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General John A. Wickham, commander of the famous 101st Airborne Division in the 1970s and
subsequently Army Chief of Staff, once visited Antietam battlefield. Gazing at Bloody Lane
where, in 1862, several Union assaults were brutally repulsed before they finally broke through,
he marveled, "You couldn't get American soldiers today to make an attack like that." Why did
those men risk certain death, over and over again, through countless bloody battles and four
long, awful years ? Why did the conventional wisdom -- that soldiers become increasingly
cynical and disillusioned as war progresses -- not hold true in the Civil War?It is to this question--
why did they fight--that James McPherson, America's preeminent Civil War historian, now turns
his attention. He shows that, contrary to what many scholars believe, the soldiers of the Civil War
remained powerfully convinced of the ideals for which they fought throughout the conflict.
Motivated by duty and honor, and often by religious faith, these men wrote frequently of their firm
belief in the cause for which they fought: the principles of liberty, freedom, justice, and patriotism.
Soldiers on both sides harkened back to the Founding Fathers, and the ideals of the American
Revolution. They fought to defend their country, either the Union--"the best Government ever
made"--or the Confederate states, where their very homes and families were under siege. And
they fought to defend their honor and manhood. "I should not lik to go home with the name of a
couhard," one Massachusetts private wrote, and another private from Ohio said, "My wife would
sooner hear of my death than my disgrace." Even after three years of bloody battles, more than
half of the Union soldiers reenlisted voluntarily. "While duty calls me here and my country
demands my services I should be willing to make the sacrifice," one man wrote to his protesting
parents. And another soldier said simply, "I still love my country."McPherson draws on more than
25,000 letters and nearly 250 private diaries from men on both sides. Civil War soldiers were
among the most literate soldiers in history, and most of them wrote home frequently, as it was
the only way for them to keep in touch with homes that many of them had left for the first time in
their lives. Significantly, their letters were also uncensored by military authorities, and are
uniquely frank in their criticism and detailed in their reports of marches and battles, relations
between officers and men, political debates, and morale. For Cause and Comrades lets these
soldiers tell their own stories in their own words to create an account that is both deeply moving
and far truer than most books on war.Battle Cry of Freedom, McPherson's Pulitzer Prize-winning
account of the Civil War, was a national bestseller that Hugh Brogan, in The New York Times,
called "history writing of the highest order." For Cause and Comrades deserves similar
accolades, as McPherson's masterful prose and the soldiers' own words combine to create both
an important book on an often-overlooked aspect of our bloody Civil War, and a powerfully
moving account of the men who fought it.



Consider a war in which 25,000 soldiers are killed or wounded in a single battle, as they were at
Gettysburg, or 16,000 in a single day, as at Antietam. The degree of suffering and hardship
during the American Civil War has been well documented and analyzed in books and films from
Margaret Mitchell's fictional Gone with the Wind to Bell Irvin Wiley's classic studies of Civil War
soldiers, The Life of Johnny Reb and The Life of Billy Yank. All these sources agree on the
brutality of the combat, but what motivated soldiers to continue fighting under such bitter
conditions is the cause of some controversy. Until recently, the common stance has been that
soldiers enlisted out of economic need and stayed out of loyalty to their comrades. The
respected Civil War historian James M. McPherson weighs in with a different point of view in For
Cause and Comrades.Professor McPherson posits that the common rank-and-file soldiers did
indeed hold political and ideological beliefs that prodded them to enlist and to fight. His research
is based on letters and diaries from 1,076 Union and Confederate soldiers. These reveal many
motivations, but always they lead back to duty, honor, and a cause worth dying for. For Cause
and Comrades is a fascinating exploration of the 19th-century mind--a mind, it seems, that
differs profoundly from our own.--This text refers to the hardcover edition.From School Library
JournalYA. This powerful commentary by today's premier Civil War historian is truly compelling
in its depth and intensity. McPherson has extrapolated and quoted from over 25,000 letters and
249 diaries of more than 1000 Union and Confederate soldiers. The documentation is
impressive and is successful in substantiating the thesis that many motivations were at work in
the hearts of the Civil War fighting men; but on the whole, they were driven by noble ideals of
honor; duty; and devotion to God, country, home, and family. Many of the letters tell of the
loneliness, depression, discouragement, exhaustion, pain, hunger, and lack of sanitation. The
written words of these young soldiers are simple in expression but poignant in emotion.
Frequently, after quoting a touching passage written to a wife, mother, or other family member,
McPherson comments that the aforementioned soldier was killed on the battlefield or died of
disease. The book fills readers with a profound respect for the soldiers who struggled so
valiantly for the cause in which they believed. Interesting appendixes on the geographical origins
of soldiers and their occupations give students an illuminating view of both armies. Extensive
footnotes enhance the value of the volume.?Peggy Mooney, Pohick Public Library, Burke,
VACopyright 1997 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text refers to the hardcover
edition.From Library JournalVolumes have been written on the causes of the Civil War, but less
has been written on what caused soldiers to risk their lives on the battlefield. McPherson, author
of the Pulitzer Prize-winning Battle Cry of Freedom, (LJ 3/1/88), fills the gap. After studying
thousands of letters and diaries, he discusses what really led soldiers to enlist, what kept them
in the army, and what led them to the front lines. Examining Victorian America and its influence
on soldiers' sense of duty, he considers factors of religion, liberty, and preservation of the Union
and the deciding pull of self-preservation. McPherson maintains that Civil War soldiers enlisted
with others from their community and stayed with them as a unit?living, fighting, and dying
together. Drawing liberally from primary sources, he has written an absorbing account. Essential



