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FOREWORD 

This paper about James D. Davidson and his family is 

written with two purposes in mind - an analysis of the work & 

contributions of a man and family who themselves made sub

stantive input into the events of their day · and as a window into 

the social history as a paradigm of the pressures brought upon 

the families and individuals of the South by the events of 

the day. 

Material for this paper comes in the main from original 

letters in the archives of the Roc kbridge Historical Society 

and especially from the Davidson files .of the McCormick Col

lection in the archives of the Wisconsin State Hi storical 

Society in Madison, Wisconsin. 

I have concentr a t ed upon the events surrounding the war 

in which James D. Davidson a.rid his family had the greatest 

r eal effect upon the political and military events of the day. 

Particular emphasis h 2.s been given to portions of the Davidson 

story not written about before, based larg ely upon materials 

from the Mc Co r mick Co l l ec tion . 

I Wfu"'lt to express p articular th 2,nks to Dr. Ch arles W. 

'I1.n·ner, who served as ny advisor for the paper and who ac com

panied me to Hadison, for his tirn.e and advice; and to :Miss 

Annette Bennett , who t yp ed the f inal draft of the paper. 
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History, in the final analysis, is not only stories of 

governments and churches and wars and movements and institutions. 

It is rather the story of men, and men's action, and men's 

ideas fitting together into a collage of interaction and 

interdependence. To come to a better understanding of the 

past and the forces which formed it, it becomes necessary to 

study the actions and ideas of men who shapeu these forces 

and who were to varying degrees shaped and influenced by them. 

One such man was James D. Davidson of Lexington, Virginia. 

His role, and that of his family, in the tumultous events 

preceding and during the War Between the States (and particularly 

Virginia's participation in that War) will be the subject 

of this paper. 

Davidson was a member of what in leadership theory could 

be termed the second echelon of leadership elite. He was not 

himself a decision maker, but he was a very definite policy 

influencer with substantial input into the political process. 



The Davidson family letters upon which the majority of 

this paper is based give a poignant and incisive view into the 

events of the day. 'rhey form a primary source which paints 

a clear and detailed self-potrait of' the local leadership of 

Virginia and the South. 

While the scope of this paper includes the whole war period, 

the heaviest concentration is upon that part of the period in 

· which Davidson's participation in public affairs was the most 

important and the most influential {and about which is preserved 

the largest amount of letters): that being the chain of events 

leading to Virginia's secession from the Union and the early 

years of the War. 

'The story of J ames D. Davidson and his family is important 

because it in itself comprises a very signif icant chapter of 

local history. Moreover (and more importantly), the Davidson 

story stands as an excellent parRdigm example of local leadership, 

with family pressures and divisions, and individual sacrifice 

and opinion in Civil War and late ante-bellum Virginia. As such 

it provides valuable insight into the overall fabric of Southern 

Civil War and ante-bellum society and politics, and an inside 

view of the actual Southern political decision-making process, 

particularly in the case of Virginia's decision to secede. 
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With this latter perspective in mind, a study of James 

D. Davidson and his family becomes more than just simply local 

history, and it is with this latter perspective and with this 

latter purpose that this paper is presented. 

I. 

'I'he Davidson family had long been prominent in the 

Lexington area. James D. Davidson's father, Andrew Baker 

Davidson, was a Presbyterian minister and the senior member of 

the Lexington Presbytery. 'I'he senior Davidson was well-known 

and widely respected for his evangelistic work, and himself 

founded the Presbyterian churches at Collierstown, Kerr's Creek, 

and Rockbridge Baths. 1 In addition, for a time he was principal 

of the Ann Smith Academy and served on the Board of Trustees 

of Washington College. 2 

Davidson's maternal lineage was similarly influential in 

the area. His mother's brother was General Charles P. Dorman, 

a well-respected Lexington attorney under whom Davidson later 

read and then practiced law. 3 

In this environment Davidson grew up, graduating from 

Washing ton College in 18 28 and teaching a year at n f'iold school 

in Botetourt County before reading law and being admitted to 

the bar in 1831.4 
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J·arnes D. had four brothers, all of whom also attended Wash

ington College. William L. was a physician who died in 1830, 

only three years after graduating from college. Alexander H. 

moved to Indiana and served in the Civil War as a general in 

the Union army. Charles B. was an Episcopal minister who served 

most of his ministry in Indiana and Ohio. Henry G. was a Rich

mond teacher, physician, and businessman. He was later President 

of the Southern Insurance Co. and during the war served as a 

surgeon in the Confederate army.5 

James D. Davidson himself was an amiable, friendly, and 

t d H h d k ·t d h ·1 . d 6 re spec e man. e a a een wi an a s arp, agi e min . 

He had travelled some, including a trip through the South 

in 1836. (His lengthy diary of his two months of travels 

provides a detailed and incisive description of Southern life 

at the close of tbs Jacksonian Era.) and a visit to the 1851 

World's l◄'air in London. 7 Nonetheless, he chose to remain in 

Lexington, even though a lawyer of his ability could doubtless 

have grown much richer elsewhere, and on several occasions he 

was actually urged to take up such a practice in a more urban 

8 area. 

He developed a t alent for writing in college, and through

out his life wrote poetry, rhymes, and limericks, once even 

arguing an entire · court case in humorous verse. (The jude;e, 

while holding for Davidson's client, was not extremely amused.) 9 
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With several others., he published a literary magazine in Lex

ington called the Mountain Laurel., and contributed both poetry 

and short stories to it f or publication between 1829 and 1831. 10 

As an attorney., Davidson was held in wide repute. His forte 

was chancery law and estate settlement., and he brought an in

novative and imaginative style into the courtroom. He was 

widely regarded as the best lawyer of his generation in Virginia 

in the above two fields of law. 11 

Davidson seems to have been a 1 awyer of great intec;ri ty., 

highl~r respected by judges, clients, and his fellow attorneys. 

He was known throughout the Valley and even beyond as the "Coun

try Lawyer," and regarded as the Dean of the Rockbridge Bar. 12 

He was by nature an outspoken man., and once explained 

this trait in a letter to Governor John Letcher (a very close 

personal friend) before offering some advice. 

You well know it is not my habit to flatter any mnn. 
In my early life., I was guided by a remark, made by Sir 
Phillip Francis, in the British Parliament to a young 
member, who was praising in a speech another member. 
Sir Phillip took him aside, and said to him, 11 I am an 
old member - let me advise1 §ou never praise another member, 
except in odium tertie. 11 · 

Though Davidson did not totally follow the above admonition, 

he did mete out praise only when it was well deserved 

and could be sincerely given. 

He was a slaveowner himself., and according to J.e6l2 tax 
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records owned four slaves. 14 Nonetheless, certain practices 

of sl a veholding deeply disturbed h:i.m. During his 1836 trip 

through the South., he beheld the New Orleans slave markets 

and was moved to write in his diary entry of November 9 

of the horrors he saw there. 

I saw a likely n egro WQmnn and her three children 
be i ng held h e re at public auction. The mother and 
children wept bitterly during the sale. I pitied them. 
But the people here are harde ned to sucr-5things, and 
they look upon t h em with indifference. • 

Davidson retained much of the relig ious heritage g iven 

him by his father, and his letters are peppered with Biblical 

a llusions and quot ations. He was also a man of great compas

s i on toward his fellow man and towards animals as well. He 

once wrote: 

I prefer tr ave l ling in Steamboats to St e.gos, the 
speed of a Steamer is gre a ter and that speed is not a t the 
expense (of) animal comfo rt. I can rep ose very pleasantly 
in a Stage, but the ide a tha t the fgithful horse is j aded 
and oppressed always disturbs me. 

James D. Davi;lson 1 s leadership position seems to li~ not 

in any actual financial or politicA.l power stemming from for

tune or office, but from the respect in which he seems to h ave 

been held by the conn:nunity. In summ arizing his personality 

and character (upon which it is submitted was based his leader

ship credibili t y), it is appropri a te to look at a letter of 

ane d.' his comp a tr•:i.ots. 

Davidson was described as being 

••• a man of broad humility, of kind heart, of gentle 
disposition, of genial hospitality and of undevi ating 
honesty, by which qualities he commended himself to all 
his neighbors and a large circle of appreciating friends. 
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.•• as a citizen he was distinguished for his love 
of country, and his active and intelligent interest in all 
schemes and enterprizes givjng promise of prosperity to 
his native country and town, and especially for the earnest 
zeal he constantly manifested in behalf of the educational 
institutions of Lexing ton . 

• •• as a member of the legall profession he was con
spicuous for his fidelity and devotion to the interests 
of his clients, for his accurate and extensive learning , 
for professional amenity, especially to his younger and 
more inexperienced brothers (who always found in him a 
ready ani safe advisor) and above all for his unquestioned 
probity, honesty, and integrity in all his business trans
actions .•• 17 

Davidson was a prominent member of the ante-bellum Vir

ginia political elite. Thouhg he never ran for an elective 

office, he was at the top of politics in the Valley. Governor 

John Letcher (also from Lexington) and James D. were very trusted 

and close personal and political friends (His correspondence 

has said in regard to this association that 11 we have been like 

brothers •1118 ) P and Davidson I s opinions and advice weighed 

heavily with the ~overnor. 

By ideology, Davidson all his life was a Henry Clay J\meri

can System Whig. 19 In ante-bellum times, he termed himself a 

conservative and believed strongly in the Union, always at odds 

with the Southern fire-eaters. Thus by party affiliation, he 

was a Whig and even after the collapse of the Whig Party, he 

was a Democrat in nruno, yes, but s till a Whig at heart. 

'l'he 1856 presidential campaign found Davidson supporting 

Franklin Pierce against James Buchanan for the Democratic nomi-
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n ation. Apparently Pierce possessed much of that political 

a s se t we today term 11 charisma11 • Davidson light-heartedly wrote 

of him that the ladies of Le x ington would lilrn nothing better 

thsn to 11 g o forth and replenish the earth under the operation 

11 20 of s uch a man. 

Despite his many interests, James D. Davidson also .found 

time for family life. In 18 3~~, the year after he was admitted 

to the bar, he married Hannah Greenlee. •rhe couple h ad eight 

children - six boys and two girls. One of the sons died while 

only an infant. The other five all served in the C onf.ederate 

Army , from whose rank s three were k illed. 21 

Greenlee, the eldest son, seems to have been the closest 

to his f ather. In 1 860 he was practicing law along with his 

father. He practiced not only in R ockbridge County, but also 

in Ba th and Botetourt as well, specializing in the collection 
'")2 

of c l aims. c 

Frederick , the second oldest son, was a student at Washing

ton Colleg e at the outset of the war. 

Ch arles ( or 11 Charl ey 11 , as he was referred to by his father), 

and Albert were both students at tho University of Virg inia in 

1860. 24 Rounding out the Davidson sons was William (\',Jillie), 

the youngest boy ~5 

There were also two daughters, Mar y and Clara, both of 

whom becrune in later years cul tural leaders of the Lexington 
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community, 26 and one of whom (Clara) married a prominent 

Lexington physician, Dr. Harry Estill. 27 

All of the family were apparently quite close. As indi

v iduals and as a unit the y· were a J l widely respected. Such was 

the p osition of James D. Davidson and his family as the Presi

dential election of 1860 approached. 
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II. 

