall Street. Cash, at time of purchase, was always paid by the broker; but the 

purchaser had only to put up his margin. He was charged at the rate of two or three per cent. a month on the 

difference, besides commissions. The sand hills, some of them almost inaccessible to foot-passengers, were 

surveyed off and mapped into fifty vara lots—a vara being a Spanish yard. These were sold at first at very low 

prices, but were sold and resold for higher prices until they went up to many thousands of dollars. The brokers 

did a fine business, and so did many such purchasers as were sharp enough to quit purchasing before the final 

crash came. As the city grew, the sand hills back of the town furnished material for filling up the bay under 

the houses and streets, and still further out. The temporary houses, first built over the water in the harbor, soon 

gave way to more solid structures. The main business part of the city now is on solid ground, made where 

vessels of the largest class lay at anchor in the early days. I was in San Francisco again in 1854. Gambling 

houses had disappeared from public view. The city had become staid and orderly. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/ulysses-s-grant/book/personal-memoirs-of-us-grant/chapter-xv 
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How an Artist is Like a Tree: Paul Klee on Creativity 

“Nobody would affirm that the tree grows its crown in the image of its root. Between above and below can be 

no mirrored reflection.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Since we first came down from the trees, we have been looking at them and seeing ourselves, seeing lush 

metaphors for our own deepest existential concerns — metaphors for the secret to lasting love, metaphors 

for what it means to live with authenticity, metaphors for finding infinity in our solitude. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-young/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/11/13/robert-macfarlane-underland-tree-love/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/09/11/martin-buber-tree/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/05/04/natascha-mcelhone-wander-hesse-kew/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0486411915/braipick-20
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Trees have been of especial enchantment and self-clarification to artists. “The tree which moves some to tears 

of joy is in the eyes of others only a green thing which stands in the way,” William Blake wrote in his most 

beautiful letter. “As a man is, so he sees.” Two centuries later, the visionary Agnes Martin first dreamt up the 

spare visual poetics of her grids while “thinking of the innocence of trees.” 

Little Painting of Fir-Trees by Paul Klee, 

1922. (Available as a print and a face mask.) 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/14/william-blake-john-trusler-letter/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/14/william-blake-john-trusler-letter/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/10/31/agnes-martin-jobs/
https://society6.com/product/little-painting-of-fir-trees-by-paul-klee-1922_framed-print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/little-painting-of-fir-trees-by-paul-klee-1922_mask?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/little-painting-of-fir-trees-by-paul-klee-1922_framed-print?curator=brainpicker
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But no one has intersected the canon of sylvan metaphors with the canon of theories of creativity more 

insightfully than the Swiss-born German artist Paul Klee (December 18, 1879–June 29, 1940) did in a 1924 

lecture about the creative process, later adapted into the now-iconic essay “On Modern Art,” posthumously 

published in 1948 as a slim, lovely book with a foreword by the great English philosopher, anarchist, poet, 

and art historian Herbert Read — a man who so ardently believed that “art must lead beyond the arts, to an 

awareness and a share of mutuality” — and included in the 1964 anthology Modern Artists on Art (public 

library). 

Considering “those elements in the creative process which, during the growth of a work of art, take place in 

the subconscious,” Klee likens the artist to a tree and writes: 

The artist has studied this world of variety and has, we may suppose, unobtrusively found his way in it. His 

sense of direction has brought order into the passing stream of image and experience. This sense of direction 

in nature and life, this branching and spreading array, I shall compare with the root of the tree. 

From the root the sap flows to the artist, flows through him, flows to his eye. 

Thus he stands as the trunk of the tree. 

Battered and stirred by the strength of the flow, he guides the vision on into his work. 

As, in full view of the world, the crown of the tree unfolds and spreads in time and space, so with his work. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B000GU9QFE/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/08/29/the-forms-of-things-unknown-1963/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/08/29/the-forms-of-things-unknown-1963/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0486411915/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/modern-artists-on-art-ten-unabridged-essays/oclc/248338087
https://www.worldcat.org/title/modern-artists-on-art-ten-unabridged-essays/oclc/248338087
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Tree Nursery by Paul Klee, 1929. (Available as a print and a face mask.) 

But the work of art, Klee cautions, is not a direct translation of the subconscious — it is rather the work of a 

transmutation for which the artist is both the agent and the vessel: 

Nobody would affirm that the tree grows its crown in the image of its root. Between above and below can be 

no mirrored reflection. It is obvious that different functions expanding in different elements must produce 

divergences. 

But it is just the artist who at times is denied those departures from nature which his art demands. He has even 

been charged with incompetence and deliberate distortion. 

https://society6.com/product/tree-nursery-by-paul-klee-1929_framed-print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/tree-nursery-by-paul-klee-1929_mask?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/tree-nursery-by-paul-klee-1929_framed-print?curator=brainpicker
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And yet, standing at his appointed place, the trunk of the tree, he does nothing other than gather and pass on 

what comes to him from the depths. He neither serves nor rules — he transmits. His position is humble. And 

the beauty at the crown is not his own. He is merely a channel. 

Complement with Pablo Neruda’s love letter to forests and Walt Whitman on the wisdom of trees, then revisit 

other immensely insightful reflections on the creative process and what it means to be an artist by Virginia 

Woolf, Beethoven, Rainer Maria Rilke, Mark Rothko, Robert Browning, Wassily Kandinsky, W.S. 

Merwin, Chinua Achebe, E.E. Cummings, and James Baldwin. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/09/24/paul-klee-tree-artist-

creativity/?mc_cid=24979b8129&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/04/26/leland-melvin-reads-pablo-neruda-chilean-forest/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/11/06/walt-whitman-specimen-days-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/09/09/virginia-woolf-cotton-wool-moments-of-being/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/25/beethoven-on-creativity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/22/rilke-patience-solitude-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/17/the-artists-reality-mark-rothko/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/07/robert-browning-letters-integrity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/02/kandinsky-concerning-the-spiritual-in-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/03/18/merwin-berryman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/03/18/merwin-berryman/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/06/chinua-achebe-mbari/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/25/e-e-cummings-advice/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/13/james-baldwin-the-artists-struggle-for-integrity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/09/24/paul-klee-tree-artist-creativity/?mc_cid=24979b8129&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/09/24/paul-klee-tree-artist-creativity/?mc_cid=24979b8129&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Lack of sleep kills…from the gut 

NEUROSCIENCE 

ByRosa García-Verdugo September 21, 2020 1 comment 

By Mikael Häggström, used with permission 

We all know some of the symptoms of sleep deprivation: bad mood, tiredness…but when bad comes to worst, 

this lack of sleep can even lead to death. A recently published article 1 by neuroscientists at Harvard Medicine 

School have shown, in flies, that lack of sleep might be killing from the gut. 

Because flies share many genes with humans, including those for gene regulation, they were the chosen ones 

to live, and die, without sleep. To keep them from sleeping they mutated the flies with a heat-sensitive protein 

in neurons whose activity is known to suppress sleep. When the flies were kept at 29ºC, this protein activated 

the neurons constantly, and the flies could not sleep. 

https://mappingignorance.org/category/science/neuroscience/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/21/lack-of-sleep-kills-from-the-gut/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/21/lack-of-sleep-kills-from-the-gut/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#comments
https://starvingneuron.com/en/neurociencia/humans-non-sleeping-primates/
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/21/lack-of-sleep-kills-from-the-gut/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-7219-1
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After 10 days of sleep deprivation, flies started dying like…well, like flies so that 20 days after the initial 

sleepless night all flies were dead. On the contrary, flies allowed sleeping normally lived up to 40 days. 

The researchers looked throughout the flies’ bodies to look for problems in the days previous to day 10 of 

sleep deprivation, finding no differences among sleep-deprived and rested flies except for their guts. 

In the guts, they found high amounts of reactive oxygen species (ROS), which can damage DNA and 

eventually lead to cell death. Interestingly, feeding the flies with antioxidants, which avoid ROS 

accumulation, like melatonin or lipoic acid led to ROS clearance from the guts of sleep-deprived flies and to 

life extension. The same happened when antiROS production was mediated via a mutation that led to flied 

producing antioxidants in their guts. 

Now, you may think flies are far but human, but the researchers did reproduce the same results in mice. And 

they, at least, are mammals and also closer, so it might be that this is an evolutionarily conserved mechanism. 

Many questions remain however: what is the link from the brain towards the gut, how does the damage to the 

gut come about and which therapies would be the most efficient to deal with chronic sleep deprivation? 

If you suffer from lack of sleep, like most people nowadays, you will surely stay tuned for what’s to come in 

this respect. Now, off to bed!! 
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Meet the PhD Student Inventing a New Scientific Language in Welsh 

On Bedwyr Ab Ion Thomas's Mission to Reach One 

Million Welsh Speakers 

By Ally Findley 

 

September 29, 2020 

In Cardiff, Wales, Bedwyr Ab Ion Thomas, 23, is conducting his doctoral research on medicinal chemistry 

entirely in the Welsh language at Cardiff University. While it may seem ordinary for a researcher to work 

entirely in their native language, Thomas’ decision to do so has been the subject of much curiosity within the 

academic community, as Welsh has remained a minority language in Wales for many years, with fewer than 1 

million speakers worldwide. 

Thomas, who grew up speaking Welsh with both parents and attended Welsh-language schools, saw it as a 

natural progression that he should then do research in his native language. “Being able to live, study and work 

through the medium of Welsh in Wales should be the norm,” he told the BBC. 

According to the Welsh Government’s Census of Population, 28.3 percent of people over three years old in 

Wales speak Welsh: 855,200 people in total. In recent years, there have been efforts to encourage the use of 

https://lithub.com/author/allyfindley/
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Welsh?src=hashtag_click
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-wales-53422176
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-wales-53422176
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the Welsh language in schools and businesses, with the Welsh government setting a goal of having 1 million 

Welsh speakers in the country by 2050. The government is also working toward providing more public 

services in both English and Welsh, part of its plan to integrate the minority language back into the 

mainstream. They similarly hope to increase the number of Welsh-language schools, like those Thomas 

attended, as well as the amount of time teachers devote to the Welsh language in English-language schools. 