reading for Civil War collections in both public and academic libraries.?Grant A. Fredericksen,
Illinois Prairie Dist. P.L., MetamoraCopyright 1997 Reed Business Information, Inc. --This text
refers to the hardcover edition.From BooklistMcPherson's latest Civil War study addresses the
question, What kept the soldiers fighting? McPherson has conducted a quasisurvey by poring
over collections of soldiers' letters--a procedure he admits leads to biases of social class,
education, and high motivation. Within those limitations, McPherson argues that the Civil War
soldier not only knew modern unit cohesion (i.e., don't let your buddies down) but felt impelled
by genuine political, ideological, and patriotic impulses to both enlist and remain in the field.
Both Union men and Confederates regarded themselves as the true heirs of the American
Revolution, and McPherson is admirably free of condescension toward those attitudes. He has
also, as usual, researched thoroughly and written more eloquently than almost any other Civil
War historian since Bruce Catton. The result is an invaluable book, though a saddening one as,
time and again, we read that the author of some eloquent statement of commitment died in
action, in Andersonville, or of the measles. Roland Green --This text refers to the hardcover
edition.From Kirkus ReviewsA grunt's-eye account of the Civil War. Drawing on some 25,000
letters and 250 diaries from 1,000 Yankee and Rebel soldiers, Pulitzer Prizewinning historian
McPherson (Battle Cry of Freedom, 1989; Drawn with the Sword, 1996; etc.) examines what it
was that kept these men engaged in a horribly bloody, and often mismanaged, conflict.
Pondering the suicidal assault at Gettysburg that history remembers as Pickett's Charge,
McPherson asks at the outset: Why did these soldiers ``go forward despite the high odds
against coming out safely''? Why, despite frequent opportunities, did they not all cut and run for
home, North and South alike? Comparing his findings to data from other wars, especially
Vietnam and WW II, McPherson concludes that the seemingly quaint concepts of duty and
personal honor motivated the fighters far more effectively than did ideas of patriotism, states'
rights, or abolitionism, although those concepts were certainly powerful; and, he notes, ``the
motivating power of soldiers' ideals of manhood and honor seemed to increase rather than
decrease during the last terrible year of the war.'' Brave though these men were, their letters and
diaries, filled with expressions of the loneliness and terror of combat, make for sobering reading.
Many of the young writers (the median age of the combatants was about 24) did not outlive the
war, and it is touching to read their hopeful words, even at strange turns, as when a Confederate
officer urges his wife to buy another slave, remarking that, if the South loses, the money spent
would be worthless anyway, while if the South wins, the slave's value would certainly increase.
McPherson's own narrative is somewhat flat, but he touches on many points of interest, not least
of them a thoughtful exploration of combat stress and the madness wrought by unrelenting
battle. McPherson's newest addition to a long roster of books is valuable not only for Civil War
aficionados but for students of military history generally. -- Copyright ©1997, Kirkus Associates,
LP. All rights reserved. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.Review"In For Cause and
Comrades the voices of the young men of the North and South sing out to us clearly, colorfully,
compellingly, telling us what it was like for them--the battles, the camps, the cold and hunger, the