The election of 1860 brought confusion and division to 

Valley politics. All realized the crucial nature of the election, 

but all were not unanimous in their determination of the best 

candidate in terms of Virginia's and the Valley's interests, 

thus splitting the political leaders, the press and the public. 

'J!he old Whig leaders, including Davidson and men like Sam

uel McDowell Moore and Samuel McDowell Reid, supported the 

Constitutional Union Party and its candidate, John Bell. 28 

Davidson, still an ardent Unionist, felt Bell's election would 

best serve the cause of a lasting Union. The respected Lex

ington Gazette also subscribed to this view. 29 

Some of Davidson's closest Unionist friends, however, 

supported Stephen Douglas - including Democratic Governor John 

Letcher and J·ames B. Dorman., Davidson's cousin and very close 

personal and political friend. Like Letcher, Dorman also 

rejected the candidate of many of his fellow Southern Democrats, 

.John Breckinridge, and supported Douglas. The Valley Star, 

the other local newspaper, editorially .followed a similar 

course. 30 
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The majority of the state's Democratic Party supported 

Breckinridge 1 s candidacy, and this faction also had its rep

resentation in Rockbridge County. Local Breckinridge support 

was spearheaded by men such as Judge John W. Brockenbrough, who 

would become ardent secessionists. There was also included 

among the ranks of the Breckinridge supporters a certain VMI 

professor by the name of Thomas J. J a ckson. 31 

When the returns were in, Davidson and his allies had ob

viously best done their political homework, and the result 

was a resounding victory for the Constitutional Unionist 

candidate John Bell. In the City of Lexington, the vote was 

290 for Bell; Douglas 148; and Breckinridge 49. In Rockbridge 

County, Bell received 1 214 votes, compared to 630 for Douglas 

and 352 for Breckinridge.32 

Similar vote counts were echoed throughout the state as 

Bell captured Virginia's electoral votes. Bell's victory in 

Lexington, Rockbridge, and Virginia further contributed to 

the status of Davidson's political leadership throughout the 

Valley, and further established him as a leader of the pro-Union 

forces in a time of rising anti-Union forces with increasingly 

short secessionist tempers. 

Dem ands for Southern secession increased, and the crisis 

environment which gripped the entire nation increased as the 

time for Lincoln's inauguration drew nearer, and this environ

ment was mirrored in microcosm in Lexington and Rockbridge 
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county. Toward the end of November, meetings began to be held 

as to how 11 this alarming state of affairs'1 could be dealt with. 33 

Davidson was much disturbed by the demands for secession, 

and still favored a conservative course of policy. The story 

of his actions from the time of Lincoln's election until the 

firing upon Fort Sumter provide a clear insight into the minds 

of Southern conservatives in seeking reconciliation and the 

extinguishment of the enflamed venom of those upon whom David

son hung the label of "fire-eater''. 34 

Davidson envisioned Virginia as holding the key to the 

continued existance of the Union. He saw the opportunity for 

Virginia to act as mediator between North and South and lead 

the way to a Union-saving compromise. At the same time, in 

addition to splitting of the Union, he also feared, prophetic~ 

ally, what he predicted to be pos:lible results arising from 

dissension between eastern and western Virginia concerning 

a rupture between North and South. 35 

'I'he message and phraseology of Davidson I s letters are con

sistent and at times identical in various letters. Davidson 

constantly urged moderation and deliberation. He feared the 

long term effects of Southern actions taken in haste. He 

thought time would bring moderation of the more distasteful 

Northern demands, but saw problemsin the fear and hostile 

obstinance evidenced in the states of the Deep South. 
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· .rhere aPe favorable signs in the North. If the 
time is gained, the issue may be settled in peace. But 
the Cotton States do j-gt want a settlement, & will pre
vent it if they can. 

Rumors of impending discord continued to reach him. His 

son Albert made a trip from the University of Virginia to 

Washington during the first week of January, 1861. He wrote 

his father that: 

In Washington I saw no one that entertained any 37 
hope that there would be a union by the 4th of March. 

In spite of such information, the elder Davidson still 

persisted in his belief that the Union could and should be 

saved. In late January, in a letter of pragmatic and philosophi

cal observations and advice to Governor Letcher, Davidson lament

ed a rise in secessionist feeling in Rockbridge County, par

ticularly in the Natural Bridge area, and then went on to em

phasize again to the Governor the continued importance of 

Virginia's wait-and-see attitude. 

·How important therefo:re is it, that Va. should stand 
firm, & looking to her own honor and interest, continue 
her considerate pause. It is the only hope of saving the 
Union. And i f her course fails in this, it will at least 
cover her with the army of a "pert" cause, & protect her 
f rom the Northern foe ., in a conflict between North and 
South. For if wo a re rash in act ion, tho b a ttle, if 
it comes, must and will be fought on Virginia soil. 

We have then a double rnoti ve to pause. l•'irs t to 
save the Union, upon which all our hope depends - & second, 
to avoid a quarrel, in which our blood might flow like 

-13-



water. 
But a few short months ago, our love of the Union 

was as true as filial love. Now it is perverted into 
bitter hate. Who could have dreamed last summer such 
a change would come over us? Bacon has wisely said: 
11rrhose things which are38est in their nature are worst 
in their perversion.1 1 · 

Davidson believed that if Virginia seceeded, her position 

as not only the largest slaveholding state, but also as mother 

and leader of the border states, would insure the destruction 

of the union. 39 

Finally, Davidson believed the Secessionists formed a 

distinct minority. He feared, though, that this minority would 

be able to manipulate a facade of public opinion in such a way 

as to stampede public opinion-conscious legislators and pol

iticians into a course of anti-Union action which they and 

L~o their constituents would later regret. 

The few Secessionists here were noisy, & I have 
discovered that one of them will make more noise than 
ten coffrervative men. Thus a false impression is often 
made. 

Thoughout January and February, calls for a Virginia Con-

vention to assemble and meet to consider the secession question 

were issued throughout the Coimnonweal th. A.f ter such consider

ation and soul searching., Davidson finally decided that such 

a course of action would be in the best interest of the Unionist 
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cause, and he thus advised Letcher of his feelings. Also, he 

did not think that Letcher could politically afford to ignore 

completely these demands and still hope to preserve the cred-

·1·t f h" 1 d h" ·t· 42 ibi i-y o is ea ers ip posi ion • 

. •• it would disarm you to some extent of your 
influence if you would too boldly resist it, it is 
safe~t generally to yie~d appar~n~ly to a s .trong. pubif.~c 
sentiment, so as to be in a position to control it. · + 

Davidson believed that even if Letcher opposed a Conven

tion, one might very well be called anyway by the legislature. 

Finally, Davidson thought that Letcher was too isolated in 

Richmond to perceive accurately the will of the people. 

The solution which Davidson proposed would politically 

allow Letcher to respond to the will of the people, and would 

maintain his position of leadership while at the same time 

place responsibility for actually calling the controversial 

convention in the hands of others. Such a course would be 

less dangerous in terms of political considerations to Letcher, 

while at the same time would be desirable . in terms of democratic 

philosophy, since it would allow the decision to be made by 

those in the best position to know the feelings of the people. 

The legislature had previously been called by Letcher to 

meet in special session on January 14 to consider the sale of 

the J·ames River and Kanawa Canal Company. Directly following 
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Lincoln's election, ninety-four members of the legislature 

petitioned the Governor to convene a special session for the 

first Monday of December to deal with the crisis caused by 

Lincoln's election. Letcher compromised and moved his call 

for a special session back a week to January 7. 44 

Davidson's proposal was straightforward. Letcher should 

seize the initiative and direct the legislature to debate and 

vote upon the convention issue. 

I would therefore suggest as a mere course of policy 
on your part as to a State Convention (for no one knows 
today, whether it would be proper to do tomorrow.) that the 
responsibility of calling a convention might be submitted 
by you to the Wisdom of the Legislature, whose members 
are just fresh from the ,€~ople, & must know their senti
ments better than you. · 

Letcher chose not to follow Davidson's advice, and instead 

pursued a course of active opposition to a Convention. Davidson I s 

judgement, though, was borne out in the end, as the Legisla ture 

did exactly what Davidson had predicted and passed a resolution 

calling for such a State Convention in spite of Letcher 1 s oppo

sition. Letcher reluctantly then issued a call for such a con-

vention, and the election date for delegates to it was set for 

February 4. 

Da vidson immediately plunged himself into the local races 

for delegates to the convention. 'l1he two Unionist candidates 

were Samuel McDowell Moore and James B. Dorman, Davidson's 
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cousin and very close friend. C. C. Baldwin and Judge John W. 

Brockenbrough, who was designated by the legislature to be, 

along with former President Tyler and three others, a Virginia 

delegate to the Letcher-initiated Washington Peace Conference 

of 1961 and which opened in Washington on February 4 also.47 

Davidson reported to Letcher in the course of the campaign 

that Dorman was running very well in the upper part of the 

county, particularly in the Brownsburg and Fairfield areas. 

Unionist sentiment, though, was expected by Davidson to be con

siderably weaker in the lower section of the county, particularly 

in the Natural Bridge area, which was Brockenbrough 1 s stronghold. 

Demographically, evidence indicates that small farmers, artisans, 

and mechanics were strongly opposed to secession, and could 

be counted in the Unionist column in so far as they exercised 

the franchise.48 

In addition to the election of delegates, there was also 

appearing on the February 4 ballot another matter of crucial 

importance to the Unionist's hopes - a question as to whether 

or not the results of the convention should be submitted to 

the people in a referendum before being enacted into law, or 

whether the convention's work should be final in and of itself. 

'l'he Secessionists adamantly opposed such a referendum, the 

Unionists ardently favored it.49 

-17-



'J1he voting of F'ebruary 4 thus took on double meaning, par-

ticularly in the eyes of those who saw Virginia as the key to 

lasting union or disunion. On Election Day, after ascertaining 

partial local results but before knowing of results elsewhere 

in the Commonwealth, Davidson captured the spirit of the day as 

he wrote Letcher: 

This most momentous day, to Va ••.. is about clos
ing: for upon the resu5(1s of this day depend the existence 
of the American Union. 

He then gave Letcher news of an overwhelmingly smashing Union

. ' ist vote for Dorman and Moore, and an even more devastating 

victory for the proposed referendum. 50 

The results were much the same all across Virginia, with 

advocates of immediate secession electing only thirty of the 

one hundred and fifty-two delegates, and the referendum pro

posal overwhelmingly passed by a vote of 100,536 to 45,161. 

Davidson was exceedingly pleased with the results of the 

vote. A week and a half after the election, Davidson wrote 

to Dorman and described the disarray of the secessionists in 

the Valley. 

·Lord, how dumbfounded, are the secessionists here! 
I really pity them. But a few days ago, & they were high 
up stairs, & clamoring from the house5:tops. But •such a 
getting downstairs, I never did see. ' 
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In spite of having been defeated at the polls, the immediate 

secessionists still continued to pursue their goal utilizing 

any means still open to them to try to advance their position, 

including personal attacks on the more conservative governor. 