This movement to revitalize the language extends into academia; Thomas’ current position was advertised by 

the university in a Welsh-language magazine and required that the PhD candidate be a Welsh speaker. 

Funding for this position comes from Y Coleg Cymraeg Cenedlaethol (CCC), a body established for the 

purpose of supporting higher education in the Welsh language. The group works to increase the number of 

scholars working entirely in Welsh and support those scholars as they expand existing terminology and 

available language in order to better express themselves through the medium of Welsh. Thomas described an 

orientation training organized by the CCC in which professors advised on what to do if one encountered 

unfamiliar terms, or those without Welsh equivalents: “We were encouraged to come up with definitions 

before starting to worry about the exact lexicology since coining a new specialized term requires the 

cooperation of both subject and language experts—one to provide meaning, and the other to draw on previous 

examples, or words with similar roots or origins.” 

For Thomas, who studies medicinal chemistry and neurodegenerative diseases in particular, the Welsh 

language sometimes falls short, mainly because so much research in his subject has, up to this point, been 

conducted in English. While many literal translations of the requisite English terms may exist in Welsh, these 

translations often don’t make sense when directly transposed from one language to the other. As a result, 

Thomas has had to invent entirely new words, building a Welsh-language dictionary of terms that pertain to 

his topic. He will continue this process while conducting his research and earning his degree, and he will 

eventually submit his dictionary to the Welsh language experts for review. 

“I don’t think that I have to justify conducting research through the medium of Welsh… in Wales.” 

Thomas breaks these new terms into two categories. In the first, we have terms that have, perhaps, a literal 

translation available in Welsh—words like “compound” or “optimization”—but that, in the specific context of 

medicinal chemistry, take on an entirely different meaning. One example of this is the Welsh word for 

“binding pocket”: we all know what a pocket is, but should a word that normally refers to pants be a part of 

discussions about proteins and molecules? In another example, the word “residue,” Thomas points out, 

“generally means something that’s left behind, … [but] in a biochemistry context can also mean a part of a 

protein, like an amino acid.” 

To address words in the second category, Thomas has created Welsh equivalents of English scientific jargon 

that has evolved with the field—words like “polymerization” or “ubiquitination,” generally with Greek or 

Latin suffixes and prefixes. In the course of his work, Thomas has made an effort to invent words which build 

off of existing terminology, shaping them with Welsh prefixes, suffixes, and other adaptations to recreate the 

exact scientific meaning through the medium of Welsh. Using Geiriadur yr Academi, the English-Welsh 

dictionary, and Geiriadur Prifysgol Cymru, the dictionary of the Welsh language, he draws on historical 

linguistic references. 

Thomas is about to begin his second year of the program, and working in the midst of a global pandemic at 

that, so it may be a while before a more complete list is available to other scholars. But there’s already been 
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demand: he has already had several requests from fellow scholars, and two dictionary editors, for his list of 

terms. He hopes his work will make it possible for others who come after him to similarly be able to conduct 

their research through the medium of Welsh, and further, that his decision to conduct his research entirely in 

Welsh will encourage other scholars to do the same in a wide variety of fields. After all, as Thomas puts it, “I 

don’t think that I have to justify conducting research through the medium of Welsh… in Wales. I think that 

should be the norm. As with research in any other country.” 

Thomas’s hope, and the hope of many Welsh scholars, is that over time, as more scholars choose to conduct 

their research entirely in Welsh, the language will continue to thrive and grow. After all, as he points out, all 

languages change over time—that’s simply the mark of a living language. 

Feature image: “Gwynedd Village,” by Moira Huntly. 

Ally FindleyBedwyr Ab Ion Thomasjust another day in Llanfairpwll-

gwyngyllgogerychwyrndroblanguagescienceWalesWelsh 

 

 

 

Ally Findley 

Ally Findley is a writer and editor based in Boston. 

 https://lithub.com/meet-the-phd-student-inventing-a-new-scientific-language-in-welsh/ 

  

https://lithub.com/tag/ally-findley/
https://lithub.com/tag/bedwyr-ab-ion-thomas/
https://lithub.com/tag/just-another-day-in-llanfairpwll-gwyngyllgogerychwyrndrob/
https://lithub.com/tag/just-another-day-in-llanfairpwll-gwyngyllgogerychwyrndrob/
https://lithub.com/tag/language/
https://lithub.com/tag/science/
https://lithub.com/tag/wales/
https://lithub.com/tag/welsh/
https://lithub.com/author/allyfindley/
https://lithub.com/author/allyfindley/
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Bed on Your Floor 

by Woody Guthrie 

 

Bed on Your Floor is one of Woody Guthrie's songs and lyrics in the public domain, published in 1946. 

 

Guthrie's Songbook, 1946 

https://americanliterature.com/author/woody-guthrie
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Chorus: 

Make me a bed right down on your floor 

Make me a bed right down on your floor 

I'll rest my head in a bed on your floor. 

 

Verses: 

I'm a poor lonesome boy, I'm a long ways from home 

I'm a poor lonesome boy, I'm a long way from home 

And I'll rest my head in a bed on your floor. 

 

Sheriff on my trail with a big forty-four 

Sheriff on my trail with a big forty-four 

And I'll rest my head in a bed on your floor. 

 

Clock striking midnight and daylight to go 

Clock striking midnight and daylight to go 

And I'll rest my head in a bed on your floor. 

 

Pull down your shade and lock up your door 

Pull down your shade and lock up your door 

And I'll rest my head in a bed on your floor. 
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That bully of the town won't bully me no more 

That bully of the town won't bully me no more 

'Cause I laid him dead on the old bar room floor. 

 

I laid a man dead down on the floor 

I laid a man dead down on the floor 

So I'll rest my head in a bed on your floor. 

 

Make me a bed right down on your floor 

Make me a bed right down on your floor 

Baby I'll rest my head in a bed on your floor. 

https://americanliterature.com/author/woody-guthrie/poem/bed-on-your-floor 

https://americanliterature.com/author/woody-guthrie/poem/bed-on-your-floor
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The Cults of Wagner 

Jed Perl 

Wagnerism: Art and Politics in the Shadow of Music  

by Alex Ross 

Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 769 pp., $40.00 

Richard Wagner; illustration by Joanna Neborsky 

Alex Ross, who has been the classical music critic at The New Yorker since 1996, can make readers feel 

they’re right next to him in the concert hall or the opera house, sharing his excitement. Whether his subject is 

a singer in a classic role or a new composition by a young composer, Ross is engaged, informed, even avid. 

Writing about Ferruccio Busoni’s enormous five-movement piano concerto, he describes this “gaudy, 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/jed-perl/
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/0374285934?ie=UTF8&tag=thneyoreofbo-20&linkCode=as2&camp=1789&creative=9325&creativeASIN=0374285934
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/perl_1-100820.jpg
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unapologetically over-the-top piece” as “a remarkable feat of controlled chaos.” He responds to Busoni’s 

virtuosity with his own virtuosic roll call of sources and inspirations, praising Busoni’s “Lisztian arpeggios, 

brooding spells of Wagnerian orchestration, delicate Chopinesque interludes, depressive Schumannesque 

detours, and madcap Rossinian crescendos.” Ross grasps the imaginative daring of Busoni’s wild ride of a 

concerto. He’s also having some fun: intellectual fun. For Ross—and for many of his readers—that’s part of 

what concertgoing is about. 

More than a dozen years ago Ross published his first book, The Rest Is Noise, a deft, inviting survey of 

twentieth-century music that built on many of his gifts and became something of a best seller. Although I 

found it a little too breezy in places, I understood Ross’s determination to give what many regard as modern 

music’s thorny history a less strenuous presentation. He followed The Rest Is Noise with an essay 

collection, Listen to This, and has now produced his most ambitious book, Wagnerism: Art and Politics in the 

Shadow of Music. There’s nothing breezy about it. In more than 650 tightly packed pages, Ross explores the 

impact of Richard Wagner’s art and ideas from his own time down to the present. 

Ross has much that’s interesting to say about the responses to Wagner’s controversial, wide-ranging, and 

widely circulated writings about art, nationalism, anti-Semitism, and any number of other topics; he’s 

attentive to Wagner’s early anarchist and leftist views; and, of course, he devotes many pages to the embrace 

of Wagner’s music and ideas by Hitler and the Third Reich. He’s generous when it comes to citing the work 

of a great many scholars who have explored Wagner’s influence on generations of literary figures and on 

social and political issues and movements. Ross goes overboard in demonstrating his scholarly credentials; he 

didn’t need to discuss the plots and themes of quite so many novels, theatrical events, and movies in which 

Wagner’s operas make some sort of appearance. At times Wagnerism seems not a sustained narrative but an 

encyclopedia of everything related to Wagner. 

Like so many of the isms we reach for to explain forces in the political, social, economic, and cultural realms, 

“Wagnerism” is a term that takes on radically different meanings and implications depending on who is using 

it—and when, why, and how. At the beginning of his book, Ross writes that after Wagner’s death in Venice in 

1883, there developed a “chaotic posthumous cult that came to be known as Wagnerism.” By the time he is 

finished, Wagnerism has turned out to be both a good thing and a bad thing, by turns exhilarating and 

demoralizing, a cult but also a source of artistic inspiration. The fluidity of the idea seems to be what Ross 

likes about it. He regards Wagnerism as a transnational and maybe even a universal obsession; a reader may 

begin to wonder whether some of his subjects were as obsessed with the composer as he is. The danger 

with isms is that they can be too loosely and easily applied—in the case of Wagnerism, to everything from 

movies to sporting events to monsoons. 

The strongest pages in Wagnerism—they come in the final third of the book, mostly in the chapter 

“Siegfried’s Death”—deal with the complex position of Wagner in Hitler’s imagination, Nazi Germany, and 

the Allied countries before, during, and immediately after World War II. Ross brings a feeling for historical 

paradox and ambiguity to this prototypical case study in the relationship among art, society, and politics. He 

explores the long-running scholarly debates about what he refers to as “the Wagner-Hitler problem.” 