fear, the boredom, the despair, the triumph. "--The Wall Street Journal"A stunning, authentic
narrative of the war from beginning to end, woven out of totally disparate voices...but strikingly
shared experiences."--The Boston Globe"In a prose that is both sensitive and remarkably lucid,
[McPherson] helps us to reenter an American society in which ideals were not merely pat
phrases but principles that inspired conduct--however hateful some of those principles were."--
New York Review of Books"McPherson, For Cause and Comrades, will make all of us rethink the
meaning of the Civil War. By asking why men fought, and looking to the diaries and letters to see
how and why they thought about war and its moral and ideological costs and consequences,
McPherson puts us into the soul of America.This book will provoke and inform class
discussions..."--Randall M. Miller, St. Joseph's University"Modern Americans often express
astonishment at the commitment to their causes exhibited by Union and Confederate soldiers
during the Civil War. Anyone hoping to understand what motivated soldiers in that horrific conflict
should welcome James M. McPherson's For Cause and Comrades. McPherson usesletters and
diaries of more than a thousand men to explore how religion, ideology, notions about honor and
manhood, pressure from home, and hatred for the enemy contributed to a quite remarkable
willingness to sacrifice. Reflecting the fruitful conjunction of an important topic and the talents of
amajor historian, this book merits the widest possible readership."--Gary W. Gallagher,
Professor of American History, The Pennsylvania State University"For Cause and Comrades
adds to Professor James McPherson's luster as one of our foremost Civil War historians...He
takes issue with other scholars who downplay or dismiss the idological commitments of Civil
War soldiers, and argues persuasively that courage, honor, love of liberty and country
hadpowerful meanings in North and South."--William J. Cooper, Jr., Boyd Professor of History,
Louisiana State University"Another excellent 'must read' from the dean of modern Civil War
scholars. Thought provoking."--Ken Noe, State University of West Georgia"A brilliant analysis of
why they fought by a master of Civil War lore and history."--C. Vann Woodward, Sterling
Professor of History, Emeritus, Yale University"At a time when the work of some of our leading
historians bulge with theory, and carry meager evidence, McPherson shows us history at its
best."--Gabor Boritt, Robert C. Fluhrer Professor of Civil War Studies, Gettysburg College"For
Cause and Comrades is nothing short of an excellent book. The most accomplished Civil War
historian of today has produced a richly-rsearched, elegantly-written volume that shatters once
and for all the illusion that Civil War soldiers lacked an understanding of the monumental
idological issuesof their day. When students of the Civil War wonder what prompted those
Confederates to storm Cemetery Ridge, or what motivated Union soldiers to pin their names to
their jackets and then assault the ememy works at Cold Harbor, they need look no farther than
For Cause and Comrades."--Joseph T.Glatthaar, Professor of History, University of
Houston"This is an excellent complement to McPherson's Ordeal by Fire. For Cause and
Comrades lends a personal dimension to the soldiers' perspective of the meaning of this bitter
national struggle."--Thomas Best, Monmouth College"McPherson's newest addition to a long
roster of books is valuable not only for Civil War afficionados but for students of military history



generally."--Kirkus"Essential reading for Civil War Collections in both public and academic
libraries."--Library Journal"McPherson convincingly maintains that the chief reason so many
Civil War Soldiers fought so long and so resolutely was that they had an iron belief in their
goals."--Los Angeles Times"[McPherson] not only illuminates soldier resolve, but climbs inside
the heads of Billies and Johnnies to explore much about what made them tick."--Michael E.
Ruane, The Baltimore Sun"The book fills readers with a profound respect for the soldiers who
struggled so valiantly for the cause in which they believed."--School Library Journal"[A]
persuasive and provocative account of why the Civil War soldiers fought."--CHOICE--This text
refers to the hardcover edition.From the Back CoverWhy did the conventional wisdom - that
soldiers become increasingly cynical and disillusioned as war progresses - not hold true in the
Civil War?. It is to this question - why did they fight - that James M. McPherson, America's
preeminent Civil War historian, now turns his attention. He shows that, contrary to what many
scholars believe, the soldiers of the Civil War remained powerfully convinced of the ideals for
which they fought throughout the conflict. McPherson draws on more than 25,000 letters and
nearly 250 private diaries from men on both sides. Civil War soldiers were among the most
literate soldiers in history, and most of them wrote home frequently, as it was the only way for
them to keep in touch with homes that many of them had left for the first time in their lives.
Significantly, their letters were also uncensored by military authorities and are uniquely frank in
their criticism and detailed in their reports of marches and battles, relations between officers and
men, political debates, and morale. For Cause and Comrades lets these soldiers tell their own
stories in their own words to create an account that is both deeply moving and far truer than
most books on war. --This text refers to the hardcover edition.About the AuthorJames
McPherson is the George Henry Davis '86 Professor of American History at Princeton University
where he has taught since 1962. The author of eleven books on the Civil War era of American
History, he won the Pulitzer Prize in History in 1989 for Battle Cry of Freedom.--This text refers to
the hardcover edition.Read more
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Robert A. Hall, “Correction. I submitted a review for a different book.. As a history buff, I am an
admirer of McPherson’s work on the Civil War, so I requested this book for Christmas from my
wife. It didn’t disappoint. The author draws on the letters and diaries of common soldiers, not
published memoirs which tend to spin the truth to show the writer in a favorable light. It is a
valuable addition to Civil War literature that I highly recommend. My great, great grandfather,
Sergeant Oliver Vernal, fought through the war, and was one of the three-year men who
reenlisted. He had a 30 day leave from that, married my great, great grandmother, and returned
to battle. He was badly wounded twice, once at Deep Bottom when the Sixth broke and fled.
There he was shot through his tin cup into his hip. I assume it was on his belt behind him and he
was running with the rest. Good thing too, because he had no children at the time. The Sixth had
good days. They went into Battery Wagner next to the famous 54th Massachusetts, but didn’t
get a mention in the movie Glory. My one disagreement with McPherson is when he says the
Civil War soldiers were volunteers, unlike those who fought in Vietnam, who were draftees or
career regulars. I wrote to McPherson and said that two-thirds of those who fought in Vietnam
were, like me, volunteers who did not make careers of the military, while two-thirds of the
soldiers in WWII were draftees. He wrote back and said he would fix that if there was another
addition. This book offers great insight into human motivation, and I highly recommend it.”