As the convention drew near, the political conflict be

tween the two sides g rew even more intense. Letcher wrote 

Davidson of the intense pressure which he had been under, 

and which he expected to remain. 

I know that no effort will be spared to impair and 
weaken any influence I may have had at a time like this, 
when madmen are seeking to overthrow t~~ peace of the coun
try, by overturning its constitution. · 

Davidson advised Letcher of one form of ad hominem attack 

his enemies were displaying, and advised Letcher to remedy the 

situation at once. Letcher had no drinking problem, but did 

attempt to be a hospitable man towards his guests. Nonetheless, 

his political foes tried to paint this personal attribute into 

an untrue and damaging political liability. Davidson, in Lex

ington, wrote the following to Letcher on February 7, 1861, 

just six days before the convention was to open. The incident 

is not that importent per se, but it does well illustrate the 

tenor and excited depth of feelings in the political arena as 

that momentous event was about to commence. 
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You well know how well your enemies have been per
verting your hospitalities, to your --- (?, M.S. unclear). 
Since my return I have heard one remark about the free use 
of whiskey in your Mansion, by your visitors - and heard 
it mentioned (by'?) - M.S. unclear - your best friend in 
this county that he had heard, that you kept it. in your 
office, at the Capitol. I have heard these things spoken 
of before: and you and I have spoken of them together. 
Now for many reasons consistfmt (':" n (M.S. unclear) with 
your public position & for a due regard to public sentiment, 
I make these suggestions. 

11 As the convention is approaching, the City will be 
crowded with visitors from the country - and many from this 
County will go down. Before the convention meets, could you 
not, by degrees withdraw the bottle from your reception 
room; and whenever you have particular friends, whom you 
know well, as-R them into a private room': Or even if you 
still keep it under lock in your receiving room, do not 
offer it promiscuously. You would thus shut the mouths of 
many babbler•s., who talk for talk's sake, or with an evil mind. 

And moreover., there never was a time when sounder 
heads are needed, upon the men who will go into the con
vention. They cannot be safe under the influence of spirit, 
& the open use of it there would excite some remarks. More 
than on any other occasion, we(?, M.S. unclear) all will 
feel that they hold in their hands our lives & our liber
ties. And if any one should say or do a rash act, under the 
influence of excitement, in this Crisis, & it were known 
that he had just enjoyed your ejspitality, there would be 
enough to charge it upon you./ 

Letcher was surprized and angered by the information received 

from Davidson. He did enjoy an occasional drink, but did not 

mix bourbon and business. He greatly resented such smear tac

tics, and took Davidson's advice by setting out to arrest it 

immediately.54 

Davidson soon thereafter went to Richmond himself to lobby 

for the Unionist position and meet with Dorman, Moore, and other 

political compatriots. The convention, though, did little of 
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substance during the weeks immediately after opening, occupying 

itself with speeches and learning the varying persuasions of 

the delegates, and awaiting the outcome of the Peace Conference 

in Washington, and the message of Lincoln's Inaugural. 55 

Letcher, Davidson, and the other Unionists realized that 

if the rising tide of secessionism was to be withstood, new 

ammunition would be needed. Detailed and inside information 

and assurances from Washington could provide exactly the material 

the anti-Secessionists needed to buy time and nip the Secessionists• 

surge. 56 

Accordingly, the stage was sot for one of the most important 

performances of James D. Davidson's civic and political career. 
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III. 

Governor Letcher was discouraged by the slow plodding of 

the Peace Conference and worried about what a Lincoln adminis

tration would bring to the national political scene, and what 

effects and repercussions such an administration might have up

on Virginia's future. Letcher wanted desperately to defend the 

Union, but in order to do so effectively he felt it necessary 

to know something about Lincoln's plans. Yet Lincoln remained 

silent as to the policy he would pursue, particularly in re

gards to the coercion issue.57 

Letcher asked Davidson to go to Washington to sound out 

the President-elect and the new national leadership. Davidson 

was accompanied by Gen. William Skeen of Alleghany County 

and J .s. McNutt, then editor of the Lexington Gazette.58 

Davidson was doubtful about what to expect from the Republican 

leadership. J-ames B. Dorman, Davidson's aforementioned cousin 

and Rockbridge delegate to the secession convention, had been 

to Washington a weelc and a half previously, and had told Davidson 

that the Republicans had agreed to submit the Crittenden compro

mise to the people for a vote. This was more than Davidson expected 
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of the Republicans, and he was more than a little s keptical 

about the prospects for the action Dorm an mentioned. He felt 

tha t the Republicans were repre s enting only the mood of the 

country th a t prevailed on El e ction Day, and that now as tne 

n a tion approached the precipice of division and war, the mood 

of the people had actually changed, even though the Republicans 

remained obstinate in their determinations. Davidson ws 

pessimistic about such men, and expected little positive action 

f rom them. 58 

Da vidson, with this outlook , set out for Washing ton l ate 

on Saturday night, February 24, 1861, and arrived in the cap

it al e arly Sunday morning . Le x ing ton's r epresentative in Gon

gre ss, John '11 • Harris, introduce d Davidson and his comp anions 

t o many of the " 1 mi ghty men 1 of the countr-y. 11 59 Everywhere 

the y met, they were received with much interest because of 

the crucial position which Vir g inia at tha t time occupied. 

"Indeed," Davidson wrote in another place, "all seemed glad 

t 8·~. talk . th v· . . 11 6 0 o see ,. w1. a 1.rg 1.n1. an. 

On Sunday evening, the Virg inians went to call on Sen. John 

J. Gri ttenden, a man whom Davidson greatly admired. Crittenden 

h ad attended Washington Colleg e when it was still Liberty Hall 

Academy, and had there known James D. 1 s father and mother, 
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thus giving Davidson some common ground with wbich to build 

a conversation with the Senator from Kentucky. Several weeks 

before, Davidson had written Crittenden, with the hopeful 

observation that secession was bowing to conservatism. He 

viewed Crittenden as "the instrument of restoring peace to 

our distracted country. 116 2 Davidson now hoped while in Washing

ton to ascertain from Crittenden and others the prospect of 

such a peace. 

While in Crittenden 1 s rooms, Gen. Winfield Scott crune to 

the call on the Senator. Davidson's uncle, James Dorman, had 

been a favorite of Scott I s while in the Army. Having learnt 

of Davidson's kinship, Scott spent much of the rest of his visit 

in conversation with Davidson. Scott described to Davidson 

the f ortifications along the Atlantic Coast to the harbor at 

Charleston. Scott then expressed to Davidson an encouraging 

opinion which he was very pleased to hear. Scott said: 

' I saw Mr. Lincoln on yesterday. I run called to see 
him tomorrow. I cannot speak from6 j-uthority; but I will 
say; there will be no blood shed. ' 

rrI-10 crux of the crisis, in Davidson's mind, was the issue 

of coercion. Like President Buchnnan and certain Virg inia w.1ion

ists, Davidson believed that secossion was wrong , but a t the 

same time believed that the federal g overnment constitutional ly 

had no right to use force against a state that had seceded. 

It was about this matter that Davidson worried most, and about 



this matter that he crone to Washington to find out answers. 

such force changed the nature of the Union in the minds of 

Virginians like Davidson, and as such could destroy that 

. 64 Union. 

In other conversations with Democratic and Republic an Con

gressional leaders and a prospective Cabinet officer, Davidson 

and his delegation pressed and probed for a key to understanding 

Lincoln's attitude toward coercion. They soon came under the 

impression that Lincoln's policy would be to let time, not force., 

sooth Southern nerves and end talk or acts of secession. 65 

Davidson and his party were soon able to get their infor

mation from the most credible source of all. On Monday night, 

Davidson was introduced to Abraham Lincoln, just one week be

fore Inauguration Day. The occasion was a reception for the 

President-elect at Willard's Hotel in Washington. The recep

tion was crowded., but the way was cleared for the Virginia del

egation to move directly to meet the President. 

With his characteristic honesty and plain-spoken straight

forwardnes?., Davidson tried to pry from Lincoln his position 

on coercion. Davidson's directness caused some remarks and . 

runa.zement to some Northern politicians nearby. · Nonetheless., 

Davidson never meant to shoc k , offend., or be discourteous to 

anyone. He only spoke what was on his mind., and spolrn it 

directly., cogently and to the point. 66 

After first paying their respects to Mrs. Lincoln, the 
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country lawyer from Lexington, Virginia and his friends were 

introduced to the country lawyer from Springfield, Illinois. 

The introduction was made by the man who arranged the meeting, 

Senator John Sherman of Ohio. 

After a kind reception with some cordial handshru~ing and 

exchange of the usual pleasantrj.es, Davidson went right to the 

heart of the reason for their visit to Washington. Addressing 

the President-elect, Davidson declared: 

\rle are from the mountains of Virginia. We are 
Conservative Union Men. You know the stand Virginia 6 
has taken in this crisis. She will never bear coercion. 11 7 

"'l'here will be no necessity for coercion. That word 
is misunderstood and misinterpreted. No 6 ~rmies ever will 
be marched through the Southern States. 

Davidson then pursued a line of questioning aimed at further 

drawing Lincoln out., bringing up the subject of revenue collec

tion, the embroiled Southern forts, and the actions of South 

Carolina. 69 

Lincoln quickly responded to Davidson's question with a 

question of his own. "If I am struck at., may I not strike back':01170 

Davidson observed in reply, "aggression might change the 

case." 71 

Lincoln then observed: 

If we have a government let us know it. If we ca.n 1 t 
k eep the family tf~ether, might it not be as well to break 
up housekeeping. -

The entire conversation was friendly and, Davidson felt, 

constructive. He was satisfied that Lincoln ~id not intend 
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to use coercion against the Southern states., and later took 

such a message back to the Governor Letcher and the Virginia 

Convention. 73 

Finally, their time having elapsed, Davidson again shook 

Lincoln's hand, and took leave to return to Virginia before 

the Inaugural, leaving many of his hopes in Washington. In 

parting Davidson stated: 

Hr. President, we now return to our mountains. 
Parewell ! ~['he question of Pe ace or War is in your hands. 

Bending over towards Davidson, Lincoln said., 

'J?arewell l There will be no war. 7 5 

74 

Davidson came back to Virginia satisfied., and more at ease 

than when he ,journeyed to Washington. On the basis of what 

he had read in the Southern papers., he had braced himself for 

the worse, and expressed pleasure in the lmowledge that his 

apprehensions had apparently been misplaced. In a letter to 

Letcher reporting on his trip., Davidson wrote: 

· I got home on ~L'uosday night from Washington. I 
had 2 pleasant &, profitabl e days in Washington. I saw 
more of the prominent men of the Land than ever before • 

. . . My hopes were much encouraged whilst there; ... 
From what I could soc & hear., I was satisf'ied that Lincoln's 
policy would be a gst (sic) Coercion. And even if his 
Inaugural does not com.e out decidedly against it., I think 
his policy will be to let the Seceding States alone, 
until the question will wear itself out. 