Addressing scholarly discussions as to whether Hitler’s obsession with Wagner was dominated by a rapturous 

engagement with the operas themselves or an enthusiasm for Wagner’s writings on anti-Semitism and the 

German spirit, Ross concludes that “Hitler’s relationship with Wagner remained one of musical fandom rather 

than of ideological fanaticism.” 
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Whatever attracted him most strongly to Wagner, Hitler was determined to make him central to the 

iconography and mythology of Nazism, though the composer and his work were not wholeheartedly 

embraced by the citizens of the Third Reich. Wagner “was too strange, too eccentric, to serve as a reliable 

ideological bulwark” in Nazi Germany, Ross writes. “Nor was his work popular enough, in the mass-market 

sense, to operate as a unifying force.” The Bayreuth Festival, the center of the Wagner cult, which was 

founded in 1876 to perform the composer’s works—and no one else’s, though an exception was made for 

Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony—drew at least as much of an international audience as a German one. 

Although European and American operagoers, including many Jewish Wagnerites, had been aware of rising 

anti-Semitism in and around the festival since its post–World War I reopening in 1924, it was only after 

Hitler’s appointment as chancellor in 1933 that foreign ticket sales dropped precipitously. “Hitler,” Ross 

writes, “stepped in to save the festival.” He saw to it that the performances remained well attended, often 

filling seats with what Ross refers to as a “fictitious audience” of party members and students who had no 

interest in what they may well have regarded as highfalutin music. As for the claims that Wagner’s music was 

played in the concentration camps, Ross examines them carefully and concludes that if it happened, it was 

only rarely. “The vast majority of survivor testimonies,” he writes, “indicate that the music of the camps was 

popular in nature: marches, dance tunes, hits of the day, light classics.” 

In looking at Wagner, Hitler, and Nazism, Ross finds himself debunking what he later describes as “the habit, 

widespread in the Anglophone world, of treating nineteenth- and early twentieth-century German history as 

an extended preamble to the Nazi calamity,” with “Wagner as Hitler’s precursor.” His studies have led him to 

conclude “that the backshadowing narrative was too simplistic.” Attitudes toward German culture in the non-

German world had long been an unpredictable and sometimes uneasy mix of veneration, prejudice, and 

outright ignorance. One saw what one wanted to see. “During the First World War,” Ross writes, “everything 

German had been demonized. [During World War II], the Allied countries made a point of extolling the ‘good 

Germany.’” 

Ross argues that “Wagner’s popularity in America actually surged” in the 1940s. Arturo Toscanini and other 

conductors performed the operas before enthusiastic audiences; apparently some concertgoers didn’t find it 

difficult to separate the nineteenth-century artist from the country that he had mythologized and that was now 

a sworn enemy. The New York Times critic Olin Downes wrote that Wagner’s operas were “the antithesis of 

Hitler, and crushing condemnation of all that Hitlerism implies.” These pages are engrossing, because Ross is 

cutting through simplifications and generalizations. He has a focus here that eludes him in much of the rest of 

the book, where he piles up so much information and makes matters so complicated that a reader may end up 

wondering what exactly he’s getting at. 

Aproject as vast as Wagnerism demands methodological clarity. In the sciences, it’s taken for granted that the 

significance of your conclusions is shaped by the strength of the hypotheses with which you begin and the 

soundness of the evidence you select and the procedures you follow. The same is true in the humanities. Ross 

may be acknowledging this, at least in principle, when he observes that “Wagner first interested me as a 

problem.” The problem he has in mind, as best I can understand it, is that Wagner has meant a great many 

different things to a great many different people. Within a few pages he suggests that Wagner has been—or 

can be—seen as “the cultural-political unconscious of modernity,” “the presiding spirit of the bourgeois 

century,” “the Leviathan of the fin de siècle,” and even “a cultural atrocity—the Muzak of genocide.” The 

term “Wagnerian,” he explains, initially “denoted a follower or fan. Later, it marked an artistic quality, an 

aesthetic tendency, a cultural symptom.” 
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Ross presents these broad statements about Wagner’s significance near the beginning of his book. He appears 

to be setting out to write a history of Wagner’s influence and the shifting understanding of his art. But 

evidently he had something even bigger in mind. While a straightforward methodological approach to the 

subject would assume that Wagner’s operas are stable facts that have been seen from a variety of different 

vantage points, Ross maneuvers the blizzard of information in such a way as to suggest that the work of art 

itself is porous, unstable—not a fixed fact but a forever shifting target. As far as Ross is concerned, the 

reactions to Wagner and his music become a form of feedback that reshapes the music. Deep into his book he 

finds support in Roland Barthes’s essay “The Death of the Author,” where the argument that “a text’s unity 

lies not in its origin but in its destination” leads him to observe that this “follows naturally from the 

interpretive pandemonium of Wagnerism.” 

I would have expected Ross to want to find some order in this “interpretive pandemonium.” But the more I’ve 

thought about his book, the more I’m convinced that the overload of sometimes only partially digested 

material that he’s packed into these pages is engineered to feel anarchic—maybe even nihilistic. Ross has set 

out to shatter Wagner’s work into a million pieces. He hints at some of the reasons for this in a brief, 

elliptical, and improvisational “Postlude,” in which all pretense of historical analysis is abandoned and he 

embraces something closer to psychology or even self-analysis. Some readers may be relieved to discover, at 

the end of this long and difficult book, a few snapshots of Ross’s own evolving interest in Wagner, which 

began when he was a ten-year-old boy and experienced “an almost physical unease,” “a kind of auditory 

seasickness” when he listened to the recording of Lohengrin he’d taken out of the library. “Embarrassingly,” 

he tells us, 

I associate early experiences of the Ring with the ups and downs of various crushes and love affairs. More 

than once I sat next to another young man at a Wagner performance, likening myself to Tristan, Isolde, or, on 

bad days, Alberich. 

He goes on to write that Wagner has “brought revelations of my stupidity, my self-pity, my absurdity—in 

other words, my humanity.” 

What Ross is alluding to here, in a witty, self-deprecating way, is one of the central questions in aesthetics, 

namely to what extent the emotions elicited by works of art do or do not echo, parallel, and diverge from the 

emotions we experience in other areas of our lives. That these fragmentary reflections are what Ross has 

chosen to offer as something approaching a conclusion suggests that his interest in Wagner and Wagnerism 

has all along been fueled less by historical concerns than by philosophical ones. It may be that what he has 

been looking for as he examines the thinking of 150 years’ worth of artists, writers, philosophers, and 

politicians is some ultimate confirmation that his own ambivalence about Wagner’s achievement reflects an 

ambivalence that’s inherent in the music. What Ross believes, simply put, is that since life is disorderly, then 

art must be disorderly, too. 

“In Wagner’s vicinity,” Ross announces in his next-to-last paragraph, “the fantasy of artistic autonomy falls to 

pieces and the cult of genius comes undone. Amid the wreckage, the artist is liberated from the mystification 

of ‘great art.’” Artistic autonomy, Ross tells us, is a fantasy. Genius is merely a cult. “Great art”—note the 

skeptical or ironic quotation marks—is a mystification. Ross is certainly entitled to believe these things. But 

they are not historical ideas, much less historical facts—and they are not necessarily supported by the 

hundreds of pages of history that have preceded them. The artist, Ross goes on to say, “becomes something 

more unstable, fragile, and mutable. Incomplete in himself, he requires the most active and critical kind of 
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listening.” Is Ross’s description of the artistic act as condemned to ambiguity meant to underscore the 

importance of the critic, who, whatever his own uncertainties, offers the “active and critical kind of listening” 

that the work of art, left to its own devices, might fail to elicit? 

Ross’s belief that transcendent values are illusory values fits all too easily into our embattled moment, when 

social and political cataclysms have understandably forced us to question many of our fundamental 

assumptions. He pretty much sets aside the idea that the arts have any freestanding value—an idea that was 

influential in the early twentieth century, went into something close to eclipse amid the social and political 

turmoil of the 1930s, was revived in the postwar decades, and would seem to be in near-total eclipse again 

now. I understand Ross’s unease with theories of art that prioritize unity and purity while downplaying the 

multitudinous, often dissonant impulses and apprehensions that lie behind any significant work of art. But 

isn’t there something facile in his passing reference to “the fable of modernism inventing itself ex nihilo, in an 

immaculate aesthetic conception”? It’s all too easy to knock what amounts to a cartoonishly simplified 

version of an extraordinarily important albeit highly controversial idea about the nature of art. 

Although Ross never explains how expansively he means us to understand his closing observation about “the 

fantasy of artistic autonomy”—is he speaking about all music, art, and literature or merely about Wagner and 

his “vicinity”?—I don’t think he would be unhappy to have readers conclude that art can never stand alone. 

His book amounts to a frontal assault on what at one point he refers to as modernism’s “rhetoric of purity, 

autonomy, and freedom.” I would hasten to add that these are by no means exclusively modern or 

“modernist” ideas. They can be found in the artistic thinking of the Renaissance and many other periods; 

Meyer Schapiro discovered them in Romanesque art. Even Ross is at pains to explain that what he calls the 

“medium-transcending aesthetic” of Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk—the artwork that unites many different arts 

on the theatrical stage—has its own qualities of distillation and purification. 

But in Ross’s account of the arts, purity can never stay pure for long. Life intervenes. “Purity” is a word that 

keeps coming up in Wagnerism, often in distinctly impure or disturbing contexts, as when Ross observes that 

there were some members of the Hitler Youth who found Wagner “lacking in Nordic purity.” By the time 

Ross is through with him, Wagner looks anything but pure. He’s shopworn, beaten up, deflated. 

Does Ross’s book really support the conclusions he wants to draw about Wagner in particular and, I suspect, 

about the arts more generally? I don’t think so. Near the beginning, when discussing the varying responses to 

Wagner, he quotes W.H. Auden’s “description of the man as ‘an absolute shit.’” Ross goes on to say that 

“Wagner’s divisiveness, his undiminished capacity to enrage and confuse, is part of his allure.” This sets the 

stage for the more than six hundred pages that are to come. But if we look at Auden’s full comment, which is 

found in Robert Craft’s Stravinsky: Chronicle of a Friendship, it can lead to a very different conclusion, one 

that might cast doubt on Ross’s investigation before it has even begun. Wagner, Auden apparently said, “was 

indisputably a genius, but apart from that an absolute shit.” For Ross genius is nothing but a “cult.” For 

Auden, if I understand him correctly, there is a complete separation between the music, which is pure genius, 

and the man, who was a shit. 

