
 

 

NURSING THEN AND NOW 

SPECIMEN DAYS EXCERPT 

The Inauguration 

March 4, 1865—The President [Lincoln] very quietly rode down to the Capitol in his own 

carriage, by himself, on a sharp trot, about noon, either because he wished to be on hand to 

sign bills, or to get rid of marching in line with the absurd procession, the muslin temple of 

liberty, and pasteboard monitor. I saw him on his return, at three o’clock, after the 

performance was over. He was in his plain two-horse barouche [four-wheeled, horse-drawn 

carriage], and looked very much worn and tired; the lines, indeed, of vast responsibilities, 

intricate questions, and demands of life and death, cut deeper than ever upon his dark brown 

face; yet all the old goodness, tenderness, sadness, and canny shrewdness, underneath the 

furrows. (I never see that man without feeling that he is one to become personally attached to, 

for his combination of purest, heartiest tenderness, and native western form of manliness.) By 

his side sat his little boy, of ten years. There were no soldiers, only a lot of civilians on 

horseback, with huge yellow scarves over their shoulders, riding around the carriage. (At the 

inauguration four years ago, he rode down and back again surrounded by a dense mass of 

armed cavalrymen eight deep, with drawn sabers; and there were sharpshooters stationed at 

every corner on the route.) I ought to make mention of the closing levee [reception] of 

Saturday last night. Never before was such a compact jam in front of the White House—all the 

grounds filled, and away out to the spacious sidewalks. I was there, as I took a notion to go—

was in the rush inside with the crowd—surged along the passageways, the Blue and other 

rooms, and through the great East Room. Crowds of country people, some very funny. Fine 

music from the Marine band, off in a side place. I saw Mr. Lincoln, dressed all in black, with 

white kid gloves and a claw-hammer coat, receiving, as in duty bound, shaking hands, looking 

very disconsolate, and as if he would give anything to be somewhere else. 

 

The Real War Will Never Get in the Books 

And so goodbye to the war. I know not how it may have been, or may be, to others—to me the 

main interest I found (and still, on recollection, find) in the rank and file of the armies, both 

sides, and in those specimens amid the hospitals, and even the dead on the field. To me the 

points illustrating the latent personal character and eligibilities of these States, in the two or 

three millions of American young and middle-aged men, North and South, embodied in those 

armies—and especially the one-third or one-fourth of their number, stricken by wounds or 

disease at some time in the course of the contest—were of more significance even than the 

political interests involved. (As so much of a race depends on how it faces death, and how it 

stands personal anguish and sickness. As, in the glints of emotions under emergencies, and the 
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indirect traits and asides in Plutarch, we get far profounder clues to the antique world than all 

its more formal history.) 

Future years will never know the seething hell and the black infernal background of countless 

minor scenes and interiors (not the official surface courteousness of the generals, not the few 

great battles), of the Secession war; and it is best they should not—the real war will never get 

in the books. In the mushy influences of current times, too, the fervid atmosphere and typical 

events of those years are in danger of being totally forgotten. I have at night watched by the 

side of a sick man in the hospital, one who could not live many hours. I have seen his eyes flash 

and burn as he raised himself and recurred to the cruelties of his surrendered brother, and 

mutilations of the corpse afterward. (See, in the preceding pages, the incident at Upperville—

the seventeen killed as in the description, were left there on the ground. After they dropped 

dead, no one touched them—all were made sure of, however. The carcasses were left for the 

citizens to bury or not, as they chose.)  

Such was the war. It was not a quadrille [French dance for four couples] in a ballroom. Its 

interior history will not only never be written—its practicality, minutiae of deeds and passions, 

will never be even suggested. The actual soldier of 1862–1865, North and South, with all his 

ways, his incredible dauntlessness, habits, practices, tastes, language, his fierce friendship, his 

appetite, rankness, his superb strength and animality, lawless gait, and a hundred unnamed 

lights and shades of camp, I say, will never be written—perhaps must not and should not be. 

The preceding notes may furnish a few stray glimpses into that life, and into those lurid 

interiors, never to be fully conveyed to the future. The hospital part of the drama from 1861 to 

1865, deserves indeed to be recorded. Of that many-threaded drama, with its sudden and 

strange surprises, its confounding of prophecies, its moments of despair, the dread of foreign 

interference, the interminable campaigns, the bloody battles, the mighty and cumbrous and 

green armies, the drafts and bounties—the immense money expenditure, like a heavy-pouring 

constant rain—with, over the whole land, the last three years of the struggle, an unending, 

universal mourning wail of women, parents, orphans—the marrow of the tragedy concentrated 

in those Army Hospitals—(it seemed sometimes as if the whole interest of the land, North and 

South, was one vast hospital, and all the rest of the affair but flanges)—those forming the 

untold and unwritten history of the war—infinitely greater (like life’s) than the few scraps and 

distortions that are ever told or written. Think how much, and of importance, will be—how 

much, civic and military, has already been—buried in the grave, in eternal darkness.  

—Walt Whitman  
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