' .•• I was agreeably disappoint7g as I had been most 
unfavorably impressed against him. · 

Upon his return, Davidson then set himself to worldng and 
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lobbying in person and by mail, reassuring the Convention del

ecates that coercion would not necessarily be a part of the 

Lincoln administration and anxiously awaiting the Inauc;ural mes

sage which the new President would deliver, and for which the 

Virginia Convention delegates were likewise awaiting with 

nervous expectation. 

Despite Davidson 1 s optimism, Inauguration Day still .found 

him app:rehensive. In a letter to Dorman on March Li., Davidson 

included in the heading of the letter, just below the date, the 

words "Dies Irae - Dies ill a", the traditional Latin incantation 

of a funeral hymn ("Day of Wrath, Day of Mourning. 11 ) 77 

Davidson, after receiving a text of the Inaugural Address 

was not filled with anger toward it, and he did not place upon 

tho words as ominous an interpretation as many o.f his fellow 

Vil"ginians did. He thought that its ambiguities would not be 

received well in the more sophisticated South. Nonetheless, he 

did not see the address as sounding the clarion calling the 

North to a policy of Coercion, and thus for all practical 

purposes forcing the South into a policy of Secession. Even 

though a Unionist, Davidson's strong sectional bias and anti

Republican sentiments show forth in the following excerpts of 

his :March 6 letter to Dorman. The letter contains some lucid 

insights into political reality in terms of what the South 

could realistically, with a tinge of hope, look :for from a 

Northern Republican. 

-28-



I have read the Inaugural over very carefully. It 
is about what I expected. Indeed I think it would be 
unreasonable to expect a Black Republican President, to 
come out against coercion in any form. Nor do I think 
an.y reasonable Southern man, can draw any inference from 
it, that Lincoln entertains any decided-determined purpose, 
under any circumstances, to collect revenue, or seize the 
forts, at the Southern Ports . 

..• His avowed determinations, are so much qualified 
by his buts and his ifs and his unlesses etc, that his 
inaugural amounts in fact to a message against coercion. 
Consistency on his part required something from him to 
satisfy his party, otherwise~ he would have lost his 
prestige with it, and would have subjected himself to 
the imputation that he was frightened by, & sold to the 
South • . Mark it. He knows it Ff~l fail if attempted -
& could serve no good purpose. 

He continued: 

In a word, it is somewhat clesuitical striving to 
please bvth sides attempting to cover up his tracks & 
i n tending to be concilatory etc. Its plan and manner 
will not please, high toned Southern Men, who like bold
ness & frankness, even when against them. But what else 
could you expect from a Northwestern man like Lincoln.11 
who has not been polished by intercourse witf-9 the high 
toned & generous society of a Southern Sun. 

Davidson seems to have been somewhat unrealistic in his 

appraisal of the meaning of the Inaugural full' Southern state 

futures. Though some of his insights are good and valid, he 

also seems guilty at times of seeing and hearing what he 

wants to hear and see, or to exclude and eliminate cognitive 

dissonance, Davidson ignored (or chose not to pursue) the 

imp lications and intimations of e far> sterner policy contained 

in parts of Lincoln's Inaugural speech. 

At any rate, other Vir>ginians did not share Davidson's 

optimism. Son Charles wrote to his father from the University 
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of Virginia concerning the effect of the speech and reactions 

to it there. 

11he Inaugural changed mBny Unionists into immediate 
secessionists, and it is looked upon by a great many as Bo 
a declaration of war against the seceding (sic'j States. 

Al so, Lexington, because of the strong Unionists sentiments 

knovm to be held by many there, was coming to be referred to 

II • • • 11 81 by the Secessionists as an abol1t1.on1.st hole. 

'l'he address also provoked gre8.t excitement in Richmond. 

Letcher wrote to Davidson that: 

Lincoln's inaugural created quite a sensation 
here. The disunionists were wild with joy, and declared, 
if the Convention did not pass an Ordi§~ce of secession 
at once the State would be disgraced. · 

Davidson persisted though, in his belief. He pragmatically 

pointed out that Lincoln, even if he had the will, did not have 

the means to enforce a policy of coercion. He communicated this 

opinion to the Governor in a let tor of March 9. 

There is no mone y in the Treasury - No credit to 
borrow - & no prospect of bettering the credit of the 
Government, by using borrowed money to break it to pieceso 
Nearly all the ships are on the other side of the earth -
many of the Army officers & soldiers, Southern men., & the 
probable unwillingness of even Northern men to enlist in a 
fraternal war, are facts alone sufficient to forbid the 
idea that he will attempt a policy, which would require a1183 
the snares & powers of the Government to ca:rry it through. 
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In the face of stepped-up secessionist activities, David

son increased his efforts as leader of the local pro-Union f or ces. 

When J •. S. McNutt, editor of the Lexington Gazette, published 

an editorial which well could have been interpreted as pro

secessionist, he received a visit from Davidson ch as tising him 

and seeking a more conservative course in t11.e future. Davidson, 

always a respector and believ0r in the persuasive powers of the 

press, assured Letcher that: 

Mc Nutt h a s been called to an account. I have talke d 
with him. , I am satisfir:~d he does not mean to be understood 
as he speaks in that editorial and I think his future carse 84 
will show, that he has rnade an impression he did not intend. · 

Davidson likewise pursued a similar course of personal visits 

and pressure with other influential local leaders rumored 

from time to time to be waver•ing in their support of the Union

ist cause, including at one time the professors at Washington 

College. In these visits, Davidson was uniformly successful. 

With the Inaugural over the Secessionists in Rockbridge 

County and the Valley became more active and adamant than 

ever. Davidson wrote Dorman of the increase in the Secession

ist attack and commented: 

The Secessionists are much troubled here. They say 
we ~ are sold - dishonored & subjugated by Lincoln. One 

85 

of them said to me, today, that there would be a rebellion 
in Virginia, if the Convention does not act speedily -
& that another ~onventi on will be called, in less than 
six mogghs. And such is becoming talk. Godd Lordl Wh a t 
talk. 
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Se cessionist strategy now too k on a more grass roots 

approach and endeavored to instruct the Convention delegates 

to vote immediate Secession. The triffling delays of the 

Convention, and the hysteri a of the press and the Secessionist 

force s over Lincoln's inauguration continued to gnaw at Union-

is t supporters . Samuel McDowell Mo ore ., the other Roc kbridge 

County Delegate to the convention in addition to Dorman., wrote 

to Da vidson on March 10., the Sunday after the In auguraJ. ., of 

the pressure being brought to bear. 

It is impossible fo r me to tell what we are going 
to do; great efforts are being made ., by the Secessionists , 
to get up excitement and alarm a.mong the p eople, to induce 
them to instruct their delegates in the Convention, t o 
vote for immediate secession. We have no n e wspap e r in the 
Ci ty favoring our views, whiJst the other side h ave the 
Enquirer , Examiner, Disp atch & S . Lit. Messenger, and 
the ivhi g about half the time . All sorts of sensation (sic) 
l ies and letters are published to create alarm, and drive 
the people to madness. • .• The City is controlled by a 
Mo b, who parole (siBt the streets insulting the Del egates 
to the Convention. 

The Virginia secessionists, bearing in mind the stunning 

vote of February 4 on the referendum and in the election of 

delegates to the convention, perceived that they would lose 

a vote of secession if put to the people in a regular election. 

Their stategy, then, would be to fan the flames of public 

opinion (or of secessionist opinion) to put pr•e ssure upon the 

Delegates with the real or facade appearance of mass sup:r;>-0rt, 

and attemp t to stampede the Convention in such a politically 

and emo tionally charged atmosphere to vote for immediate 

-3 2-



secess ion without submitting the results to a popul ar referendum. 

It did not take long for t he Valley secessionist leadership to 

put the strategy into operation. Nor did it take long f or the 

politically incisive Davidson to perceive the changed strategy 

of t he secessionists and to sec its potential danger to the 

Unionist for ces. In a letter to Letcher on :March 14, Davidson 

advise d the Governor of the chm1god s trategy of the secessionists. 

I f ind h ere t oday that certain persons are endeavor 
ing , or intend to got up ins tructions to our Convention 
Delegates . 'I'hey kn ow well that unless they can take the 
people, as it were un awares, they are lost . 'l'heir pol icy 
is to inflame public sentiment, & appeal to a heated session . 
Unwill ing are they to submit to the s ob er second thought s 
of the people: especially , after the ter>rible le ss on tau r;ht 
them on the 4th of F'eby . in the midst of their vain boas t
ings & c. Whether they will operate throu gh public meetings 
or p rivate subscrip tions, I know not. It is therefore the 
duty of every c onservative, to be on the eternal gu ard & 
ne ver sleep upon his port . If they are allowed to make 
some headway tt31-t:5Y may set in 11 current, which might be 
hard to stem. 

Public meetings were the course the secessionists chose. 

Mee tings were held at Natural Bridge and right outside of David

s on1 slaw office in the yard of the County Courthouse in Lexing 

ton. An even bigger meeting was being planned f or the 1 2th of 

April , when the Circuit Court was in session and both the court

house and the town would be filled with litig ants and spectators 

come in from the coun.ty . 'The pub1ic was dissatisf'ied with the 

piddling of the Convention, and the Secessionists endeavored to 

mak:e t his dissatisfaction appear to be a change in public opinion 

t o a position f'avoring secossion. 89 

Davidson's task of trying to hold public opinion f'or the 
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union was n o t easy, as the Secessionis t s , thou gh a minority, 

were Hell organized. He wrote to Dorman, '1 'rhey are untiringly 

active here, and wi l l leave no stone unturned. n90 'I'he.ir 

personal camp ai gn required much of Davidson 's efforts to 

c ombat it. In a letter to Governor Letcher, Davidson r ep orted 

that there was wavering among Valley Conservatives in the face 

of the incessant Se cessionist bart>ag e. 

I find s ome l ittl e wav ering here s i nce the In au gur al. 
'I'he Secessionists .•. are s a ying that we are sol d - that 
Vi r g inia is now crawling on her belly - eating dirt & c . 
Du t they are p ersis tently trying to inf luence the public 
mind . In a time l i k e this - r:c on so exci teable a question, 
the re is danger that they may make some headway . \·Je at 
le ast , should be ever on the watch. I have met with several 
c onserva ti ve men, who had begun to waver. But in e<'.ffry 
ins tance, I left them, f irm in their f ormer faith. · · 

Wi th the Valley Secessionists , Davidson was helping to lead 

the f ight against a foe bo th detet'IDined in principle and prag

matically re sourceful in the wide arsenal of propaganda weapons 

they were willing to employ as moans toward their end goals. 

The Secessionists in Rockbridge County , for instanse, liter

ally tried to bribe Josiah McNutt , editor of the Le x ington Gazette . 

wi th a promise of four hundred new subscribers if the paper would 

c ome out for secession. Mc Nu tt , under Davidson's continued 

surveil ance and p r e ssure, resisted? 2 

As the conf lic t between the sides grew more - and mor e intense, 

Davidson' s fe e lings are illustra~.ive of the deep ideologic al 

conflic t across Virg inia and across all the South, especi ally 

ac-ross the Border St ates . With each day , Davidson I s letters 

become more end more emotionally-charged, and the flavor of the 
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i anc.;uage becomes increasingl y spiced and at times b itter. On 

April 2 , he wrote to Dorman of the Secessionist drive., and used 

in des c r ibing the course of action words paraphrasing those 

which Christ used at the Last Supper in spe aking to Judas of 

his traitorous action . 