So there remains an entirely different hypothesis with which Ross might have begun his studies of Wagner 

and his influence, namely that the music does or at least might stand apart from the man. That’s how I feel 

after I’ve taken account of the bewildering variety of contradictory claims that have been made on behalf 

of The Ring of the Nibelung, Parsifal, Tristan and Isolde, and their author, many of which Ross describes at 

considerable length. Returning to the operas, I find myself wondering whether they are susceptible to all these 
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divergent interpretations precisely because they’re ultimately immune to each and every one of them. Why 

not conclude that the music survives—and triumphs—because it has an essence or power that’s untouched by 

what anybody says? If this isn’t a conclusion that readers are necessarily going to draw from Ross’s book, 

that’s at least in part because of a rather extraordinary decision he has made about what evidence he’s willing 

to examine. He has banished from this enormous study of Wagner’s influence any discussion of his influence 

on music or musicians. 

“This is a book,” Ross writes, “about a musician’s influence on non-musicians—resonances and 

reverberations of one art form into others.” I find it difficult to know what to make of this assertion, 

considering that Ross—who is, after all, a music critic—writes about his chosen subject with such feeling and 

lucidity. At the beginning of Wagnerism, invoking the prelude to Das Rheingold, he describes how the double 

basses and bassoons create “an emanation of primordial nature, the hum of the cosmos at rest,” and then how, 

as other instruments join in, “the prolonged stasis engenders a new sense of time.” There are many pages 

in Wagnerism where Ross brings his considerable descriptive powers to bear on the subtle beauties of the 

music. Nevertheless, he has set up a situation in which music as music, including Wagner’s music, will 

inevitably be overwhelmed by everything else. He wants to know what African-Americans, feminists, gay 

people, aesthetes, nationalists, Jews, anti-Semites, philo-Semites, and just about everybody else has thought 

about Wagner. But for the purposes of Wagnerism, he has decided that musicians are excluded. 

Ross may not believe that music can stand on its own. If so, he’s certainly not alone. But in a historical study 

as wide-ranging and detailed as Wagnerism, one has to ask whether there are good reasons for the choice he 

has made. Doesn’t he risk prejudging the case when he rejects—at least within the scope of this book—the 

possibility that Wagner’s afterlife is at least as much the business of musicians and composers as of writers 

and politicians? He must recognize that his refusal to discuss musical influences in this book about a musician 

creates some awkward situations—and even, at times, some gaping holes. 

It’s terrific to find Ross including, as part of his exploration of Wagner’s influence on the creative life of late-

nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century France, the work of Henri Fantin-Latour, a painter who, although best 

known for crisp, lucid still lifes, devoted some of his subtlest thinking to beautifully elusive, sometimes 

almost fog-bound meditations on Wagnerian themes. Ross also discusses Cézanne’s, Van Gogh’s, and 

Gauguin’s interest in Wagner. But he includes only the scantest mentions of Claude Debussy, who wrote and 

spoke a great deal about Wagner, both in praise and in blame. In his one completed opera, Pelléas and 

Mélisande, Debussy offered a riposte to what he sometimes described as Wagner’s symphonic excess, 

reimagining mythic-medieval subject matter, that Wagnerian standby, as something closer to opera as 

Proustian chamber music. 

Ross’s handling of Serge Diaghilev, the Russian impresario who was a fervent Wagnerian and a pioneer in 

the theatrical arts through the productions of his Ballets Russes, also suffers from his refusal to discuss 

Wagner’s musical influence. Ross devotes some space to Vaslav Nijinsky’s innovative choreography. But 

having decided that the contributions of Debussy and Stravinsky to Nijinsky’s ballets cannot be discussed at 

any length, Ross fatally cripples his study of the theatrical innovations of the Ballets Russes (although he 

can’t quite resist sneaking in a few lines about Stravinsky). Diaghilev, to whom Wagner and the Bayreuth 

experience meant so much, was offering his own radical reconsiderations of 

Wagner’s Gesamtkunstwerk through the imaginative collaborations he precipitated between composers, 

choreographers, and visual artists. 
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For all that is panoramic in Wagnerism, it can feel claustrophobic. As Ross takes us from George Eliot to 

Virginia Woolf in literature, from Sergei Eisenstein to George Lucas in film, and from W.E.B. Du Bois to 

Lenin’s Russia in politics, he works mightily to give each portrait an individuality, but because everybody is 

viewed through the same lens and subjected to more or less the same interrogation, a kind of analytical fog 

overtakes the book. Those who weren’t Wagnerites, like Oscar Wilde, are corralled as anti-Wagnerites; 

apparently even the anti- or non-Wagnerites can’t help worrying about his work. Nobody’s art or ideas are 

allowed to stand apart; everything becomes part of this great murky mass that is Wagnerism. 

While no one who reads this book can possibly dispute the pervasiveness of Wagnerism, I don’t think Ross 

has done enough to situate Wagner among the broader forces that were shaping the cultural and social 

imagination of nineteenth- and early-twentieth-century Europe. He was one of a number of titanic creative 

figures who flourished in that period. It may be, as Ross believes, that no other artist has had a greater impact, 

but I’m not sure that Wagner’s position, as a prophet who shaped both the artistic and political realms, is as 

unique or unprecedented as the book suggests. In our disabused age—after a century during which so many 

hopes were shattered by two world wars, the Holocaust, the gulags, and the atom bomb—it’s difficult to grasp 

the admiration, if not worship, with which so many people once approached the art and ideas not only of 

Wagner but also of Leo Tolstoy, John Ruskin, Victor Hugo, Walt Whitman, George Bernard Shaw, and 

others. Tolstoyan is an adjective with implications possibly as rich and varied as Wagnerian. In France the 

notion of the creative prophet may have endured longer than anywhere else, at least in a shrunken form; both 

André Malraux and Jean-Paul Sartre cut dramatic figures as they moved between literature, the arts, 

philosophical speculation, and political action. 

Wagner was by no means the only one of these giant figures who responded to the routinization and 

standardization of the modern world by looking to older myths, legends, and modes of behavior. For some, 

the backward glance was the beginning of a dream about the future—maybe even a plan for the future. Ruskin 

and Hugo were fascinated by the Middle Ages; Tolstoy embraced a primitive Christianity. While Wagner 

found his heroes and heroines in a mythological North, there were a great many artists and writers who were 

looking south, to the arts, myths, and legends of the Greeks and Romans. Friedrich Nietzsche—whose 

complex relationship with Wagner and Wagnerism naturally occupies quite a few pages of Ross’s book—

helped define the modern fascination with the ancient Greeks when he wrote about the Apollonian and 

Dionysian impulses in The Birth of Tragedy. 

Whatever Wagner’s posthumous fame, it may well be that in the decades after his death artistic attitudes were 

as profoundly shaped by Nietzsche’s altogether independent influence. I sometimes wonder if Ross doesn’t 

confuse Wagner’s influence with Nietzsche’s. Picasso—whom Ross doesn’t catch in his net—was by no 

stretch of the imagination a Wagnerian, but his shifting moods and modes definitely reflect the influence of 

Nietzsche’s ideas, which he encountered as a young man in bohemian Barcelona. 

While a great many writers felt the power of Wagner’s work, and there are some who will forever be 

associated with him—Shaw and Thomas Mann come immediately to mind and receive a good deal of Ross’s 

attention—I don’t think his influence was always as decisive as Ross often wants to imagine. He devotes 

some pages to James Joyce and the Wagnerian allusions in both Ulysses and Finnegans Wake. But whatever 

of Wagner or Wagnerism there is in Ulysses, isn’t it overtaken by the Homeric themes that begin with the title 

and pervade every aspect of the book? Even the mythomania of Finnegans Wake remains entirely Joyce’s, an 

Irishman’s Gilgamesh or Mahabharata with the Liffey as the River of Life. Too often in Wagnerism Ross 

presents his evidence but fails to persuade us of his case. 
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Ross aims to demonstrate that the novels of Willa Cather, to whom he devotes an entire chapter, exude a 

Wagnerian spirit. There’s a good deal of evidence that might support this view. In her youth in Nebraska, 

Cather studied piano with a man whose father, also a musician, had been a strong supporter of Wagner and 

conducted a number of the operas in Germany in the 1850s. Much later, in New York, she was friends with a 

well-known Wagnerian soprano, Olive Fremstad. Cather knew and admired the operas. In The Song of the 

Lark and other works, she wrote brilliantly about the women who sang the great operatic roles. Even fairly 

casual readers of Cather will remember that one of her finest stories is entitled “A Wagner Matinée.” 

Ross believes that Cather’s feeling for the expansive, monumental beauty of the American West—a feeling 

she shares with more than one of her characters—suggests an “emphasis on sensation [that] is thoroughly 

Wagnerian” and “a Wagnerian grandiloquence.” Cather herself wrote in a letter that “the cliff dwellings had 

awakened [in the protagonist of The Song of the Lark] Thea’s ‘historic imagination—so necessary to a great 

Wagnerian singer.’” But of course that isn’t quite the same thing as saying that the cliff dwellings or the 

emotions they awakened are Wagnerian. Ross also writes that Cather’s novel Death Comes for the 

Archbishop “is most Parsifal-like in its syncretic religiosity” and that in The Professor’s House the 

protagonist offers a credo that “comes near to” one of Wagner’s. While all this is impressive in its way, I’m 

sorry to say that after following Ross’s argument step by step, I’m left feeling about Cather’s magnificent 

novels exactly the way I felt before. The temper, texture, and power of her particular union of naturalism and 

romanticism have very little to do with Wagner’s resplendent tall tales. 