Rob, “Changed the Debate Around the Civil War. James McPherson masterfully again takes the
reader into the heart of the Civil War with his book For Cause and Comrades. McPherson in
retelling the motives of the massive volunteer army of the Civil War approaches the topic as any
scholar should, by examining and reexamining the primary sources. McPherson also introduced
statistical analysis into his work, which provided a starting point for scholars in the future to
argue over his conclusions. This powerful book not only is moving as readers weep with the
soldiers who suffered so much, but also it forces the reader to reexamine their preconceived
notions of why men fought in the Civil War. This book will be a classic for historian and Civil War
enthusiasts alike for decades to come. It is my personal recommendation that readers take the
time to read and enjoy this fantastic piece of literature.”

John L. Leland, “... and Confederate soldiers gave in letters home and the like for for fighting the
Civil War. Extremely helpful and even-handed description of the reasons that Union and
Confederate soldiers gave in letters home and the like for for fighting the Civil War. It is worth
noting that though secessionist politicians talked much about defending slavery as the cause for
the southern revolt, that was not true of the actual soldiers, though some (chiefly the wealthier
ones) used euphemisms for slavery like "southern institutions." The main issue seems to have
been simply southern independence on one side annd preservation of the union on the other
(with a gradual shift on the Union side to ending slavery as.the war progressed.)”



Moses, “A refreshing insight into our own prejudices on the Civil War. Even though the material
sources were relatively small in comparison with the large number of people who fought in the
Civil War, the author was very good at analyzing this group and mentioned this limitation in his
writings. If you take this book in conjunction with other books, you can draw good insight into
thoughts and reasons why people went to war, and how their thoughts changed as the conflict
matured. The soldiers became more human and their reasons for fighting and believing in their
respective causes was more understood to the reader, even though you could not condone
some of these reasons. Today we are more judgmental and quick to condemn others due to our
political correctness, but this book helps to look past our own shortsightedness. I would highly
recommend this book to all serious students of the Civil War.”

Cass, “4/5 stars. Some writing in the book, but it was generally clean and in great shape. The
book is great for learning about the details of the lives of the soldiers and their families, rather
than the myths that have permeated our education system and beliefs about the Civil War.
Sometimes the structure of the book is confusing as the author constantly switches between the
Union and Confederate soldiers within the same paragraph or page, which can make it hard to
keep all of the motivations and stories straight.”

Jake, “Good study on why men joined the fight and why they stayed after the initial 'rage militaire'
faded. I enjoy author McPherson's style and the way he presents his material; he's very readable
and one can grasp what he's saying quite readily. I finished this study today and have not
digested it completely. McPherson relies of the wealth of information comprised of the letters
and diaries of combat soldiers, many of them privates, to explain his conclusions about why men
joined the Union and Confederate armies. He discusses motivations for joining, which were
quite similar for men on both sides (except for the southron's view that his 'country' was
invaded):: liberty, preservation of freedom, and patriotism. McPherson goes on to examine
soldiers' writings to discover why they stayed in service when times were bleak, such as Union
soldiers after Fredericksburg and Second Bull Run and Confederates after the triple whammy of
Gettysburg, Vicksburg, and Chattanooga. Moreover, the author looks at combat motivation, or
what caused men to do what they did during battle. I especially liked the last chapter in which
McPherson examined Confederate soldiers' views on arming slaves to fight for the south and
what cause Union soldiers who's three year enlistments were up in 1864 to reenlist voluntarily.”

Noel O'brien, “eye-opener. mc pherson has done it again a great insight into the ACW a must for
the civil war buff, nothing can match primary sources which this book has in abundance.”

The book by James M. McPherson has a rating of 5 out of 4.5. 407 people have provided
feedback.
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