( 11 That which thou doest, do quic kly ." J·ohn lJ : 2 7 .) 

'r he Se cession p arty hero are strainine; every nerve 
to its utmost tension, to disorganize the c onserv a tive 
party . That party lm.ows t hat what it does must be d one 
quickly, a11.d it i s p r esse d to the u tmost p oint of endur ance. 
It can't stand such extreme tension long, & unless it is 
relieve d f rom it, by an ear ly succ ess in t heir mach inations, 
a terrible reaction will befall them: and well they know it. 

~Chorefore let Conservatism stand fast , & hold des igning 
men & their sensation measures at b ay . /1.nd time will do ~§s 
wo r k , of pe ace to the country, & vengeance to her foes. 

While paying heed to events at home in his own backyard, 

Davids on also continued personally and through his prolific pen 

t o play a k ey role in leading the anti-secession movement state

wide. Davidson and the Unionists recognized the enormous powe r 

and influence of the p r ess where there was no television or 

r adio ye t, and accordingly the lack of a strong anti-Secessionist 

voice among the major newspapers of Virg inia deeply disturbed 

them . The Secessionists, though a popular and political minori ty , 

totally dominate d t he news and op ini..on communication medium of 

the day , placing the Unionists at a severe persuasive and prop

agandisti c disadvant age in tho dissomination of Unionist beliefs 

and positions to the public large . 

Ac cordingly , Davidson, in conjunc tion with several other 

Pro-Uni on activists all across the Commonwealth, was a l eader 
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in an effort to establish a strongly pro-Unio n newspaper in 

Richmond with state-wide circulation and advertising . Da vidson 

himself pledged to obtain b oth subscribers and advertisers from 

the Val ley for such a paper . A 8trong paper, in Davidson's 

mind, would be not only a source of information., but a stron g 

political weap on in vy ing for c on trol of. p ublic opinion. 94 

'I'hese are times ., when we must bring home to the people 
not only p l ain every day matters of fact., but p ush them h ome 
in stirring words, rousing them into thought and act~~n so 
that they will feel if they do not understand them . 

Davidson also used his aforementioned literary abilities 

for the advancement of the Unionist cause. Unde r the pseudonym 

of "Robert of Roc kbridge" , Davidson wrote a series of letters 

depic ting as if he were a Rockbridge County bumpkin to a more 

sophisticated relative concerning the events of the day. Humor

ously written with extreme dialect, phoenetic spellings, and 

poor g rammar, the letters nonetheless endeavored to portr ay the 

c omplex issues and arguments of the secession debate in an incis

ively simple manner with a strong pro-Union theme. The letters 

were published in the Richmond vlhig_ and, j udg ing from comments 

Davidson received, were quite effective. However , publication 

of more articles in the planned continuing series was halted 

when tho pro-Unionist editor of the Whig was forced out of his 

96 po3 t by the pro-Secessionist own.ors. 

Davidson, Dorman, and the other Unionists opposed secession 
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because of what in principle they foresaw it would do t o the 

Union., and also what they foresaw it doing to Virg ini a and 

even to Rockbridge County ., which at the time appeared to be 

something of a microcosm of Virginia. They p r ophetically 

feare d a rendering of Virg ini a ., and fe a red that the line of 

demarcation might even cross through Rockbridge Co un t y itself?? 

Dorman wrote from Richmond to Davidson of the stark possibil 

i ties Virg inia secession could bring . 

.My view ., derived from a perfect kn owledg e of the 
tone & feeling s of extreme members ., East & West ., is that 
East Va. will not s ubmit to rem ain in the Union nor can 
be kep t quiet without a chance to vote on secessi on -
& 'I'rans Alleghany Va . will n ot go with the State unti l 
they have a chance at least for consultation with i(entuc ky . 
Whilst we in the Valley & in Ftoc kbridge can ' t sep arate 
safely from either . If a division ensued I shd ( sic ) look 
for a possible division of tho County of Roc k bridg e even . 
':L'ha t part South of Bu ffalo ed . and wd . never separ a t e from 
East Virg inia - that p art bordering on Au g usta wd h a ve 
more of a Maryland 2,: Penns ylvania interest ., ••• But the 
fact is, on this po i nt , Ro c k ingham & c . on one side & 
Botetourt & c as far as Lee & Scott ., wd go overwhelming ly 
f or union with East ¥s • & I have no d oubt in tru th t h a t 
Ro ckbridge wd . t oo . · 

He continu es ., writing of the possibilit ies of an east 

Vi rginia- west Virg inia split , and assessed its possible effect 

on Ro c kbridge County and Lexing ton . 

· If this ever comes we are worse off in Le x ing ton thRn 
any spot in the St ate. Our nrsenal will never be quietly 
g iven up b y either sido . Think of these things , for I t~~l 
you , I regard them a s if .r_~ent ., practical importance . 

Davi d son had fought ., together with Dorman and many others ., 

for t he p re servation of the Union, for many and v a r ious reasons 

and g oals. Nonethel ess, t h ough Davi dson was a very definate 
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p olicy influencer on the local and state level, his fe llow 

Unionis t s were dependent l i k e the farmer upon the r ain, upon 

the a ctions of the actual policy mak ers on the national level 

who se de facto co-operation they needed but upon whom they 

exerted no control. 

Lincoln's p ublic indecisiveness of approach to the secession 

dilemma made the course of the Virginia Unionists harder to 

traverse, but nonetheless they c ontinued, and even c ontinued 

wi th some degree of optimism, until the Lincoln administration 

f inally took definitive action on the issue of secession and 

on the issue of c oercion. J\nd when this action was tak en, the 

g oals, the hopes, and the dreams of these Virg inia Unionists 

were dashed, destroyed, and foreclosed , because Lincoln's action 

clearly showed tha t the Union p erceived by the Northe rn Rep ub

licans was not the nature of the Uni on perceived by the Southern 

Unionists, the Union of militant anti-Secessionism was not the 

same as the Union of respectful and co-operative, non-coercive, 

anti-secessionism. The fuel of coercion may have enkindled and 

enflamed the Unionist torch to burn more brightly among the 

Lincoln 's and the Seward's and the Stanton's of the North, but 

it smothered and extinguished that same torch among the David

son 's and the Dorman 1 s and tho Letcher 1 s of the Border and t .he 

South. 
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IV. 

Forebodings of the worst filtered heavily into Davidson's 

corresp ondence beginning around the first week of April , 1861. 

As Lincoln moved closer toward armed confrontation, Davidson 

began receiving omens of coming horrors. on April 9, Dorman 

wrote to Davidson from the Hall of Convention in Richmond: 

It is worse and worse today. A telegram was received 
he re this morning stating that Lincoln had given formal 
no tice Fort Sumter (sic) will be reinforced .•• If it 
ac tually turns out to be so, & civil war is at this moment 
going on, God knows what will cof5onext, I have seen this 
thing coming for several days •• ~ 

Dorman was in a quandry as to which course of action to 

pursue , in view of his previous pledge s to his constituents t o 

insist on Virginia's pursuing a Unionist course. 

In this state of things my only desire is to know as 
accurately as possible the sentiment of my constituents. 
Al though every hope may have :fled from my own bosom, I shall 
not change the course I have pursued unless I h a ve some 
reas on to believe that they wish it. Write to me every day, 
or ge ~ som~ one elor to do so, & let me know precisely 
what is going on. 

'rhe reinforcements at Fort Sumter did not in themsel ve s 

put an end to Southern Unionism. A solid case could be made 

from the Unionist standpoint fo r such action, based upon the 

rie;ht of the F'e deral government to protect }t7 e deral property. 

However , in the minds of the Lexington conservatives and Union-
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is ts., Lincoln's call of April 15, 1861 for volunteers from 

Vi r g inia for the purpose of coercing the seceded Southern states 

back into the Union was irreconcileable with cherished Virginia 

conservative beliefs of states rights and perceptions of the 

e ssential restrictions on the use of Federal force against the 

states. In the minds of many, Lincoln had forced Virginia's 

hand, .and had forced her into secession. Unionism in the heart 

and mind of J ames D. Davidson and within the whole of Rock

bridge County residents had died a regretable but perhaps 

inevitable death. 102 

Following the news of Sumter and of Lincoln's call for 

troo:i'.)s, Davidson gathered in his law office a group of community 

leaders, including many former Unionists, to discuss the situation 

and take a position to be communicated to Dorman and Moore, 

Rockb ridge 1 s delegates to the Secession Convention in Richmond. 

Secessionists and Unionists had at last fused into one accord, 

or, as Davidson put it, "We are now, we all know, in the midst 

of' Revolution. There seems indeed to be one feeling and now 

that we should 1 ••• march all one way. 1 1110 3 'I'he instructions 

drawn up by the group were that Rockbridge delegates should 

themselves vote for secession and then submit their decision 

to a popular referendum and, finally, should vote to send com-

missioners to the other Border States to arrange a mutual seces-

ion. 
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Davidson communicated tho instructions to Dorm an: 

I have sent you a Dispatch .which will reach y ou 
tomorrow. As it may n o t reach you it is as follows . 
nTak e both steps. submit (sic) the question of Re volution 
& appoint Commissioners to a Border Conference ,.. the 
conference i f possible to meet before the people vote - ••. 

Davidson, in another letter two weeks later, described 

the scene in his office that fateful day of April 16, and des

cribe d the transition his own thinking h a d undergone • 

• . . I had been a Union man mysel f of the strictest 
f aith until the Proclamation . (Linc oln 's proclamation ca.11 -
i n g for troops.) On the 16th ••• I gathered around me , 
in my office 30 of our strongest Union men nnd prepared a 
Disp atch to our Delega te Dorman in which they all concurred -
11 Vote an ordinance of Revolution a t once. 11 Rockbridg e was 
revolutionized at once: and now our Secession friends say, 
they ar105he Conservatives now - & that we are the fire 
eaters. 

Symbolic of the movement and transition which had t aken 

place in the Unionists of the Valley in less than one week 

was the controversy over which flag would fly over Lexington. 

In hi s April 16 letter to Dorman, Dav ids on described the com-

mo t ion going on at that moment outside of the courthouse. 

Just this moment the Union pole, raised on yesterday., 
with the Eagle upon it, has be e n cut down by those who 
raised the Va. Flag . But to av oid any excitement it was 
cut down. We had an alarming time Saturday evening, be
tween the Cadets and the working men., when raising their 
Union pole. But it is quieted now 10gope, and it seems 
that now we are all thinking alike. 
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The next day, April 17, 1861, Davidson wrote Dorman again . 

News of Virginia's secession had reached Davidson, and he had 

h ad time to ponder it. News had also come of Governor Letcher 1 s 

requisitions to the counties for volunteers to defend the Common

weal th. Davidson foresaw the tragic consequences the past wee k 's 

evolution of events would h ave. 