If Ross’s criticism in The New Yorker often feels celebratory in spirit, his work in Wagnerism, where he aims 

to drill deeper and deeper into Wagner’s work along with the work of many other creative spirits, leaves me 

feeling that he’s cutting the artists down to size. “It is never,” he writes at the end of his book, “a matter of 

beauty proving eternal.” “We may catch glimpses of some higher realm,” he continues, “but it is only a 

shadow on the wall, an echo from the pit.” Is the experience of art ultimately such a downer? Ross ends his 

book by writing that after “the curtain falls,” “we shuffle back in silence to the world as it is.” For all that he 

has to say about the shifting reputation of Wagner and Wagnerism, doesn’t he recognize that the operas 

remain brilliantly independent, works to be sung and played, admittedly with different interpretations, but all 

hopefully controlled by the words and notes on the page? I wish that Ross had more faith in the possibility of 

artistic autonomy, great art, and, yes, genius. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2020/10/08/the-cults-of-wagner/  
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Creativity in the Time of COVID: Zadie Smith on Writing, Love, and What Echoes Through the 

Hallway of Time Suddenly Emptied of Habit 

“There is no great difference between novels and banana bread. They are both just something to do. They are 

no substitute for love… Love is not something to do, but… something to go through — that must be why it 

frightens so many of us and why we so often approach it indirectly.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“Whatever inspiration is, it’s born from a continuous I don’t know,” the Polish poet Wisława Szymborska 

observed in her magnificent Nobel Prize acceptance speech. But a central paradox of making art and making 

life is that while uncertainty may be the wellspring of our creative vitality — what is best in life and art often 

comes into being by “making-not-knowing,” in artist Ann Hamilton’s lovely phrase — we are capable of 

creating only by hedging against the uncertainty with an arsenal of habits and routines that make it feel 

containable, controllable, workable. We simply cannot cope with the fundamental precariousness of it all. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/03/27/wislawa-szymborska-nobel-speech/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/12/12/making-not-knowing-ann-hamilton/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/059329761X/braipick-20
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Every artist’s art is their coping mechanism — their makeshift raft for the slipstream of time and uncertainty 

that is life. 

And so: When some cataclysm in the slipstream capsizes the raft, shatters it, leaves us gasping amid the 

flotsam, ejected from the familiar flow of time — do we sink or sing? 

That is what Zadie Smith explores in one of the six symphonic essays from her Intimations (public library) 

— a slender, splendid book, all of her royalties from which Smith is donating to the Equal Justice 

Initiative and New York’s COVID-19 emergency relief fund; a book inspired by her first encounter with 

Marcus Aurelius’s classic Meditations, on which she leaned to steady herself in these staggering times but 

which failed to make of her a Stoic, driving her, as the world’s gaps and failings drive us restive makers, to 

make what meets the unmet need, a contemporary counterpart to these ancient private meditations of timeless 

public resonance. (We cannot, we must not, after all, expect a white male monarch — however penetrating his 

insight into human nature, whatever the similitudes of that elemental nature across cultures and civilizations 

— to speak for and to all of humanity across all of time.) 

Zadie Smith (Photograph by 

Dominique Nabokov) 

In the third essay, titled “Something to Do,” Smith contemplates the strange and inevitable species of essays 

in which writers examine their own motives for what they do, that is, examine the pylons of who they are — a  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/059329761X/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/intimations-six-essays/oclc/1159774028&referer=brief_results
https://eji.org/
https://eji.org/
https://www1.nyc.gov/site/fund/initiatives/covid-19-emergency-relief-fund.page
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/05/20/marcus-aurelius-meditations-mortality-presence/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/059329761X/braipick-20
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Art by Christoph Niemann from A Velocity of Being: Letters to a Young Reader. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
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genre perhaps not pioneered but popularized by Orwell’s iconic Why I Write and since swelled with 

specimens by such titans of literature as Joan Didion, David Foster Wallace, and Smith herself. At the bottom 

of all such self-examination — which spares no maker, whatever the mode and material of their art, be it 

essays or gardens or equations — is the question of time, the raw material of making, something Marcus 

Aurelius’s fellow Stoic Seneca took up in his excellent meditation on the existential calculus of time spent, 

saved, and wasted, concluding that “nothing is ours, except time.” 

With an eye to the capitalist commodification of time in a culture of utilitarian busyness, Smith considers how 

society ordinarily weighs the cultural and temporal responsibility of the artist: 

Why did you bake that banana bread? It was something to do… Out of an expanse of time, you carve a little 

area — that nobody asked you to carve — and you do “something.” But perhaps the difference between the 

kind of something that I’m used to, and this new culture of doing something, is the moral anxiety that 

surrounds it. The something that artists have always done is more usually cordoned off from the rest of 

society, and by mutual agreement this space is considered a sort of charming but basically useless playpen, in 

which adults get to behave like children — making up stories and drawing pictures and so on — though at 

least they provide some form of pleasure to serious people, doing actual jobs… As a consequence, art stands 

in a dubious relation to necessity — and to time itself. It is something to do, yes, but when it is done, and 

whether it is done at all, is generally considered a question for artists alone. An attempt to connect the artist’s 

labor with the work of truly laboring people is frequently made but always strikes me as tenuous, with the 

fundamental dividing line being this question of the clock. Labor is work done by the clock (and paid by it, 

too). Art takes time and divides it up as art sees fit. It is something to do. 

Under such a premise, she observes, artists would seem to be most impervious to the cataclysmic disruption 

of labor that a global pandemic inflicts upon our species. But that is not what her experience — or my 

experience, or the experience of any creative person I know — has been. One is reminded of James Baldwin, 

insisting half a century earlier in his superb essay on the creative process that “a society must assume that it is 

stable, but the artist must know, and he must let us know, that there is nothing stable under heaven.” Not even 

time, the artist’s own fulcrum of stability. Smith writes: 

It seems it would follow that writers — so familiar with empty time and with being alone — should manage 

this situation better than most. Instead, in the first week I found out how much of my old life was about hiding 

from life. Confronted with the problem of life served neat, without distraction or adornment or superstructure, 

I had almost no idea of what to do with it. Back in the playpen, I carved out meaning by creating artificial 

deprivations — time, the kind usually provided for people by the real limitations of their real jobs. Things like 

“a firm place to be at nine a.m. every morning” or a “boss who tells you what to do.” In the absence of these 

fixed elements, I’d make up hard things to do, or things to abstain from. Artificial limits and so on. Running is 

what I know. Writing is what I know. Conceiving self-implemented schedules: teaching day, reading day, 

writing day, repeat. What a dry, sad, small idea of a life. And how exposed it looks, now that the people I love 

are in the same room to witness the way I do time. The way I’ve done it all my life. 

“Artificial limits,” of course, are how we contour and fill our sense of meaning amid the vast, empty 

boundlessness of being. That is why the artificial limits of those we deem to have meaningful lives — 

the daily routines of great makers and thinkers — are of such enduring and intoxicating interest to us, why we 

hunger for the cognitive science of the ideal daily routine. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/06/25/george-orwell-why-i-write/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/10/16/why-i-write-joan-didion/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/11/06/the-nature-of-fun-david-foster-wallace/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/12/zadie-smith-writing-that-crafty-feeling/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/17/seneca-letter-1-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/17/seneca-letter-1-time/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/20/james-baldwin-the-creative-process/
https://www.brainpickings.org/tag/daily-routines/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/08/25/the-psychology-of-writing-daily-routine/
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Art by Wendy MacNaughton for Brain Pickings 

But much of our temporal anguish stems precisely from this artificial contouring of selfhood in the sand of 

time. We are essentially self-referential timekeeping devices. I noticed, for instance — how could one not? — 

that this book was published on my birthday. We mark up the year with the same artificial timestamps with 

which we mark up the hour. What we do with our days, how we itemize them into scheduled rhythms, is 

another twitch of the same ludicrous, helplessly human impulse — to own time, to turn into private property 

what may be the only truly public good. Eventually — perhaps in the time-warp of a pandemic, perhaps in 

that of private grief — something stops us up short and we face the absurdity of such artificiality. Smith 

recounts her own stumbling stop and the disquieting yet strangely life-affirming realization it made her step 

into: 

http://wendymacnaughton.com/
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At the end of April, in a powerful essay by another writer, Ottessa Moshfegh, I read this line about love: 

“Without it, life is just ‘doing time.’” I don’t think she intended by this only romantic love, or parental love, 

or familial love or really any kind of love in particular. At least, I read it in the Platonic sense: Love with a 

capital L, an ideal form and essential part of the universe — like “Beauty” or the color red — from which all 

particular examples on earth take their nature. Without this element present, in some form, somewhere in our 

lives, there really is only time, and there will always be too much of it. Busyness will not disguise its lack. 

Art by Margaret C. Cook 

from a rare 1913 English edition of Walt Whitman’s Leaves of Grass. (Available as a print.) 

Ending where she began, Smith quiets the moral anxiety to make herself at home in that peculiar and 

inescapable place that makers inhabit by their very nature, the place between compulsion and consecration: 

https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2020/apr/30/lockdown-novel-self-isolation-coronavirus-pandemic-ottessa-moshfegh
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/give-me-nights-perfectly-quiet-and-i-looking-up-at-the-stars_framed-print?sku=s6-8967181p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/give-me-nights-perfectly-quiet-and-i-looking-up-at-the-stars_framed-print?sku=s6-8967181p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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I write because… well, the best I can say for it is it’s a psychological quirk of mine developed in response to 

whatever personal failings I have. But it can’t ever meaningfully fill the time. There is no great difference 

between novels and banana bread. They are both just something to do. They are no substitute for love. The 

difficulties and complications of love — as they exist on the other side of this wall, away from my laptop — 

is the task that is before me, although task is a poor word for it, for unlike writing, its terms cannot be 

scheduled, preplanned or determined by me. Love is not something to do, but something to be experienced, 

and something to go through — that must be why it frightens so many of us and why we so often approach it 

indirectly. Here is this novel, made with love. Here is this banana bread, made with love. If it weren’t for this 

habit of indirection, of course, there would be no culture in this world, and very little meaningful pleasure for 

any of us. Although the most powerful art, it sometimes seems to me, is an experience and a going-through; it 

is love comprehended by, expressed and enacted through the artwork itself, and for this reason has perhaps 

been more frequently created by people who feel themselves to be completely alone in this world — and 

therefore wholly focused on the task at hand — than by those surrounded by “loved ones.” Such art is rare: 

we can’t all sit cross-legged like Buddhists day and night meditating on ultimate matters. Or I can’t. But I also 

don’t want to just do time anymore, the way I used to. And yet, in my case, I can’t let it go: old habits die 

hard. I can’t rid myself of the need to do “something,” to make “something,” to feel that this new expanse of 

time hasn’t been “wasted.” Still, it’s nice to have company. Watching this manic desire to make or grow or do 

“something,” that now seems to be consuming everybody, I do feel comforted to discover I’m not the only 

person on this earth who has no idea what life is for, nor what is to be done with all this time aside from 

filling it. 

