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JOHN AND FANNY

John Fazio, CWRT Vice President, Last in a Series

At Gettysburg, on the first day, John, ordered to stem the advance of Howard’s corps
against the Confederate left, overwhelmed the line posted to protect the Union right. During
the melee that ensued, on what became known as Blocher’s Knoll, but which is now known as
Barlow’s Knoll, he saw Frances C. Barlow, who was trying to rally his men, fall. With the knoll
largely cleared of the enemy and now littered with Union dead, John rode up and saw Barlow
lying on his back, the last thin reeds of life apparently slipping from his grasp. He dismounted
to attend to his dying foe. But let us hear him tell it:

Riding forward with my rapidly advancing lines, | discovered that brave officer lying
upon his back, with the July sun pouring its rays into his pale face. He was surrounded
by the Union dead, and his own life seemed to be rapidly ebbing out. Quickly dis-
mounting and lifting his head, | gave him water from my canteen, asked his hame and
the character of his wounds. He was Major-General Francis C. Barlow, of New York,
and of Howard's corps. The ball had entered his body in front and passed out of his
spinal cord, paralyzing him in legs and arms. Neither of us had the remotest thought
that he could possibly survive many hours. | summoned several soldiers who were
looking after the wounded, and directed them to place him upon a litter and carry him to
the shade in the rear. Before parting, he asked me to take from his pocket a package
of letters and destroy them. They were from his wife. He had but one request to make
of me. That request was that if | should live to the end of the war and should ever meet
Mrs. Barlow, | would tell her of our meeting on the field of Gettysburg and of his
thoughts of her in his last moments. He wished me to assure her that he died doing his
duty at the front, that he was willing to give his life for his country, and that his deepest
regret was that he must die without looking upon her face again. | learned that Mrs.
Barlow was with the Union Army, and near the battle-field. When it is remembered
how closely Mrs. Gordon followed me, it will not be difficult to realize that my sympa-
thies were especially stirred by the announcement that his wife was so near him.
Passing through the day's battle unhurt, | despatched at its close, under flag of truce,
the promised message to Mrs. Barlow. | assured her that if she wished to come
through the lines she should have safe escort to her husband's side. In the desperate
encounters of the two succeeding days, and the retreat of Lee's army, | thought no
more of Barlow, except to number him with the noble dead of the two armies who had
so gloriously met their fate.

With the help of John’s safe passage, other Confederate officers, and General Howard, she
made her way through the lines. And, despite the doomful prognostications of Confederate
doctors and at least one captured Union surgeon, all of whom examined him and predicted his
imminent demise, she saved her husband from oblivion. Another angel of mercy. For reasons
that are not clear from the record, Barlow was returned to Union control. Arabella took him to
Somerville, New Jersey, her original home, where he completed his recuperation, returning to

service in January, 1864. John forgot all about him, assuming that he had not survived, little




realizing that he would soon be facing him again without knowing it.

In the Wilderness, John led his Georgians in an attack that was said to be critical to
Confederate success. Again he escaped unscathed, despite the ferocity of the combat and
the frightful losses on both sides, many of whom burned to death when the woods caught fire.
At Spotsylvania John knew, perhaps, his finest hour. Grant ordered a concentrated charge
against the apex of the Mule Shoe, giving the job to Hancock’s corps (i.e., division command-
ers Barlow, Birney, Mott and Gibbon). On May 12, they struck, overrunning almost a mile of
Confederate lines with a blue tide that one Confederate soldier described as being like a
“torrent over a broken mill dam.” The Federals, led by Barlow, Birney and Mott, with Gibbon in
reserve, captured between 3000 and 4000 prisoners, 18 or 20 guns, 30 flags and threatened
to tear Lee’s defenses wide open. Lee and Gordon saw the danger. Lee wanted to lead the
counterattack himself, but Gordon, with the help of his veterans, would not allow it. With cries
of “General Lee to the rear,” John, on his coal black charger, led his veterans into the breach,
exhorting them, with his booming voice, to drive the enemy back. They did, all the way to the
original line of Confederate entrenchments, where the men in blue held, thus forcing the men
in gray to form a new interior line of defense and precipitating a twenty hour slugfest that sur-
passed in ferocity anything in the war. Again, despite the intensity of the struggle and the ap-
palling casualties on both sides, John left the field unhurt and moved with Lee’s army to check
Grant’s advance on the North Anna River and Cold Harbor.

After the latter bloody clash of arms, in which the Army of the Potomac lost 7,000 men
in a doomed twenty minute frontal assault that Grant later acknowledged was a serious error,
John was detached from Lee’'s command and put under the command of General Early in the
Valley. Their purposes were to harass Washington, thereby drawing Federal troops away from
Lee’s front, and neutralize, to the extent possible, Sheridan’s attempt to deprive the Confeder-
acy of one of its principal larders by laying it waste. In so doing, John participated in major en-
gagements at Monocacy, Third Winchester, Fisher's Mill, and Cedar Creek.