Our men now are preparing - Greenlee says that h e need 
not make a wil l , as I will be his heir at law. And so we 
talk - 'tis well tha t nature provide us some comfort in 
our worst distress. I mourn when I think that our happy 
land may fill with weeping Rachels . 

What a change h a s this time been brought ove r Roc kbridge 
in a few days by the invidious policy of Abraham Lincoln! 
And you would scarcely b el ieve how we are all now found 
together. I turn my back upon all p as t political diffe rences -
& now look forward with an eye---- {M.S. unclefo~ only to 
the union, the honor, & the safety of Virginia . 

In this same letter of April 17, Davidson also mentioned 

t he upcoming elections for the House of Dele e;ates, which in 

view of Virginia's secession took on even greater importance 

than e v e r before. Davidson wrote that he was being pressured 

t o r un for a seat himself, but de0lined and pledged his support 

.1't ,·o• D d M 108 orman an oore. 

Throughout the Secession crifds, Davidson remained in 

close communicati on with Governor Letcher. The f ormer Unionists 

stuc k together in their transforma tion into secessionists. 'rho 

n ation, the Commonwealth, and the grassroots of the Valley 

prepared for a Civil War testing the validity of their decision. 109 
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v. 

One of the tragedies of the American Civil War was the 

fratricidal di visions it inflic tecJ. upon the nation., di vi ding 

not only states but also families and friends . Such social 

anguish and suffering which is an inevitable by-product of civil 

war is well exemplified within the Davidson family . 

At the outset of the war, two of J ames D. Davidson's 

brothers were living north of the Mason-Dixon line. Both lived 

in Indiana., and their comments portray both the pain of separa

tion and a view of Northern attitudes toward the South and the 

Bo r der States . 

Alexander H. Davidson, an 1836 graduate of Hashington College, 

lived in Indianapolis and according to one source l eventually 

fou ght on the side of the Union army, attaining the rllilk of gen

eral . His son, Phillip., was a student a t VMI under the eye of 

Jame s D. Davidson., and enlisted in the Confederate Army at the 

very outset of the conflict, as soon as Virginia seceeded. His 

other son, Dorman, sought to fight for the Union as an officer 

in t he Indiana militia unit to which he had belonged for several 

years. J ames D. 1 s other brother living in the North was Charles 

B. Davidson. Charles was a member of the Washington College 
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clas s of 1837 and was an Episcop al minister residing in Ev ans

ville, Indiana at the time the war broke out. 110 

As early as February , Alexander was writing to James about 

the p ossibility of Secession. He expressed p ride in Vir~ini a 1 s 

conse rvative wait-and-see stance. He favored preservation of 

the Union, or, if breakup of the Union proved inevitable, a Con

federacy of border states (free and s l ave), including both Vir

ginia and Indiana. His opinions seem to h ave been shared by 

substl;l.Iltial numbers of his fellow Hoosiers. Much of Indiana 's 

interest in such a Confederacy seems to have been based primar

ily on economic considerations. "'lhe mutual interests of Indiana 

are with the South, or as one e xpressed it yesterday with the 

M • • • . R. 11111 llSSJ.SSJ.ppJ. iver. Pre f erab l e to this, though; a s a last 

resort, would be a n a tional Constitutional Convention called to 

take whatever steps might be necessary to preserve the union so 

'' that the Cons ti tut ion will be so amended that all may live in 

peace and security under the aegis of the United States of 

America. "112 

'Two short months can chang e many thing s and break apart 

many dreams. On April 18, 1 861 , J ames D. 1 s other brother in 

Indi ana, Charles, wrote him lamenting the recent, events. 'l'he 

c lergyman l e;td ,,l much of the bl arne for secession not upon the 

South alone but also upon the North's unwillingness to compro-
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mise . Writing from the Ohio River town of Evansville, in southe rn 

Indiana, Ch arles griaved thRt : 

We are fallen upon eviJ times truly . What is to be 
our fate as a nation God only knows. If I may judge of 
the other portions oi' the notion by our own community here , 
tho c ountry is in the wildest excitement e verywhere. Last 
night we had an i mmense gathering at the .Market house in 
this ci ty and a spirit amoun t ing to madness prevai led . It 
was cal led a 11 Union me e ting " but it was dis union in the 
highest degree . 'l'he s peeches made wore ofthe most rabid 
k ind, and calculated to inflame the public mind and make 
wider the breach between the two sections. Every man seerr..ed 
to be t h irsting f or blood , and the cry df Blood, met 
a h ealthier response from that vast assemblage than any-

11 2 th ing else. 

Al exander's f irst letter (April 20, 1861) to J ames D. after 

For t Sumter and Lincoln's request for volunteers spoke of the 

fear faced by a Southerner living in the North. Indianapolis 

was a ngreat seething cauldron of excitement, 11114 and, though 

Alexander ap prehended no immedi ate danger to himself, he took 

precautions to avoid occasions whe re such mi ght arise. 

As in other places all across the nation, the spectre of 

poverty hung over many as fi ghting and the expec tation fight

ing had greatly interfered with the working s of the economy. 

Alexander wrote that "'11he war fever has brought business almost 

to the p oint of utter stagn ation. 11 Bankrup tcy and panic per

vaded as the Inciiana banks, with only one day 1 s notic e , stopped 

honoring al l paper money issued on Ke ntuc ky banks, e:ven though 

such paper money comprised nearly one half of the city 's medium 

of exchange. 116 

-45-



If' Alexander did indeed become a Union general ( and only 

one source, Dr. Herbert Kellar of the :McCormick Library, testif'ies 

to this ), his attitude expressed to his brother at the outset 

towards Northern politic al and military leadership showed little 

inclination to join their number in pursuit of their goals . 

~rroops are coming in every day and every arriv al adds 
to the confidence of the leaders in this murderous move 
ment of the ability o.f the1¥~rth to subjugate, to crush out 
the South, as an easy job. -

He speaks bitterly of the means and ends of the Republicans 

and abolitionists , especially their anticipated use of' emanci

pation a s not only a goal of the war's outcome but also a tool 

in its execution . 

Not only do they glut their souls with internecine 
strife., but they must add all the horrors of a servile 
war . Will a Just God permit such men t~15ucceed in their 
hellish designs: I can not believe it. 

'rhe tortuous emotional chasm which had been occasioned in 

many families throu ghout the land by the breakup of the Union 

was particula~ly well exemplified by the Davidsons. They had 

always been, though geographically diffuse, a frunily woven very 

closely together. As it did to untold tens of thousands of' such 

families , the War ripped apart this fabric, and the rending was 

extremely painful. When trarnes D. Davidson read Alexander's letter 

of April 20, he read words written by his brother with a voice 
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o f mournful despair and bewildered sorrow which he himself 

l ikewise felt. 

I never wrote to you with a sadde r he art than now . 
Our country - the h appie s t, the most wonderfull y prosperous 
of any other under the sun, - in the incipient throes of 
a civil war., my aged parent s and my brothers and sisters 
on one side of the di vidi n g l ine, myself on tho other, what 
p art can I t ake in this dreadful dram a: Go d knows I love 
my country - my whol e country. I love Virgini a , for she is 
my mother . Within her borders "my friends and k indred dwell 
an d there the b ones of my ancestors are mouldering bac k 
to dust," and how can I dare to lift the hand of violence 
against her : And yet, if I do not evince a willingness 
to do so, il~ charged with a want of fealty to the 
g overnment. 

As the war divided the n a tion , so it also divided the David

son f amily. The material and spiritual destruction done to the 

f ormer only compounded the future personal devastation which 

would soon be visited upon the latter. 
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VI. 

With Governor Letcher 1 s requisition upon the counties for 

troops, the Davidson boys prepared to march off in defense of 

Vi r g inia. By April 20, Ch arles and Albert, often previously 

in a small minority of defenders of the Union at the University 

of Virg inia, left their studies at u. Va. to march off with 

student companies formed there. H. R. Mc Kennie informed James D. 

and his wife of the departure o f their two sons. 

The y oung men o f al l agos s e em t o be wild with the 
most intense excitemen t . At dinn e r on We dnesday , y our 
so n Ch arl e s h a d de termine d t o g o, and Alber t s a i d he would 
wa i t and write home t o you t o ge t him a. p l a ce with Col . 
Smi th, but, at 6 o'cl oc k , which wa s our sup per , t o my 
surp rise Albert came in al l ready f o r the march. Tell 
:Mrs. Davidson her sons we r e both well, and went off with 
high spirits. I feel the greatest f aith tha t the great1 20 
God of Heaven will be with us in this terrible struggle. 

These companies which Charles and Albert joined soon became part 

of the Army of Northern Virg inia, and were first sent to Winches

ter and then on to the mountains of Western Virginia and the 

121 Valley of the Kanawha . 

Fre derick, James D. 1 s s on at Washing t on Coliege, left his 

studi es there and enlisted with the first c ontingent of tho 

Rockbridge Rifles, serving a s a second corporal. He left in such 

a hurry that he had not even the time to say goodbye to his 
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grandp arents . He, along with Preston Davidson ( Alexander 's 

s on) who enlisted with him, was first stationed at Harper 's 

Ferr y .1 22 

Greenlee, the eldest son, was asked by Governor Letcher 

to come to Richmond and serve as a. special a ide t o the Governor . 

He left his father 1 s law practice , and went off to the capital 

i n May , 1861, enterine; the Comrnonweal th I s service with the rank 

of lieutenant colonel of cavalry. As Letcher 1 s aide, he assisted 

the Governo r in day to day functions, served as the Governor's 

emissary, and on occasion performed some of his duties in his 

absence •1 23 

'I'he boys I father plunged him.self into the war effort also, 

preparing himself for the sacrifices he would be called upon to 

make . Within three week s of Virg inia's secession, ,Tames D. 

wr ote that : 

I had J sons at Harpers Ferry & a four th is now in 
Richmond, in the service of the Sta.to. I have offered 
them to Genl . Lee & our Governo1~4& tendered them also 
any portion of my humble means. 

He was a mem½er of the Home Guard and served as a c ommis 

s ary for the Confederate Army . Armies do not functio n long with 

empty stomachs, bare feet, and naked backs. James D. Davidson, 

and many others lik e him, r e ndoro<l substanti al service to the 

Confederacy by obt aining food, clothing, shoes, horses, and other 

i tems desperately needed by the Southern military forces.125 
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<lust as bef ore he h ad b een a bulw aPk i n support of the 

Federal Uni on, he now maint a ined a simil arly high prof i l e 

in s up p or t of Virg inia' s secession fr om, ru.1.d independence of, 

that Union. It wa s none other than J ames D. Davids on, the 

former Unionist stalwart, who de livered the p rinciple address 

on t h e occasion o f the departure of t he Roc kbridge Artille r y 

on May 8, 1 861. He p r e sented a flag t o the company made by the 

1 adie s o f Roc kbridge. 'I'he f lag was accepted on behal f of the 

entire comp any b y the Reve rend William N. Pendleton, the 

I C t . 1 26 Comp any s ap ain. 