Complement this fragment of Smith’s solacing and vitalizing Intimations with Frankenstein author Mary 

Shelley on the necessary chaos of creativity, Borges’s timeless refutation of time, and Rilke on the lonely 

patience of creative work, then revisit Smith, writing years ago as if of and to today, on optimism and despair. 

  

https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/13/zadie-smith-intimations-something-to-

do/?mc_cid=9ffe907c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/059329761X/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/25/mary-shelley-creativity-franksenstein-1831/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/19/a-new-refutation-of-time-borges/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/22/rilke-patience-solitude-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/06/22/rilke-patience-solitude-art/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/08/zadie-smith-feel-free-optimism-and-despair/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/13/zadie-smith-intimations-something-to-do/?mc_cid=9ffe907c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2020/08/13/zadie-smith-intimations-something-to-do/?mc_cid=9ffe907c2f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Magnetic fields and quantum symmetries, two old (and new) friends 

ByInstituto Carlos 

I  

Figure 1. Number of steady-states (SS) (panels(a)–(c)) and particle currents(JL/Γ) (panels(d)–(f)) for the 

simple systems illustrated in the insets of panels (a)–(c). Each type of line corresponds to a different magnetic 

field. 

 

Symmetries play a fundamental role in Physics, and more specifically in Quantum Physics. It is well known 

that symmetries lead to degeneracy and to conserved currents in closed quantum systems (meaning that they 

do not interact with an environment). In the more realistic scenario of Open Quantum Systems (meaning that 

the quantum system does interact with its surroundings), the situation is more complicated. In Open Quantum 

Systems, it has been proved that symmetries lead to an interesting concept called “degeneracy of the steady-

state”, meaning that the final state of a system would not be always the same, but it depends on the symmetry 

nature of the initial state. This has been presented recently as a method to control the thermodynamical 

properties of these systems 1. Besides, the effect of magnetic fields in quantum matter systems has also been 

studied for a long time, but mostly in the simpler closed scenario. 

Recently, a researcher from the IC1, in collaboration with the Center for Theoretical Physics of Complex 

Systems (South Korea) and the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (US) have developed a new theory 

about the effect of magnetic fields in open quantum systems with symmetries 2. This study is based on the 

idea that magnetic fields can affect the symmetry properties of systems and, therefore, they can change their 

thermodynamical properties. To study this effect, the researchers used a lattice atomic model, very similar to 

graphene and other materials. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/28/magnetic-fields-and-quantum-symmetries-two-old-and-new-friends/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/28/magnetic-fields-and-quantum-symmetries-two-old-and-new-friends/#author
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/28/magnetic-fields-and-quantum-symmetries-two-old-and-new-friends/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-7243-1
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/09/28/magnetic-fields-and-quantum-symmetries-two-old-and-new-friends/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-7243-2
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First, the researchers analyzed the number of steady-states and the current of particles that are flowing 

through the system as a function of the system size and for different magnetic fields. The results are shown in 

Fig. 1 for three different configurations of the system. In the top panel, the number of steady-states of the 

system is displayed, showing a non-trivial behavior as the system size increases. The bottom panel shows the 

current in the system, again as a function of the system size and for three different magnetic fields. 

From these results, it is clear that different magnetic fields create highly non-trivial effects in symmetric open 

quantum systems. These effects can have a significant impact both in the field of magnetoreception, by the 

use of non-equilibrium properties, and in the field of quantum control by magnetic fields. 

References 

1. D. Manzano and P.I. Hurtado (2018)Harnessing symmetry to control quantum transport. Advances in 

Physics 67, 1 ↩ 

2. J. Thingna, D. Manzano, J. Cao (2020) Magnetic field induced symmetry breaking in nonequilibrium 
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iC1 cultivates scientific research, both fundamental and applied, with a strong emphasis on the fields of 

theoretical physics and computational physics. Due to its university character, it also carries out teaching tasks 

by developing research focused on basic and interdisciplinary aspects of Theoretical Physics, studying the 

nature that surrounds us through mathematical and computational tools. 
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Ancient Persians were making "20th-century" chromium steel 900 years ago 

By Michael Irving 

 

A sample of crucible slag from an 11th century archaeological site in Iran, which was found to contain 

chromium 

Rahil Alipour, UCL 

Chromium is a common addition to alloys to make materials like tool steel or stainless steel, and it’s long 

been thought to have been invented around the late 19th and early 20th centuries. But now, archaeologists 

have discovered that the ancient Persians were mixing chromium into their steel as far back as the 11th 

century – almost a thousand years earlier. 

The team, led by Rahil Alipour of the University College London (UCL), studied several medieval Persian 

manuscripts and identified an archaeological site called Chahak, in southern Iran, as an ancient steel 

production site. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
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One manuscript in particular grabbed their attention. Titled al-Jamahir fi Marifah al-Jawahir, which 

translates to “A Compendium to Know the Gems”, the manuscript was written in the 10th or 11th century CE 

by the polymath Abu-Rayhan Biruni. Crucially, it contained the only known recipe for forging steel in high-

temperature crucibles. The problem is, it can be difficult to follow a thousand-year-old recipe. 

“The process of identification can be quite long and complicated and this is for several reasons,” says Marcos 

Martinon-Torres, last author of the study. “Firstly, the language and the terms used to record technological 

processes or materials may not be used anymore, or their meaning and attribution may be different from those 

used in the modern science. Additionally, writing was restricted to social elites, rather than the individual that 

actually carried out the craft, which may have led to errors or omissions in the text.” 

One ingredient, referred to as “rusakhtaj,” puzzled the archaeologists. Eventually they identified it as the ore 

mineral chromite, which can be used to make chromium crucible steel. Importantly, this was backed up by the 

discovery of traces of chromite and chromium in artifacts from the Chahak site. 

 

https://newatlas.com/materials/chromium-stainless-steel-ancient-persians-history/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=8ac49f3d30-EMAIL_CAMPAIGN_2020_09_25_11_07&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-8ac49f3d30-92970593#gallery:2
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A scanning electron microscope image of slag inside a crucible, with a silvery blob of steel visible at the top 

center 

Rahil Alipour, UCL 

Using radiocarbon dating on several pieces of charcoal recovered from crucible and smithing slag from the 

site, the team dated the practice to between the 11th and 12th centuries. Scanning Electron Microscope 

imaging revealed traces of chromite, and in the crucible slag, they found steel particles containing between 

one and two percent chromium by weight. 

That’s much less chromium than you’d find in modern stainless steel and tool steel, which can reach 11 to 13 

percent, but the fact that it’s in something so old is significant. 

“Our research provides the first evidence of the deliberate addition of a chromium mineral within steel 

production,” says Alipour, lead author of the study. “We believe this was a Persian phenomenon. This 

research not only delivers the earliest known evidence for the production of chromium steel dating back as 

early as the 11th century CE, but also provides a chemical tracer that could aid the identification of crucible 

steel artifacts in museums or archaeological collections back to their origin in Chahak, or the Chahak 

tradition.” 

The team says that manuscripts from the time praised Chahak steel for its intricate patterns, but pointed out 

that swords made of the material were quite brittle. That's consistent with its high phosphorus content, 

according to the study. 

The research was published in the Journal of Archaeological Science. 

Source: University College London 
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Michael has always been fascinated by space, technology, dinosaurs, and the weirder mysteries of the 
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Desire and Disgust: On Our Fascination with Strange Human Faces 

Namwali Serpell Considers the "Smiling Disease" Exhibit, the Elephant Man, Michael Jackson, and Others 

VIA TRANSIT BOOKS 

By Namwali Serpell 

 

On a gray, spitting day in Venice this past summer, I spent a morning strolling through the main exhibits of 

the Venice Biennale in the Arsenal. The building is tall and narrow, concrete and stolid, and like the cars of a 

train, you move from one enclosure to the next through a small vestibule. I turned one such corner and 

confronted a field of impaled skulls—of a kind. They were untouchable, behind an ankle-high rope, but you 

could circle them to an extent, see them in the round. Wooden branches, about as high and thick as 

broomsticks, were implanted in rough concrete blocks, heavy sacks nestled here and there at the base to keep 

them upright. And topping them were masks, or again, skulls—three-dimensional, chaotic conglomerations of 

long stringy hair, gnarled and carved wood, and clusters of metal nails like Congolese Nkondi. 

The title of the exhibit was Smiling Disease. The placard told me that an American sculptor named Cameron 

Jamie designed this 2008 installation and commissioned an Austrian craftsman to make it. It riffs, the placard 

said, on the folk tradition of the Perchten, “an Alpine winter character associated with the Krampus,” a 

subject of Jamie’s earlier work, but it also “references the collections of tribal artefacts that were popular 

among Surrealist artists in the early twentieth century, thought to reflect contemporary ideas about the 

subconscious and the universal significance of dreams.” 

https://bookshop.org/a/132/9781945492433
https://lithub.com/author/namwali-serpell/
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The ethnographic impulse that spurred Surrealism to break free of the cage of “realism” in the early twentieth 

century dovetailed with a psychoanalytic tendency to relegate the subconscious to the realm of the 

“primitive.”Here is a characteristic conflation from Freud’s essay on the uncanny: “It seems as if each one of 

us has been through a phase of individual development corresponding to this animistic stage in primitive men 

. . . everything which now strikes us as ‘uncanny’ fulfills the condition of touching those residues of animistic 

mental activity within us.”  

