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FROM SITE SUPERINTENDENT MARTHA
DOWNEY

The commemoration of the 150"
anniversary of the Civil War has begun. Here at
the Carl Sandburg State Historic Site Mike
Hobbs, Barbara Schock and Christian Schock
did a wonderful program about conditions on
the eve of the war. This program in article form
can be found at the Galesburg Planet website.

Born only thirteen years after the
conclusion of the Civil War, Carl Sandburg
spent a significant portion of his life studying
President Lincoln and that conflict. His efforts
yielded the four volume Abraham Lincoln: The
War Years. Sandburg's knowledge of the Civil
War began in Galesburg. In Always the Young
Strangers he writes of learning about the Civil
War and knowing Civil War veterans.

The first biography he owned was one he
found. It was A Short History of General P.T.
Beauregard. “The Beauregard book began with
a little poem that made me expect he must be
one of the greatest generals that ever
lived....After reading the book | felt the poem
went too far. The book made him out a just fair-
to-middling general and a good deal of an
actor....”

This Beauregard book was one of a
series of books published by Duke Cigarettes.
The subjects in this series included John
Ericsson, a Swede, who designed The Monitor
and James B. Eads who built ironclad gunboats
for the Union. The Ericsson book was one that
Sandburg coveted but never owned.

Writing about the Galesburg Opera

House's destruction by fire, Sandburg told of
entertainments he had seen there. One was the
diorama of the Battle of Gettysburg to which the
admission was 5 cents. However as the
program went along and the curtains depicting
the battle were explained, Sandburg's mind
wandered. “I got to wondering if he [the lecturer]
had children to support and what kind of
children they were, and how many, and if there
were five or six that was plenty to buy shoes
for..”

Besides the more formal methods of
learning he listened to the stories Union
veterans told. These seem to have had the
most impact on the young Sandburg. One man
in particular remained strong in Sandburg's
memory, Joe Elser, a renter at the Sandburg's
Berrien Street home. Sandburg wrote:

“Joe Elser had been in The War. There
was only one war then a man could have been
in, the war over the Union and the slaves. Joe
had had near four years of it. He went in as a
private and came out as a private. He had been
in battles. He would take stove wood and
kindling, put one piece on the floor 'where they
were lined up' and another 'where we stood.'
Then he would change the wood pieces to
show 'where they came at us' and 'where we
counter-charged.' He had heard bullets flying
and seen men fall and he named the places. He
had never been wounded....He didn't make
himself out any kind of a hero. "You enlisted and
then you took what come."”

Elser discussed what the soldiers ate,
wore, how they camped, talked, and cussed. He
also related to the young Sandburg some of the
less reported and more sordid details of the
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