One can im agine the bittersweet a tmosphere tha t perva ded 

the scene as Davidson spok e. 'I'he r e were pray ers and hopes for 

suc cess; there was t h e excited ex uberance of young men marching 

off with dre ams of c oming h e r o ism; there was pride in the qu an

tity and quality of Roc kb r idge' s imme diate response to Virg ini a 's 

n ee d; and finally there we re remorse and tears as many wives 

and mo thers correctly realized that they were perhaps g azing 

f or the last time upon their beloved men and boys. These feel

i n gs and more Davidson tried to capture~ and in his speech insp ire 

both those who were marching off and those who were staying behind. 

Ro c kbridg e County and the Va.l le y , lik e much of the South, 

s aw itself as engaged on the throes of a great Crusade - not so 
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much to protect its "peculiar institution", but to protect its 

free dom and indeed its way of life from perceived Northern 

cont amination . Ideology, not race, seems to have been the prime 

moti v ating factor of the men of the Valley, including the David

sons. Indicative of this attitude is the tone and tenor of a 

le t t er received by Davidson from Thomas Michie on May 28 , 1 861 • 

.• n ow all good men I think wil l be convinced that 
if a war had been inaugur ated by t he South for no other 
p urpose but a fin al s ep aration fr om the mass of putrid 
Corruption which is daily manifesting itself, over the 
p urchase at the price of ten years war - - Nothing but 
separation could have saved the morals of our fair South 
f rom the h arm of such a bump - 1,./hen we see the hards (sic) 
o f rotten population the y are sending ag ainst us & hear 
t h e war cry of 11Beauty & Booty'1 by which those Hell hounds 
a re set on by some of their loading papers - when we con
t emplate the Massacre of women & children at St o Louis -
t h e crushing out o f the Nationality of poor Mary land -
t he beastly maraudings of the troops at Alexandria 
l'Jho would not g ive a thousand li ves1 ~7 he had them - to 
send the scoundrels to destruction'? 

Da vidson was caught up in such a spirit, and considered 

t he c anyon between North and South to be incapable of being 

:, bridged, either then or at any time in the future . In the 

early days of the war he worked try ing to bring other former 

Unionists to full support of secession. He held out hope for 

an e arly end to the fighting with Northern recognition of the · 

r ight of peaceful secession b ased upon irreconcil.able differences , 

and f or a '-twhile worked through politic al channels in pursuit of 
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such a visionary go al . In a May ?nd letter to his friend 

senator R. :M. T. Hunter ., a longtime leader of Virginia Conser

vative forces , Davidson pushed for such an approach .from the 

confederate leadership. Neverthe1ess, Davidson also evinced 

hi s will inr;ness to give all to the war should armed force hold 

out hope of success for Southern i .ndependence where peaceful 

overtures h a d failed . 

Preparati ons I unders t and are now being made by men 
o f high p osition, look ing to peace - Could they be met 
by a Commission of the Southern Congress looking to a 
pe aceful separation? We can never be united again . The 
line is already marked between the Cold North & the warm 
South which cannot be wiped out, e ven by blood. When I 
t hink of the devastation of such a war - the stoppag e of 
a11. civil pursuits - the impressions of Camp life upon 
our boys - when I hear, ringing in my ears., the lame-nt a tions 
of the Rachels of the land, I feel emboldened t o appr~b 
t o you., in y our wisdom, to help in our time of need. 

These admittedly fragile hopes for a successful early peace 

conference , however, were soon brok en, and James D. Davidson 

and h is family prepared to contribute their all to that cause 

in which they so deeply believed., and which would exact so great 

a price from them. 
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VII. 

.Much of the course of the war, and the fortunes of the 

sou th, can be seen in the experiences of the Davidson family. 

Jus t as with a young man testing his newfound prowess, the 

young Confederacy went through an initial euphoric feeling of 

invincib ility . It did not tak e long, however, for the Davidsons 

to c omprehend the gargantuan task before them, and to assess 

thei r situation in a more realistic manner. 

'l'he Davidsons harbored no delusions of an early and easy 

vic tory for very long. Greenlee expressed such an outlook to 

his fathe r in a letter of June 2, 1861 . 

From present appearances, we have a long and desperate 
war b efore us & the services of e very available man in 
t he Stat12~ill be required to prevent our State from being 
overrun . 

Not only did the boys have to adjust to a new lifestyle 

in t he military, but readjustments were also required of the 

members of the Davidson family who remained in Lexington . 

Ars. Davidson and the girls spent much of their time in making, 

gatherin g , and sending provisions to the new-born Confederate 
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Ar my . She wrote to Greenle e tha t 11 the town look s desolate 

s i nc e the Artillery and Gray s have left. The ladies are con

s tantly sewing for the soldier and exp ect t o work for them all 

s ummer. 111 30 

Later that summer, the tra gedy of war was first brough t 

home to the Davidson h ousehold. Frederick Davidson, a member 

of' Comp any H of t he 27th Virg ini a Infantry , was kil l ed at the 

f irst battle of :Manassa s. Be f ore he died, he requested th a t 

he be buried on the field up on whose soil he was struck down. 

Hi s grief-stricken father managed to travel to Manassas and 

se cure d permission from the Army to make sure that his son 

. d b . 1 131 r ece ive a proper uria. 

Throu ghout the autumn of 1861. , James D. made numerous 

tr i p s from Lexing ton to Lewi s burg , where Al bert was stationed. 

Jame s D. was ex ceptionally worried over what he p erc e ived to 

be the deteriorating military situation, and recommended tha t 

Le t cher abandon Western Virg inia. and withdraw Confederate troops 

f rom the area to deploy them in areas where their presence would 

be of g reater utility to the overall benefit of Conferate 

V . • • 132 1 rg1n1a. 

Charles Davidson in the me.an.time had come home from western 

Virgini a and g one to Richmond in search of a commission. After 

some initial frustrati on, he eventually became a lieutenant 

i n a part of A. P. Hill's division~ 33 
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Greenlee continued throughout the summer and autumn of 1861 

on Letcher I s staff. I•'rom all accounts., he performed his duties 

competently and accurately . He was in a position to accomplish 

much and to be aware of much., but because of his position he 

was also badgered by those who sought to profiteer from the war. 1 34 

In spite of some disillusionments., though., Greenlee 

rel ished the opportunities his ,job afforded him to be in contact 

and work with the leading men of Virginia and Confederate 

go vernment. His letters written while in Richmond provide 

fr ank insight into the personality and che~acter of many of 

these leading men, and straightforward accounts of the events 

their actions helped to mold and by which they were molded. 

Of par ticular interest is his letter describing Jefferson Davis 1 s 

arrival in the new capital city of the Confederacy. Davidson was 

·with the official party of the Governor w:Iicfbl ,journeyed to Peters

burg to meet Davis there and board his northward traveling 

train to usher him into Richmond. The letter 1 s description 

of Davis shows something of a light side in a man often protrayed 

t o be rather serious and aristocratic at all times. 

The Governor & his aides - Catlett & I., the Council 
of State, the Ma,jor & a Committee of the City Council left 
here at 4 o 1 clock Wednesday morning for Petersburg, for 
the purpose of meeting him. 

We found that he h a d reache d tho City a few minutes 
before we arrived. 

We immediately stepped in the Car in which he was 
traveling & the train moved off for Richmond. 
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When I was introduced to the President, he shook me 
cordially by the hand, mistak ing my name I suppose to be 
Da vidson, remarked, i: I am glad to see you sir; your name 
is somewhat longer than mine." rro which I replied my name, 
sir is considerable longer than yours, but not near so 
distinguished •••. 

The Presidents (sic) party consisted only of ex-Senator 
Wigfall & Ladiz, & Cols. Northrop & Davis. 

Whe n the train reached this City we found an immense 
crowd assembled, & as we entered the Depot, a salute was 
f ired, the crowd gave cheer upon cheer and the Armory Dand 
played 11 Dixie11 in approved sty le. I never witnessed such 
enthusiasm as was exhibited by the people • 

.•• As the Presidents (sic) carri age passed thr ough 
the streets, flower s were showered down upon him from the 
house tops & windows. 

Greenlee, after listening to some remarks by Davis to the 

c r owd, then accompanied the party to breakfast. The whole affair 

exce edingly impressed him., g ood-naturedly enjoying such status - (sic) 

The party consisted of the following persons - The 
Pr e sident, the Go vernor, Lt . Gov . Mont agu e , J-udge Allen, 
Gen . Haymond, Col. Smith, Ma jor Mayo, Col. Catlett, Gen . 
Wigfall , Col. Northrop Ee Col. Davidson - 12 in all . You 
will perceive from this, that I associate with very g ood 
Comp any . 

I shall always look back with pleasure to this break 
fast party. 'l'he Pres dt . is a refined, courteous gentleman, 
I don't think I ever listened to a person who converses 
more elegantly than he does. He is a man the South may 
well be proud of. What a contras t £~ff!ween him & the vulgar 
monkey who now rules at Washington~- ::> 

Davis quickly earned the respect and admiration of the young 

lieutenant . 

The more I see of the Prcsdt. th'.f J:gJ-ore .I like him. He 
is every inch a soldier & a gentleman. 

Greenlee, however, soon grew restless in Richmond, and 

hankered to take his place in service to the South in the field. 
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He wrote that he 11had determined to take the field and g ive 

benefi t of my weak arm to the cause of Southern Independence. 111 37 

Ac cordingly , Ji~e·b r u 'a:r;y"l 4 , 186 2, he was c ommissioned cap t ain o f 

artillery by Go v. Letcher and busied himself with recruiting 

a company in Ri chmond and Ro c kbridge . F'o r such an effort, his 

fa t h e r had s ome words of advice . 

In recruiting your men, some wild charac ters may apply , · 
'I'houe;h app arently objectionable, they af terward make the 
b e st soldiers. Treat them kindly and respectfully wi thout 
excep tion . Be k ind but decided and your men will obey y ou . 
You must expect to tak e many rough f e llows . Don 1 t let the 
idea get out that your company is to be fo rmed of prudish 
young men . It won't do . In a. word, use kind words always 
and neve13tlound men 1 s feelings of any appl icant for your 
company. 

The artillery company was formed, wi t h two other Davidson 

b rothers - Albert and Willie - joining it, and it became known 

a s t he Le tcher b at tery , so named by Greenlee in honor of the 

Governor . After vJillie later be c ame ill, both he and Albert 

were reassigned t o a train ing camp in Dublin, Virginia, under the 

c ommand of their aforementioned cousin, James I3 . Dorman, the 

f ormer Unionist dele g ate to the Secession Convention. 1 39 

Gree n lee I s company t ook part in numerous battles and ac

qui red a reputation throughout the South f or bravery in the 

many battles in which it took p art . '11he b attery always seemed 

t o be in the t hick of every battle i n which it took port . 