Smiling Disease invokes what the West continues to associate with tribalism—the primitive, the raw, the 

regressive, the nightmarish realm of the Id. It also directs us to consider the longstanding conditions of contact 

zones: the contested, racialized idea of appropriation; the distortions of what counts as “ethnic”; the relative 

imbalance of labor between the “artist” who commissions and the “craftsman” who makes. These are 

scarecrows and upended brooms—with their Western fairytale, Oz-like associations—but they are also 

impaled heads. Like those that Kurtz displays in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness, they reinforce the 

stereotypes of “tribal savagery”; work as a mirror for the white imperialist “gone native”; and stage a dramatic 

critique of imperialism and its savage dismemberments. 

What if Western art’s impulse was not to escape the real but to recognize modes of perception more 

attuned to the real? 

But it has always struck me that this appropriation/expropriation of “tribal artefacts”—African, Oceanic, and 

Native American masks and sculptures, to be specific—is too often relegated to a plagiaristic crime rather 

than seen as a profound aesthetic influence. What if Western art’s impulse was not to escape the real but to 

recognize modes of perception more attuned to the real? Duchamp’s and Picasso’s later experiments with 

Cubism didn’t just take from these artifacts a connotation of savagery or subconscious desires. They also took 

the use of imbricated and faceted planes to convey dimension, torsion, perspective, and movement—a 

sculptural version of stop-motion photography that non-Western cultures had long been practicing. This is 

why the faces in Smiling Disease—and they are clearly faces—ask not just to be looked at, but to be 

walked around. 

All this history hangs in the air as you circumnavigate the field of skulls, yet there is a curiously quotidian feel 

to the installation. Some of the faces are playful, with splayed teeth and jutting tongues; others are bestial, the 

hair horse- or goat-like, yet still humanoid. They escape attributions of gender and—“ethnic” or “tribal” 

flavor notwithstanding—of race. Texture is more crucial to their skin than color. The nails hammered into 

some of them warn us away (monstrum) but also gesture toward injury. But it’s unclear, as in the work of 

Francis Bacon or Phoebe Boswell, whether it is injury or movement or a roiling centrifugal force that distorts 

them. Animal, vegetable, mineral. Figures, things, creatures, half-transformed. 

The placard calls them “grotesque,” but I think Mikhail Bakhtin’s concept of the “carnivalesque” is more apt, 

in the sense of a masquerade that bursts with forms and media, that overturns binaries and hierarchies. The 

faces approach the sublime insofar as they are of the natural world and difficult to conceptualize; they 

approach the uncanny insofar as they are both homely and creepy. But they suit none of these aesthetic 

categories exactly—their hybridity has me reaching for a term that would capture the pleasures of 

monstrosity, of an eruptive catachresis. 

And in this, they remind me of Joseph Merrick. This may seem outrageous. Joseph Merrick was a human 

being. But so was Cleopatra. What if we framed his face—with its multidimensional, multifaceted, multi-
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textural complexity—in the terms with which we frame hers—as a myth, an icon, a loaded figure, so to 

speak? The Elephant Man’s fame is often attributed to the profundity of his condition, by which I mean both 

how profoundly it changed his body and how its seeming contrast with his personality struck many as 

profound. But many other humans in history have embodied those profundities. Joseph Merrick is famous 

because he has long been an object of artistic representation. 

The tradition of displaying The Elephant Man seems to have originated with Merrick himself. Having been 

cast out by his family after his mother’s death, then banned from his job as a hawker, Merrick entered the 

Leicester Union Workhouse at age 17. After a few miserable years and a surgery that mitigated some of his 

physical discomfort, Merrick contacted a well-known showman, Samuel Torr, to propose himself as an 

exhibit. Torr soon passed Merrick onto Tom Norman, who always insisted that Merrick expressed his 

preference for the life of the “freak show” over that of both the workhouse (“I don’t ever want to go back to 

that place,” Merrick said) and, though he ended up there, the London hospital: “I was stripped naked and felt 

like an animal in a cattle market.” Norman’s choice to display Merrick, and Treves’s choice to describe that 

display through a double mediation—a portrait that gives way to a tableau vivant—in fact followed the trend 

of Merrick’s own choice to be exhibited publicly. 

Merrick has become recognizable in his strangeness—indeed, it has become something of an honor to play 

him on film or on stage. 

The profusion of wild figures in descriptions of Merrick in his time—including his three-page 

Autobiography—is a small-scale version of the proliferation of artworks about him since his passing. There 

are at least five biographies of Merrick, several plays, and two films—David Lynch’s 1980 production, 

starring John Hurt, did much to bring Merrick’s story to public awareness. Merrick has become 

recognizable in his strangeness—indeed, it has become something of an honor to play him on film or on 

stage. Hurt was nominated for an Academy Award. Bradley Cooper was nominated for a Tony. 

A couple of years ago, I went to see the London production of Bernard Pomerance’s play in which Cooper 

starred. I hadn’t read the play, or much about it, so I experienced firsthand the remarkable tromp 

d’oeil Pomerance insists upon. Scene 3, titled “Who Has Seen the Like of This?” opens with a spotlight on 

Cooper, dressed only in boxers, as the actor playing Treves stands beside him and describes Merrick’s body, a 

kind of perverse blazon. As succinctly described in the stage directions: “Treves lectures. Merrick contorts 

himself to approximate projected slides of the real Merrick.” Amazingly, this works. With no prostheses, only 

a slow, willful, visibly painful contortion of the actor’s body, The Elephant Man comes to life. We “see” him. 

Yet this vision is partial, or rather, hybrid, a live catachresis. Cooper maintains his posture for the rest of the 

play but he hovers inside or over Merrick, his physical beauty present in its distortion. This stages both the 

half-transformed quality of Merrick himself and the partial way we imagine when we experience art. 

There’s also something of Brecht’s “alienation effect” to this—the idea that theater ought to prevent us from 

total immersion and emotional release by reminding us that the stage, the play, the actors are all part of an 

illusion. Rather than showing us props or stage lights, here we are continually made aware of the actor’s 

performance—and its inevitable inadequacy. It fails to be the bodily “failure” that many considered Merrick 

to be. This is because we know what Merrick looked like; his famously strange face becomes the “ideal” no 

actor can match. Pomerance’s Introductory Note insists: 
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Merrick’s face was so deformed he could not express any speech at all . . . Any attempt to reproduce his 

appearance and his speech naturalistically—if it were possible—would seem to me not only 

counterproductive, but, the more remarkably successful, the more distracting from the play. For how he 

appeared, let slide projections suffice. 

I don’t think we even need slides anymore. 

So often has Merrick been depicted that, again like Cleopatra, his representation—our shared conjured picture 

of him—has eclipsed him. The recent discovery of a coin bearing Cleopatra’s profile attests that her reported 

beauty has overtaken her historical face. As our standards have shifted, our image of “the most beautiful 

woman in the world” has changed accordingly. In the same way, the figure of The Elephant Man has 

overtaken the real Joseph Merrick. And his unaccountable face still issues forth a continual flow of artistic 

catachreses—monstrously mixed metaphors. 

* 

When The Elephant Man appeared in Michael Jackson’s 1989 video for “Leave Me Alone,” he was depicted 

as an elephant skull atop a human skeleton. This is less a cartoon and more of a hybrid visual pun, an 

animetaphor. The two dancing figures exhibit the features of racial “animatedness” Sianne Ngai describes in 

her book Ugly Feelings. Analyzing stop-motion animation, Ngai argues that the “seemingly neutral state of 

‘being moved’” has been “twisted into the image of the overemotional racialized subject, abetting his or her 

construction as unusually receptive to external control.” This music video is also an early version of the 

racialized logic of the internet meme, which Aria Dean describes as “dematerialized,” “depersonalized,” “in 

circulation,” “atomized and multiplicitous,” but also “vulnerable to appropriation and capture.” Both Ngai and 

Dean argue that the animation of non-white people seems to usurp their agency—they become automatons, 

puppets, splices of energetic life disconnected from human subjecthood, unable to “stand on their own.” But 

both critics also note that animatedness offers the possibility for spontaneous, unexpected agency, an 

“unaccounted-for autonomy.” 

Jackson collected eccentricity like it was a hobby, but it seems fitting that he was rumored to be fond of the 

most famously beautiful face in history and the most famously distorted one. 

When we admire Jackson’s virtuosic dance movements, we are praising this ambivalent animatedness. But we 

can catch traces of this ambiguous agency in his face as well—and that helps us understand the radical 

potential of the face as a form of craft, as a work of art. Rumored to have bought Merrick’s skeleton, Jackson 

was obsessed with Cleopatra, too—he owned a painting of her death and staged a love affair with Egypt in his 

video for “Remember the Time.” Jackson collected eccentricity like it was a hobby, but it seems fitting that he 

was rumored to be fond of the most famously beautiful face in history and the most famously distorted one. 

Jackson himself wore a stranger and stranger face over time. He was diagnosed with vitiligo, a condition that 

causes the loss of skin color in spreading patches, but the public long assumed that he was bleaching his skin 

out of racial self-hatred. Jackson epitomizes the dread and the fascination we have about playing with the 

face, about remolding it into a work of art: the distortion of race, gender, sexuality, and ability it entails, the 

compulsive aesthetic labor of it. We often use the concept of the fetish to describe Jackson’s motivations: he 
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“fetishized” whiteness, or a childish idea of it—a thin nose and pale skin—that may have coincided with his 

sexual preferences. 

But the other context in which Freud introduces the fetish—mourning—is fitting for Jackson’s face too: 

In the analysis of two young men I learned that each— one when he was two years old and the other when 

he  was ten—had failed to take cognizance of the death of his beloved father—had “scotomized” [mentally 

blocked] it—and yet neither of them had developed a psychosis. . . But further research led to another solution 

of the contradiction . . . It was only one current in their mental life that had not recognized their father’s death; 

there was another current which took full account of that fact. The attitude which fitted in with the wish and 

the attitude which fitted in with reality existed side by side. 