Unbeknownst to John, Fanny followed him when, on June 14, 1864, be began his Val-
ley campaign with Early. At one point, her carriage broke down and she was almost captured,
but, with the help of men from the command of Robert Rodes, she continued her pursuit un-
molested. At Winchester, she took to the street to rally retreating Confederates. With bullets
flying all around her, she shouted at them: “Go back to the front lines, you cowards. Turn
around and fight.” John, witnessing this spectacle, was horrified. Fortunately, no harm came
to either of them. General Early had made known his opposition to wives following their hus-

bands around and was said to have remarked, about Fanny, that he wished the Yankees




would capture her and hold her until the war was over. If he said it, he said it in jest, because
it was known that he admired her pluck (who could do otherwise?). In fact, it was reported that
Early said to her that, when he issued orders that officers’ wives had to go to the rear, she was
excepted, inasmuch as John was so much a better soldier when she was around. So she fol-
lowed him and her presence on and near battlefields became so well known that the men in
gray were said to remark that when she was seen going to the rear, they could be sure that the
sparks were about to fly. In fact, Early was said to have remarked, upon learning of her pres-
ence in Winchester, “Well, I'll be! If my men would keep up as well as she does, I'd never is-
sue another order against straggling.” The campaign in the Valley failed, of course. The little
cavalryman, with the ridiculous hat, from Somerset, Ohio turned it into a moonscape, thereby
depriving Confederate armies of the sustenance they had been taking from it, mostly grain.

After the failure of the Valley campaign, John rejoined Lee at Petersburg and stayed
and fought with him there and in the engagements leading inexorably to Appomattox. There,
he was appointed by Lee to preside over the stacking of Confederate arms and standards. His
Union counterpart was Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain, who had survived about as many
scrapes as John had. Let us hear Chamberlain describe the scene and the behavior of the
erstwhile combatants:

Instructions had been given; and when the head of each division column comes oppo-
site our group, our bugle sounds the signal and instantly our whole line from right to
left, regiment by regiment in succession, gives the soldier’s salutation, from the “order
arms” to the old “carry” — the marching salute. Gordon at the head of the column, rid-
ing with heavy spirit and downcast face, catches the sound of shifting arms, looks up,
and taking the meaning, wheels superbly, making with himself and his horse one up-
lifted figure, with profound salutation as he drops the point of
his sword to the boot toe; then facing to his own command,
gives word for his successive brigades to pass us with the
same position of the manual -- honor answering honor. On
our part not a sound of trumpet more, nor roll of drum; not a
cheer, nor word nor whisper of vain-glorying, nor motion of
man standing again at the order, but an awed stillness rather,
and breath-holding, as if it were the passing of the dead!

The war was over for John and Fanny and for a torn and be-
reaved nation.

After the war, John went into business and then poli-
tics. He served in the United States Senate from 1873-1880
and 1891-1896, and served as Governor of Georgia from
1886-1890. In 1889, the United Confederate Veterans were




organized and John became the first President. Fanny never left his side.

It needs to be said too, sadly, that John played a major role in the founding of the Ku
Klux Klan. He prepared the Prescripts (Rules and Regulations) for the fledgling organization
and presented them at a convention held in Nashville in April, 1867. It was at this convention
that Nathan Bedford Forrest was named the first Grand Wizard of the KKK and John was
named Grand Dragon (leader) of the KKK in Georgia. All
of this childish nonsense was a serious error of judgment
on John's part and unquestionably diminishes his record,
his reputation, and his accomplishments. But it does not
erase them.

Three months before his death, he published
Reminiscences of the Civil War, said by those who have
read it to be one of the most charming, lively, completely |
inoffensive, detailed, and compelling first person ac-
counts of the war. On Saturday, January 9, 1904, at &
10:05 p.m., at Miami-Biscayne, Florida, with Fanny at his
side, he died. Despite his extremely debilitated state, P

poised as he was between works and rewards, he man-

aged a last look, a smile, and a touch for the one who &

Photo: Ed Jackson

had loved him and been loved by him almost from the Status of Jon B, Gordon at the Georgia capiol

; ; i ; in Atlanta. Located on the northwest corner, it
day their eyes met, who had been with him in body and in was unveiled on May 25, 1907, Reportedly, ft is

the only equestrian statue in Atlanta.

spirit for half a century and who had been all things to

him.

Fanny soldiered on without him for another twenty-seven years, but her life was a pale
copy of the one she knew with the knight known as John Brown Gordon, who, it was said, was
the only Civil War commander who was never defeated or repulsed when he led a charge or

was in command.
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Ms. Wilson will tell the stories of Clevelanders who fought in the Civil War. She has been an interpretive
guide at the Garfield Memorial for the past five years.
This is part of the library's Healthy, Wealthy and Wise programming for the year 2006 in honor of the
300th anniversary of Ben Franklin’s birth.
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