Greenlee writes or many close c alls with t he 11 Grim Re ap er", 

i ncluding one in which he was s a ved from being shot only by the 

c ante e n hanging on his left side, which stopped the bullet. lL~O 

At the b a ttle or Chancellorsvi lle, however, intense tr a,gedy 

s t ruc k the Davidson family for a second time, as Greenlee was 



s truc k down, mortally wounded. One of his company wrote to 

Nrs . Davidson, relating his finnl moments • 

.• he dreaded his approaching end principally on 
your account and exclaimed Oh ! My mother ! \1/h at a terrible 
blow this will be t o her : he requested me to write to 
you to say that he fell1a1avely fighting for our cause and 
in the hour of history. · 

The death of his former aide and friend came as a great 

s hock and source of grief to Governor Letcher, whose sorrow 

i1as onl y further compounded by the news of the following day 

t hat Stonewall Jackson had also died of wounds received at 

Chancellorsville. 142 An officer wrote to Letcher recommending 

a suc c es sor for Greenlee, and in doing so expressed feeling s 

n o t only in his own heart but also in Letcher 1 s and those of 

the Davidson faraily : 

\fo uld that I had lan gu age to express my f eeling s towards, 
o r my opinions of him. as a g en tl eman, friend and Soldier -
None possessed more highly all t he at tributes of Ge n tleman 
and Soldier than he - amiable and k ind as need be - br ave 
and gen e r>ous t o a fault - P.11 who knew him loved him: and 
none can feel more keenly his loss than I - He wil l always 
be k indly remembe red by us all. As he fell he desired 
one of his comr ades to say to his mother : 11 1.4e eR4~ot for 
me - I die fighting in defense of our h ome" -

James D. Davidson and his family were again made to feel 

the terrible price war exacts from its partici pants . But ev.en 

t hi s would not be the end of the tragic sacrifices they would 

b e called upon to mak e •1 41+ 
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VIII. 

During the war, James D. Davidson continued to carry on 

the practice of law, in addition to serving as a Confederate 

commis sor and maintaining his role as a cormnunity leader. His 

l aw practice , though, was not nearly as lucrative as it had 

b een before the war. Davidson did not make money on the war, 

on the contrary he lost a substantial amount . In sadly repri

manding son Charles .for writing home too often .for additional 

money, James D. showed the financial burden the war was imposing . 

11 1 am reduced," he wrote, "to short funds - & I will soon bA 

without any. 11145 .,/. 

He did not horde his money or tightly kee p it from being 

u s ed in the war effort. On the contrary, he was always r eceptive 

t o p leas for funds to a id the Southern boys in the field, giving 

even more than his legal obligation to various drives and collec

tions taken up to sustain the war ef.fort . 146 

He was instrumenta..l not only as a c om.rn i.ssc:1ry.for the Confed

erate forces, proccuring food and supplies .for the Confedera te 

soldiers in the field. Moreover, h e also worked i ncessantly to 

insure that the wives a...11.d famili e s of thos e soldie rs were provided 

f or , and assur e the s oldiers that they were. He was a man whom 

t he soldie rs could turn to and depend upon. 
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I have rec eived a letter from my wi.fe in which she says 
that she is in need of provisions and that she has no means 
of obtaining them~ I understand that James J . Wilson was 
appointed to provide for the families of the Volunteers and 
I will.be m~ch obliged to you, if ray will ask him to furnish 
my family with whatever they need. 

S~ch correspondence is filled with first hand accounts not 

only of battles, but also of letters from friends relating the 

domesti c suffering brought on by the war. Supplies of foodstuffs 

ran low, due to the breakdown of transportation and the first 

priorities of the soldiers in the field. A friend of Davidson, 

J. Basse t French, wrote from Richmond be gging Davidson to buy 

foo d in Rockbridge County and ship it to him. 

We are on the eve of starvation & unless the ways 
are opened up very shortly we will be all laid low - Corn 
is selling here at $60 per bbl. I write to ask you if you147 
can 't (sic) buy for me 50 bush. wheat & have it ground ••. 

Davidson also continued efforts to bolster Southern morale . 

~ h 
Among other efforts, he resumed writing his Rober t of Rockbr-idge 

articles for .publication in Richmond. One of these letters 

writ ten by Davidson purporting to be f1~om an uneducated Ro c kbridge 

Counti an appeared in February of 1862, and aLme d directly a t 

giving encouragement to the Confederacy. 

The ideas expressed are in the vocabulary and grara..~r of 

''Robert of Rockbridge" writing to 11 Cousin Bobn, but they are 

ideas and feelings from the heart of the former Un i onist., James 

D. Davidson to the pe ople of Virg ini a and the South . 
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Ole Abes k i k ed us inter this h ere fite - & we must 
fit it out - k ase if we don 1 t he 1 l l jist sit his big fut 
rite on our nek s & we'll never b re the the brethe of life 
again - now Bo b i feels lik e rarin & k ikin s um times when 
i sees them t arnal yankes a floundurin his f ists at us -
kase tha think s its p luk i - now we lmos th a t & ain I t scared 
neethur kase we gut t he pluk & th a hant & we k an fit longur 
nor tha k an kase we k an fit without kash & tha lmat - & if 
tha wants tu n o how l ong it 1 11 t a._1{ t o ware us out tha ma 
multipli all t he fi gytj'.B frum a to izzard tuge the r & t h en tha 
wunt ge t an anser ..• 

Davidson felt at the earl y point o f the war that Southern 

dete rmination would bring success to t he South, in s pite of the 

:rnili tary and n aval advantage s of t he North. In a letter of a dvice 

t o Governor Le tcher p enned· at about the same time the a bove 

l!H_obert of Ro c lrb ridge 11 a r t icle was written , Davidson exp r esse d 

f ear at the v a st ·:i;rrteriority of the Confederate n avy , but c onc l uded 

with a vo ice of confi de n ce i n Southern tenacity . 

I t is high t i me that we should. come - or be brought 
to our senses , &: to bel i eve that we have a desperate foe 
to contend with, wel l equipped & trained to war - with 
well s uperio r numbers14~rms, & am .. munition , and even now, 
almos t in our midst. .. 

Dav i ds on prophetic ally f ore saw· the possible destruct i on of 

S"uthern c i ties and. ra i l r oads , a.rid went on to wri te : 

1 Tis well then to gaze at these thing s , as they are -
& therefore prepare ourselves , even f or t he worst, & to put 
every nerve i n requicition to avert t he blow & rep e l l. ( sic ) 
the invade r . 

Wi thout fore i gn i ntervent i on , of which there are some 
signs - upon which, howe ver, it is very m1safe to rely -
I can se e no solution of the termir-ation o1 thi s war, except 
th at both sides, wil l oe s oon worn out by it. A£§ol am 
inclined to thin...\: the North Hi ll 1-:ear out first . -

Desp ite these premoniti ons aJ1d Harnings , however, Davidson 

0:, n o means took on a defe a tis t attitude throu ghout the remaining 
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three years of the war. He remained a clo s e advisor of 

Governor Letcher, and served as his emiss a ry on several 

occ asions, representing him in confidential capacities in 

insuring the cooperation of Confede rate military and the 

Virginia civil government. 151 

Letcher's term as Governor expired on J anuary 1, 1864, 

and following that time Davidsonts sub s t antive input into 

p ub l ic affairs decreased markedly , as he no longer wi elded the 

i nfluence over g overnmental policy th a t he once had. Nonetheless, 

he continued his efforts a t g arnering supplies for the Confede rate 

forc e s, tak ing c are of widows, wives, and dep endent s on the 

home front, and in general serving a s a pill ar of l e a de rship 

in Lexing t on and . the surround i ng are a . 
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IX. 

Lee surrendered at Appomattox Court House on April 9, 

1865. The shock of defeat came to the Davidson family in 

Lexington the next day. However, an even greater shock was 

ye t to befall them. Albert was stationed at Pearisburg in 

Giles County in western Virginia. After Lee had surrendered, 

but before news of surrender had reached the area, Albert 

was killed. He left behind his yow1g wife and his first born 

chil d - a daughter only two weeks old. 152 

The war h ad taken much from ,Tames D. Davidson and his 

f amily , time, much ,of their fortunes, and worst of all, thre e 

of t he ir sons. Yet the Davidsons h arbored n o deep bitterness. 

They had fought the good fi ght and they had lost, so they now 

s ettle d back to rebuilding a li f e and patching h ack together 

br oke n dreams . William and Ch arl e s, who h a d be e n at Ap pom a ttox, 

r eturne d to Le x ing ton, Willi am to enter VNI and Char·l e s to 

pract ice law as a memb e r of the Lexing ton b ar . 1 .5 3 

Wi l liam was forced to withdr aw fr om VMI because of po o r 

he al th ., and di e d a t the a g e of t we n ty-four . Ch arl es li ved 

anoth e 1~ f ifteen ye ars before dyi n g of t ubercu los i s in 1879 . 1 54 
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James D. himself lived until 1882. He accepted the 

out come of the war, and devoted his efforts to continuing 

t he contribution of his talents and leadership to the com

muni ty and nation of which he was a citizen. He swore the 

oath of alle g iance to the United States on June 14, 1865, and 

on J une 26 was given a full pardon with full amnesty. 155 

He continued again his interest and input into politics, 

journey ing to Washington in July., 1867, together with John 

Le tcher to talk with the Radical Republican leadership and 

find out exactly what the makers of Reconstruction policy 

wanted .from t h e South. They me t there with Thaddeus StevensJ 

Schuyler Colfax of Ind iana, Speaker of the House and several 

oth e r Hadical Republic ans . l 57 

De.vids on was a mernber of the Board of ':trustees o f Wash

ington Coll ege ., and after the war devoted substantial time.,. to 

~ebuilding t h e institution so d6cimated by the war. He was 

among t hat gr oup on the Bo ar•d of Trustee s W1id;l first s ou ght to 

ob t ai n Ro b ert E . Lee as the Co llege's post - war President . 

He was a lso very influential in get t ing his life-long friend, 

Cyr u s Vc Co rmi c k ,. the Ro c kbridge County n ativ e and inventor of 

the reape r , to g ive a v e r y l arge e ndowment t o the school whe n 

i t despera t ely n e ede d fun.ds . As a Washin g t on Co lleg e Truste e , 

and as a. c om:mu..Dity l eader, Davi dson led a f ull and active life 

unti l hi s de ath in 1 88 2 . 



Jie and his family provided much to Lexington, to Virginia, 

to the South, and to the Nation. They had given much, but 

the cost was very high. He had defended the Union until his 

cons titutional principles dictated that he support the secession

i st cause he had so long opposed. Following defeat in a war in 

support of that cause, he worked for and looked forward to the 

fu t ure development of Virginia and of the South as again an 

integral part of that Union. His attitude was well expressed 

in a po em he wrote after the war as a welcoming to No rthern 

inve stors who had come to Rockbridge County looking for possible 

pl aces to invest their funds. It was a vision of a South, a 

s tate, and county still suffering from the ravages of war and 

the costs pf war, but still looking forward with hopeful expec

tation to the future. 

We have no gold; no works of art, 
As you have at the North, 

To feast your eyes and creature wants, 
But have what is more worth: 

We have God 1 s gifts in Sunny South, 
Hearts full of welcome; then 

We h ave your gold., hid in our hills., 
" We love our fellow-men. 11 

Corne, then; amongst us., with your thrift, 
And with your go -a-head, 

And wake our Sleeping Be a uty up, 
And raise her from the de a d. 

The past is gone -- forgotten be, 
Before us is a future grand, 

When solid South and s~S'~d North, 
Are one united land . 
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