Walter Benjamin argues that the cult value of art—what he calls its “aura”—doesn’t disappear with the 

advent of photography: “It retires into an ultimate retrenchment: the human countenance . . . The cult of 

remembrance of loved ones, absent or dead, offers a last refuge for the cult value of the pictures. For the last 

time the aura emanates from the early photographs in the fleeting expression of a human face. This is what 

constitutes their melancholy, incomparable beauty.” As with Freud’s patients who both believe and don’t 

believe in their fathers’ deaths, the picture of a face both shines with the aura of presence and with the sense 

that it is fleeting, that the face belongs to a corpse. To look at before and after pictures of Jackson’s face, even 

before his death, has always been to experience this sense of glowing grief. 

What if we thought of Jackson’s addiction to plastic surgery not as self-loathing body modification, but as a 

form of artistic practice? 

It feels somehow wrong to say that our disavowal, the way we compensate for the loss of a person, 

is pleasurable. But it is certainly strange and unaccountably riveting to watch Jackson’s blackness and 

vibrancy and fleshy plenitude dissolve as we turn from before to after, a decay before death, all the more 

poignant in that it may have been preventable. Our continued fascination with Jackson’s will to deface, or un-

face, himself is not a mourning ritual—which would have a sense of resolution, a peaceful letting go. It is, as 

Benjamin’s language suggests, a melancholy attachment: we can’t quite relinquish the glowing younger 

Michael. We bring it continually to the fore, juxtaposing it with that whitewashed older Michael. We look at 

them, back and forth, a fetishistic, masochistic oscillation. 

Again, perhaps outrageously, I’m tempted to ask: what if we thought of Jackson’s addiction to plastic 

surgery—which killed him, insofar as it made him addicted to the painkillers he overdosed on—not as self-

loathing body modification, but as a form of artistic practice? This does not make it, nor him, more 

forgivable. But it shifts the lens through which we view his face. We no longer read it as a failure to attain 

The Ideal Face, nor as his psychological damage writ visible. Rather, it conjures that confounding admixture 

of pain and ambition, of suffering and double consciousness, that artists use as a crucible in which to forge a 

complex art. What can’t be denied is that Michael Jackson, Joseph Merrick, and Cleopatra each made their 

strange faces a shameless spectacle. Doesn’t this reject the notion that strangeness is a matter of shame at all? 

__________________________________ 
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Excerpted from Stranger Faces by Namwali Serpell. Copyright © 2020. Reprinted with permission of the 

publisher, Transit Books. 

 

Namwali Serpell 

Namwali Serpell is a Zambian writer who teaches at the University of California, Berkeley. She won the 2015 

Caine Prize for African Writing, received a 2011 Rona Jaffe Foundation Writers’ Award, and was selected for 

the Africa39, a 2014 Hay Festival project to identify the most promising African writers under forty. Her first 

novel, The Old Drift, was published by Hogarth/Penguin Random House in 2019. 

 

https://lithub.com/desire-and-disgust-on-our-fascination-with-strange-human-faces/ 

  

https://lithub.com/desire-and-disgust-on-our-fascination-with-strange-human-faces/%E2%80%9Chttps:/bookshop.org/a/132/9781945492433%E2%80%9D
https://lithub.com/author/namwali-serpell/
https://lithub.com/author/namwali-serpell/
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The critical role of single atoms on the electronic properties of a metal organic network 

ByDIPC October 8, 2020   

Organic-based materials have gained rising interest as active components in electronics, energy conversion 

and catalytic systems. However, the discrete nature of the molecular constituents of these systems implies a 

reduced electron conductance, lowering the device efficiency. 

 

In order to increase the electron delocalization through an improved structural order, which favors orbital 

overlap and consequently the intramolecular charge transport, the use of halogen atoms is one of the possible 

strategies. Actually, doping and molecular functionalization with halogen atoms have demonstrated to 

improve the molecular crystallinity through high-directional bonds. At the same time, halogens modulate the 

electrical properties, the potential barrier and energy levels. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/08/the-critical-role-of-single-atoms-on-the-electronic-properties-of-a-metal-organic-network/#author
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The problem with the halogen strategy is that the resulting higher conductivity of these materials degrades 

quickly due to the low chemical stability of the compunds, especially those including iodine or bromine. 

This same chemical instability of the functionalized molecules, which can easily undergo redox-reaction 

detaching the halogen, has instead been recently exploited to synthetize polymers through cross-coupling 

reactions allowing the formation of shape-controlled and surface-supported polymers. Electron delocalization, 

in this case, occurs through the backbone of -conjugated molecular units covalently bonded in extended 

polymers. Paradoxically, these recent experiments generally neglect the possible contribution to the charge 

conductance of halogens, by-products of the reaction, and rather promote their desorption by annealing or by 

exposure to hydrogen. 

Now, the fundamental contribution to charge-conductance of bromine atoms, spontaneously detached during 

molecular assembly on Cu(110) surface, has been reported 1. 

The researchers characterize the assembly of the 4,7-dibromobenzo[c]-1,2,5-thiadiazole (2Br-BTD) 

molecules and of their reaction byproducts on Cu(110). BTD molecules are a prototypical compound widely 

used in electronics and photovoltaics due to the electronic structure and the capability to form donor-acceptor 

units. The assembly of these molecules on the Cu surface leads to the spontaneous redox-reaction of the two 

Br terminations, which detach, transmetalating the molecules with Cu adatoms, according to the Ullmann 

redox-reaction on copper surfaces. 

By means of scanning tunneling microscopy and density functional theory (DFT) calculations, the team of 

researchers has observed in differential conductance maps and characterized the formation of 1D-structures – 

that the researchers call channels – which interconnect molecular states through the pores of the metal-organic 

network. 

To explain the origin of these electronic structures, the team proposes a mechanism that enables the 

delocalization of a well-defined molecular resonant state into the continuous channels observed. Br atoms, as 

mentioned by-products of the 2Br-BTD molecules redox-reacted on Cu(110), determine the formation and 

continuity of the channel by displacing into neighboring adsorption positions within the network. This shift of 

one lattice constant changes the Br bonding configuration which, in its turn, modifies the local potential 

landscape, the energy level alignment and, thereby, the length of the channel. 

Even if not directly involved in the conductance, the exact location of bromine atoms turns to be so critical 

that the shift of one lattice-constant in their adsorption position creates a structural order-disorder transition, 

which induces a misalignment of the energy levels and affects the continuity of the channel. In other words, 

although these Br byproducts do not contribute directly to the conductance, they critically control it. 

These results stress the critical role that single atoms can play on the electronic properties of a metal organic 

network. Such structural properties have been suggested to strongly affect the electron transport in organics 

and are considered among the principal factors limiting carrier’s mobility. 

Author: César Tomé López is a science writer and the editor of Mapping Ignorance. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/08/the-critical-role-of-single-atoms-on-the-electronic-properties-of-a-metal-organic-network/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-7291-1
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/02/07/the-role-of-copper-in-the-ullmann-reaction/
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/02/07/the-role-of-copper-in-the-ullmann-reaction/
http://about.me/cesar_tome
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Disclaimer: Parts of this article may be copied verbatim or almost verbatim from the referenced research 

paper. 

References 

1. Ana Barragán, Ane Sarasola, Lucia Vitali (2020) Anisotropic Electron Conductance Driven by 

Reaction Byproducts on a Porous Network of Dibromobenzothiadiazole on Cu(110) Angewandte 

Chemie International Edition doi: 10.1002/anie.202008297 ↩ 

written by 

DIPC 

 

Donostia International Physics Center (DIPC) is a singular research center born in 2000 devoted to research at 

the cutting edge in the fields of Condensed Matter Physics and Materials Science. Since its conception DIPC 

has stood for the promotion of excellence in research, which demands a flexible space where creativity is 

stimulated by diversity of perspectives. Its dynamic research community integrates local host scientists and a 

constant flow of international visiting researchers. 

 Website 

 @DIPCehu 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/08/the-critical-role-of-single-atoms-on-the-electronic-properties-of-a-

metal-organic-

network/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%2

8Mapping+Ignorance%29 

  

https://doi.org/10.1002/anie.202008297
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/08/the-critical-role-of-single-atoms-on-the-electronic-properties-of-a-metal-organic-network/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#reference-7291-1
https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/
http://dipc.ehu.es/
https://twitter.com/DIPCehu
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/08/the-critical-role-of-single-atoms-on-the-electronic-properties-of-a-metal-organic-network/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/08/the-critical-role-of-single-atoms-on-the-electronic-properties-of-a-metal-organic-network/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/08/the-critical-role-of-single-atoms-on-the-electronic-properties-of-a-metal-organic-network/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2020/10/08/the-critical-role-of-single-atoms-on-the-electronic-properties-of-a-metal-organic-network/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 

 

 

  

   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 538  october 2020 

 

150 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=3d7d64df75&e=d538c8f2e0 

The Fence 
by Louise Erdrich 

Issue no. 111 (Summer 1989) 

Then one day the gray rags vanish 

and the sweet wind rattles her sash. 

Her secrets bloom hot. I’m wild for everything.  

My body is a golden armor around my unborn child’s body, 

and I’ll die happy, here on the ground. 

I bend to the mixture of dirt, chopped hay, 

grindings of coffee from our dark winter breakfasts.  

I spoon the rich substance around the acid-loving shrubs  

I tear down last year’s drunken vines, 

pull the black rug off the bed of asparagus 

and lie there, knowing by June I’ll push the baby out  

as easily as seed wings fold back from the cotyledon. 

I see the first leaf already, the veined tongue 

rigid between the thighs of the runner beans. 

I know how the shoot will complicate itself  

as roots fill the trench.  

Here is the link fence, the stem doubling toward it, 

and something I’ve never witnessed. 

One moment the young plant trembles on its stalk. 

The next, it has already gripped the wire.  

Now it will continue to climb, dragging rude blossoms 

to the other side 

until in summer fruit like green scimitars,  

the frieze of vines, the small body  

spread before me in its need 

drinking light from the shifting wall of my body,  

and its fingers, tiny stems wavering to mine, 

flexing for the ascent. 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=3d7d64df75&e=d538c8f2e0

